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Abstract: From 2016-2019, the West African Forest-Farm Interface (WAFFI) project engaged with
smallholder farmers in northern Ghana to explore mechanisms to improve the influence of under-
represented peoples, particularly women, in decision-making processes and platforms that affect
their access to natural resources. Through a multi-phase process of participatory activities, including
auto-appraisal, participatory action research (PAR) and facilitated knowledge exchange, villagers and
researchers worked together to document and develop a better understanding of the challenges and
changes facing women and men in the region to generate social learning. Among these challenges,
the degradation of forest resources due to over exploitation, weak governance and conflict of use
over shea trees (Vitellaria paradoxa) were particularly important for women. The WAFFI approach
created a scaffold for social learning that strengthened the capacity of local stakeholders to share
their perspectives and opinions more effectively in multi-stakeholder forums and dialogue related to
resource use and land use change initiatives.
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1. Introduction

In the rural savanna landscapes of northern Ghana, the agro-silvopastoral systems
used by smallholder households integrate trees, crops and livestock, blurring the dis-
tinction between agricultural land uses and forest and tree uses within natural resource
management systems. The fuzzy boundaries between forests and farms that characterize
these mosaic landscapes are typical in smallholder landscapes elsewhere [1,2]. Women
play integral roles in these dryland semi-arid systems, particularly in the use, access to
and management of trees, and some, including shea (Vitellaria paradoxa) are important
components of women’s livelihoods [3]. However, customary systems of land and tree
tenure differentially constrain women'’s access to resources, while national policies do not
acknowledge or support their roles as resource managers [4]. Local knowledge and views
should play a crucial role in identifying issues emerging from opportunities and challenges
in these systems.

Multi-stakeholder forums (MSFs) could assist policy makers to better understand
these complex production systems and contribute to transformative actions [5]. MSFs
take the form of meetings, roundtables, workshops or other platforms where diverse
stakeholders share information and opinions, consult, develop policy or make decisions
collaboratively [6]. However, ensuring that such fora include the perspectives of both
women and men is crucial, and creating conditions in which women can share their
resource management knowledge and experience is a challenge [5,7]. Multi-stakeholder
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forums can be intimidating spaces for newcomers or traditionally under-represented
groups such as women [5,8]. In addition, cultural norms often ensure that the opinions
of existing powerholders continue to dominate unless there are interventions by outside
facilitators or institutions [9,10].

A conventional strategy for promoting the greater inclusion of women, particularly
rural women, in decision-making mechanisms has been to require their attendance or mem-
bership through quotas [11-13]. Quotas in forest management groups in Peru, Indonesia
and Tanzania have generated positive conservation outcomes [11], and in India quotas
in village councils improved the long-term educational aspirations of young women [12].
However, quotas can also meet stiff resistance in traditional male-dominated societies [14],
resulting in pushback or workarounds that undermine progress to women'’s inclusion. Gen-
der roles can be frustratingly “sticky”, and top-down mandates alone are often not enough
to generate the shifts in power relations that lead to improved influence in decision-making
in MSFs [15]. While quotas provide leverage points for immediate action, deeper structures
and causes of marginalization must be addressed to create pathways for transformation.

Participatory Approaches and Social Learning

We argue for a bottom-up approach whereby opinions, attitudes and frames of ref-
erence about gender are shifted and reframed at the individual and community levels
through group learning processes known as social learning. We adopt the Keen et al.
definition of social learning as collective reflection and action to improve management
of social-ecological systems [16]. The core mechanism of social learning is a process of
“iterative reflection” that occurs when experiences, ideas and environments are shared with
others [16]. This process is often characterized as occurring in cycles [17], or loops [18,19],
where conscious phases of group reflection are interspersed within the information collec-
tion processes [18]. Feedback on the process causes actors to reflect on and change their
initial assumptions [20]. Further learning occurs when there is reflection on the process
itself and the conditions that structure interactions and learning, i.e., “learning to learn”.
This type of multiple loop learning is described by Peschl [21] as a shift in frames of
reference that changes the fundamental perspectives of the participants; this “reframing”
causes the participants to step out of their own experiences and look at the situation as a
whole in a reflective process. Multiple loop learning can incrementally yet fundamentally
shift existing power relations to create the conditions where women can more effectively
participate in group decision-making such as MSFs [22-25].

Social learning is central to adaptive collaborative approaches [26], such as partici-
patory action research (PAR), a structured, learning-focused activity where people work
together to solve common problems and answer shared questions [27]. In PAR activities,
a group defines questions to be answered, gathers information related to that question,
reflects on the results and then collectively decides on next steps [28]. Group learning
processes such as PAR have demonstrated effectiveness at involving marginalized or
under-represented groups, such as rural women, in problem-solving and knowledge cre-
ation [22-24]. The collaborative approaches utilized in PAR assist village stakeholders
in evaluating local natural resource management systems and in identifying strategies
that could encourage adaptive practices, improve sustainability or promote equity [20,28].
PAR can promote social learning by facilitating collective reflection and action to improve
management of social-ecological systems [16,27,29]. Such participatory experimentation
can catalyze adaptation through an experiential approach to learning, or “learning by
doing” [30,31].

While social learning has drawn attention as a means to understand complex socio-
environmental systems and address problems collectively and democratically, there re-
mains a lack of agreement as to whether social learning is a process, an outcome or a
network [32] or how to evaluate whether it has occurred [33]. Reed et al. [34] argue that
for social learning to occur, a process must meet three conditions: first, demonstrate a
change in understanding among the individuals involved; second, that the change oc-
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curs in a wider social unit or community; and three, that the change in understanding
occurs through social interactions or processes. Furthermore, there is a need to better
understand how interventions relate to the contextual conditions where social learning
occurred [32]. Scholz et al. [33] contend that participatory methods do not necessarily
generate social learning and recommend pre- and post-testing to attribute social learning
to participatory methods.

To that end, this paper analyzes efforts to use participatory methods to facilitate
the engagement in dialogues of local producers, particularly women, to give voice to
their priorities and frame debate around topics important for their livelihoods. We con-
ceptualized engagement as a learning-based process of building participation, with an
emphasis on active and interactive (empowering) participation, per Agarwal’s typology
of participation [35]. In practice, facilitating engagement meant creating opportunities
where women were active participants, i.e., expressing opinions and taking initiative, as
well as interactive (empowering) participants, meaning that women had increased voice
and influence in the decision-making of the group. The participatory activities generated
iterative cycles of local knowledge assessment and group learning that built on a stepwise
process of observation, analysis, planned action, monitoring and reflection. These activities
catalyzed dialogue on conflict of use problems related to shea (Vitellaria paradoxa), and
other unintended consequences of resource degradation. We provide an example of how
we operationalized participatory approaches including PAR and paired them with MSFs
to improve the inclusion of women in stakeholder fora generating social learning pro-
cesses over time. We present a description of the challenges facing community members,
specifically women, in rural savanna landscapes in Ghana. We describe the participatory
activities that we introduced, how the activities generated social learning outcomes and
how those outcomes created conditions for better inclusion of women in MSF dialogues.

This work was conducted as part of the West Africa Forest Farm Interface (WAFFI)
project implemented by CIFOR/ICRAF, Tree Aid and the Organization for Indigenous
Initiatives and Sustainability (ORGIIS), a local NGO with funding by the International
Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD). The general objective of the WAFFI project
was to identify practices and policy interventions that could improve the income and food
security of rural smallholders in Burkina Faso and Ghana through integrated forest/tree
management systems that are environmentally sound and socially equitable. The work
presented in this paper addressed an underlying objective, which was to encourage grass-
roots dialogue and broad participation to build consensus around common issues and
shared problems to strengthen the capacity of local people to ensure that their interests
are addressed by decision makers. The WAFFI project’s central objectives were not to test
whether social learning occurred, and thus the gathering of information was not designed
with that in mind; nevertheless, we observed processes of group learning that provide
insights into the ways that participatory methods and social learning are linked, particu-
larly to support women’s participation. To that end, we used participatory approaches
to facilitate smallholder involvement in the definition, analysis and evaluation of issues
related to the management of these mosaic landscapes.

2. Site Description

The WAFFI project worked in two multi-village landscapes each surrounding six
villages in Ghana and Burkina Faso, in a region of dry forest and savanna parklands
between 2016 and 2019. This paper focuses on the work in Ghana. The six participating
Ghanaian villages were in the Kassena-Nankana West District in the Upper East region
(see Figure 1). The ethnicity of residents in the participating villages is primarily Kassena
with some neighboring Fulani settlements. We do not have exact population figures for
the villages, but a rapid census of the communities identified a total of 355 households,
including both single and multifamily compounds. The villages ranged in size from 17 to
89 households, with an average of 59 households. Villages were purposefully selected by
our local partner, ORGIIS, to represent villages in buffer zones near forest reserves.
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Figure 1. Map of the village sites in Ghana.

The land tenure systems at these sites are complex. In Ghana, the constitution recog-
nizes a system of legal pluralism that privileges the jurisdiction of customary authorities
over land [36]. In the Upper East region, traditional land priests known as a tindanas (or
tigatu in the local Kassena language) distribute land to resident families. Because village
boundaries are informal, there is little information available on the total land areas of
the villages.

Land is still mainly accessed through non-market based customary land tenure sys-
tems, and 98% of land parcels are distributed by the family or community members [37].
Women do not have the right to inherit family land, and they generally rely on male rela-
tives, husbands, brothers or fathers to gain land access [38]. It is possible for certain women
to cultivate and make management decisions on a separate plot. However, women'’s labor
contributions on their husbands’ farmland are substantial [39,40]. Traditionally, men are pri-
marily responsible for providing the main sources of household livelihoods and women'’s
land rights are regarded as secondary compared to the rights of their male relatives [37,41].
These intra-household repartition patterns determine broader decision-making processes
and the control over household productive resources. As a result, most agricultural earn-
ings are under the husband’s control [40]. Women’s participation in local governance
structures is very low in general and absent in the most decisive structures, for instance
town councils [42]. Those power imbalances partly explain the low inclusion of women in
development initiatives, e.g., incentives for commercial crops or irrigation development
programs. Female farmers in Ghana are less likely to adopt new agricultural practices
due to limited access to resources including land, education and extension services [43].
However, as in other West African cultures, certain crops have more potential to address
those gender gaps as they are traditionally classified as “feminine”, particularly indigenous
food trees species such as shea and African locust bean (Parkia biglobosa) [44]. These trees
are crucial for women'’s income in northern Ghana as women prioritize their use to meet
immediate needs such as food, schooling and healthcare [45].

Within these village landscapes, households depend on a diversity of trees and tree
products including, among others, baobab (Adansonia digitata), locust bean (known locally
as dawadawa) and shea. Shea is particularly important as a source for food, fuel and income
for these families and collecting shea nut is primarily an activity done by women, and it is
often an important part of women’s livelihoods [46,47]. It is an indigenous, multi-use tree
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valued for its oil-rich nuts and is found across semi-arid zones of sub-Saharan Africa in
forests and woodland commons, referred to here as parklands, and in fields managed as
an agroforestry crop by farmers [48]. Different patterns of tree tenure apply to resources in
each location. Customary property rights over land also extend to tree products from the
trees found on farms; access is usually granted by the male head of household to wives or
related women. Trees in parklands are functionally open access. The Ghanaian government
maintains ownership of gazetted forest reserves and some irrigated lands [4]; while access
is legally restricted, controls do not function well, so local people are able to harvest forest
products opportunistically.

The management practices used by smallholders in this savanna landscape may offer
a level of resiliency as farmers face emerging challenges; nonetheless, they are vulnerable
to climate change, soil degradation, population increases and other environmental stres-
sors [45,49,50], and increasingly, shifts in global markets. In recent years, international
demand for shea nut for cosmetics and confectionary products has driven up the market
price [51]. As a result, men are increasingly entering the shea nut value chain and asserting
more control over the shea nuts collected by women in their households [45].

Methods

From 2016 to 2018, we implemented a series of participatory methods to involve
local men and women in the assessment of opportunities and challenges faced by rural
producers in northern Ghana and to facilitate their participation in MSFs organized by the
WAFFI project. The approach was intended to enhance engagement, which we observed
not only in the number of participants in meetings and activities, but also when participants
played active roles in making decisions and selecting the topics to address. As a rough rule
of thumb, since participation was voluntary, topics that reflected local interest would likely
attract more active involvement and participation.

The WAFFI participatory approach consisted of three nested activities to facilitate
inclusion and build social learning processes: auto-appraisal, participatory action research
(PAR) and exchange workshops held at the village and district level. See Figure 2 for
a flowchart illustrating the sequence of activities. We describe these activities in more
detail in the following paragraphs. At the start of activities, which involved trainings and
meetings, villagers were informed that their participation was voluntary, that they had no
obligation to attend and that they could cease involvement at any time. (Other components
of the WAFFI project involving socio-economic research not covered in this paper, such as
household survey and key informant interviews, included an informed consent statement
that was read to all informants to obtain witnessed verbal agreement, due to low levels of
literacy at sites, and all informants we left with a card listing contact information for CIFOR
in Ghana and our regional office in Ouagadougou, Burkina Faso.) They were also informed
that activities would take place in public and were intended to generate information on
local perceptions of village conditions to share with neighboring communities. Village
leaders were provided with contact information for CIFOR, ICRAF and Tree Aid in case
questions arose about project activities.

Auto-appraisal is a structured assessment of local conditions, needs and opportu-
nities conducted by local people [52]. It is similar to other methods such as rapid rural
appraisal [53], although the key difference is that auto-appraisal is carried out by teams of
community members trained as facilitators rather than external technicians. Auto-appraisal
is a way of engaging community members to explore and document their context together.
Facilitators from the community carry out a series of structured information-gathering
activities that include sketch mapping, historic timelines for the community and group
interviews to collect information on local social, human, financial, physical and natural
capital [54]. Auto-appraisal produces an overview of community conditions based on
local perceptions and expertise, but the primary goals are to initiate a process of reflection
and discussion of shared interests and variable needs at the community level and to ex-
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Figure 2. The participatory approach.

We initiated the auto-appraisal activity in November 2016 with a multi-day training
workshop for village level facilitators in the regional capital, Bolgatanga. Participants
included twenty-four young people (four from each of the six communities) selected by
community leaders for their capacity and literacy skills to be local facilitators who would
lead discussions and document observations in their respective villages. To ensure gender
balance, we asked that community leaders each choose two women and two men as
trainees. During the training workshop, we explained the auto-appraisal activities and
focused on dynamic exercises and role playing that allowed participants to discuss the
issues they would observe in their communities and practice how to facilitate discussions
about these issues. After the workshop, we invited the two women and one of the men
from each village to form facilitation teams. The village facilitators returned home with
a schedule for completing auto-appraisal activities, as well as notebooks and templates
for documenting the results of the auto-appraisal. They were expected to invest a couple
of hours per week over several weeks, visiting neighbors and convening small meetings
to gather information on the community. They each received a small stipend for the time
they invested. Over the course of December 2016 and February 2017, the village facilitators
carried out activities on their own with periodic visits by project technicians to discuss
progress as they completed the appraisal.

The second method we introduced was participatory action research (PAR), an activity
in which people work together to resolve common problems or answer shared ques-
tions [27,55]. In PAR activities, groups gather information, reflect on what they observed,
decide whether the process should continue or whether the problem is resolved. Ideally,
PAR is driven by local interest focused on a shared problem or concern, and emerges from
dialogue and collective reflection and decision-making. External facilitators can provide
a catalyst to initiate PAR, but participation should be motivated by local demand. The
method introduces structure and processes to help participants become more conscious of
how they are learning; it is also dynamic, shifting focus as new information is gathered,
expanding as more people become involved and ending when participants feel they have
resolved the topic or when it is no longer useful to them.
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Our approach to PAR started with additional training to introduce the new concepts to
the villagers and technicians supporting them. The PAR training commenced in November
2017, building on the village auto-appraisals completed earlier in the year. We needed to
train project technicians to facilitate a process of participatory experimentation by adopting
a “learning-by-doing” approach. This meant that as soon as technicians learned basic
concepts, they would guide others in learning the concepts, and in turn, those people
would guide others. As an example, we focused on building mapping skills. In this activity,
the technicians would teach villagers to use compasses, cartesian coordinate systems
and GPS devices using a hands-on method that allowed participants to figure out basic
functions of the tools to solve problems. As part of this training exercise, technicians
organized half-day practice sessions in each of the six villages. A total of 66 villagers
participated, 40% of whom were women. After the half-day course, groups from each
village were loaned equipment so that over the following week they could practice by
using the tools to update the sketch maps from the auto-appraisal exercises by adding geo-
referenced points marking relevant sites in their communities. The training was followed
by a debriefing workshop that convened participants from the six villages to evaluate the
exercise, to provide feedback to the technicians and to share their geo-referenced sketch
maps with others. The meeting drew 56 villagers, with women making up half of the group.

The PAR activities were initiated in 2018. The WAFFI technicians convened meetings in
each village to form “PAR groups” of interested community members. The first activity was
to reflect on the auto-appraisal process, with the goal of deciding on village priorities they
wanted to examine. In all cases, participation was voluntary and no monetary incentives
to participate were provided. While the PAR activities were taking place, a small team of
three WAFFI technicians rotated throughout the villages, making periodic visits to provide
support and to facilitate discussion and reflection on the PAR process. The topics selected
for PAR by each village group varied and changed over time, as will be discussed in the
next section.

The third method we implemented were dialogue platforms for community members
to exchange and compare results and define common issues. Both the auto-appraisal and
PAR activities functioned as a scaffold to build knowledge to prepare for presentations
and discussion at these platforms. The WAFFI project included two types of knowledge
sharing events: village exchange workshops and multi-stakeholder workshops. The vil-
lage exchange workshops focused on residents from selected sites, allowing villagers to
present results from participatory activities, followed by discussions to compare differences,
identify common issues and synthesize shared understanding. The multi-stakeholder work-
shops convened village representatives as well as customary leaders, government officials,
NGO representatives and researchers to discuss issues in a broader context.

The WAFFI team convened the first village exchange workshop in May 2017 at the
completion of the auto-appraisal studies. In this two-day meeting, community facilitators
met in Paga, the district capital, and with the support of the WAFFI team, prepared
presentations of the information collected during the appraisals from the sketch mapping
exercises, the historic timelines and the descriptions of the five capitals. During multiple
sessions, the village facilitators presented their results and discussed the similarities and
differences, as well as the implications in terms of community strengths and weaknesses. A
second Village Exchange Meeting in May 2018 in Navrongo, the municipal capital, focused
on presenting and reflecting on the first round of PAR work. Representatives from the six
communities presented summaries of their PAR work and their reflections on the issues.
CIFOR and ICRAF researchers also presented observations from their research in these
landscapes. Traditional chiefs attended the second day of the meeting.

Village exchange meetings helped participants prepare for multi-stakeholder work-
shops, which provided opportunities for community members to present syntheses from
the participatory work to traditional leaders, NGO representatives and local government
authorities and to discuss the broader context of the findings in a group setting. The WAFFI
team convened an initial multi-stakeholder meeting to review progress in project activi-
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ties and initial results from the project following the first village exchange workshop in
May 2017. Participants included the village facilitators, community leaders such as chiefs,
paramount chiefs and assemblymen, and representatives of government agencies including
the Forestry Commission, the Department of Agriculture and the Environmental Protection
Agency. After the village facilitators presented summaries of the six auto-appraisal studies,
and the CIFOR-ICRAF researchers presented work they had completed, the participants
formed mixed break-out groups that included villagers, traditional authorities, researchers
and governmental representatives. Distinct groups discussed issues ranging from food
security to women’s land and resource access rights, local issues that emerged from the
community work.

The second Multi-Stakeholder Dialogue Workshop was held in February 2019 and was
attended by 50 policymakers, researchers, authorities, traditional leaders and community
PAR members. The format of the workshop was oriented towards group discussion,
perspective-sharing and problem solving. Community representatives presented findings
from their PAR projects, and researchers presented results from their studies.

During field activities, the project’s technicians collected information on the number of
individuals attending, participants’ gender, whether they were new or repeat participants
as well as observations about their roles in activities. In addition to the outcomes of
these engagement processes, the technicians also observed and qualitatively documented
reflections by participants about the activities. They compiled these notes and together
prepared biweekly reports that were reviewed with supervisors to identify key messages to
share with PAR groups to help them reflect on the process. It is important to note that our
participatory methods centered on facilitation and group observations of dynamic learning
processes that occurred during the dialogue-building and engagement processes.

Project workshops were also opportunities for documenting the process. The authors
used participatory observation methods to interact with the village representatives taking
notes during discussion groups. The proceedings were recorded and transcribed, and the
discussions were systematized and coded to identify themes, participants’ perspectives
and priorities. At the end of each workshop, participants filled out evaluation forms and
left written reflections on the workshop discussions and process. Quotes that reflected
those perspectives were identified and coded for inclusion in workshop reports. Notes
compiled by the authors during the events were reviewed during daily debriefs and
organized to generate an account of group discussions, including paraphrased quotes from
participants. After each event, a draft workshop report was circulated among the team to
review for accuracy.

3. Results: The WAFFI Approach Explained as Three Stages

The results from the WAFFI participatory approach are presented as three stages to
illustrate how social learning processes were initiated and evolved during project activities
over three years. In these stages, participants were introduced to concepts and approaches
through training and practical experiences. As they gained confidence with the methods,
participants played more proactive roles in focusing on observations and facilitating the
learning. By exchanging observations and ideas with each other and among villages, the
activities coalesced around common themes and discussions of possible solutions. A main
outcome of this work was that participants were able to articulate a series of action points
they could communicate to policy makers that reflected common concerns of people across
the project sites.

3.1. Stage 1: Introduction of Approach and Practical Training in Auto-Appraisal

The first stage in the WAFFI approach introduced key concepts and methods through
training and practical experience to lay a foundation for the later stages. Activities started
with an auto-appraisal training workshop that targeted not only village representatives
who would serve as facilitators for the auto-appraisal work, but also technicians from local
NGOs who would support the village facilitators (as the methods and concepts were new
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for them too). Most of the young men had participated in meetings outside their villages
before but usually as passive observers; the young women had less experience, and we
observed that at first, they engaged timidly. Over the course of the workshop, participants
gained confidence speaking publicly, particularly the young women, who appeared to find
strength in numbers when disputing men’s descriptions of village life. This corroborates
findings by Agarwal [56] that women are more likely to participate when more women
are present.

The initial training was followed by fieldwork for the auto-appraisal studies. Periodic
guidance from the WAFFI team was crucial to support the facilitators; otherwise, results
were sometimes incomplete, or completed in a rote manner, missing opportunities for
learning and engagement. This reminded us that “the learning way is easier said than
done” [57]. Finally, this stage concluded with a village exchange workshop to share
observations and a multi-stakeholder forum that allowed representatives from participating
villages to share findings with local policy makers.

The landscapes described by the facilitators during the exchange depicted several
environmental and socio-economic challenges, but aspects of the local context and institu-
tional factors also illustrated the resilient character of these farm-forest systems. Initially,
the themes that emerged were diverse and discussed in relatively gender-neutral terms.
Facilitators observed resource degradation in their villages. For example, several reported
that the loss of soil fertility was widespread, and while off-set by the use of chemical
fertilizers, not all could afford such inputs. Most households farmed small plots (two to
four hectares), often as sharecroppers working for local landlords. In one village near the
border, the traditional farmlands of some families extended into Burkina Faso, but recently
the governments began to enforce the international boundary, which meant that families
lost access to arable land. In all the villages, women depended on husbands or other males
to access land and explained that they were often allocated the least desirable land as men
retained the best land for cash crops. However, village facilitators reported that norms
were shifting, and women could enter sharecropping agreements on their own, without
reliance of male relatives. In group discussions, participants did not agree why roles were
changing, and it was not clear whether it was a prevalent change, but the debate nonethe-
less indicated that shifts were taking place. Women's crops were primarily for household
consumption and were crucial for domestic food security. Trees and tree products from
species including shea, baobab and African locust bean provided important subsidies
for household subsistence and income. Households relied on fuelwood for cooking but
competition with commercial wood and charcoal sellers had led some desirable fuel species
to become scarce. Villagers reported that bushfires during the dry season were becoming
more frequent and intense. Locals attributed this to changing rainfall patterns and climate
change, but also reported that some fires were deliberately set by hunters and fuelwood
collectors. The fuelwood collectors used fire to clear brush making it easier to locate wood
on the ground, but informants suggested that some short-sighted actors also hoped to kill
trees, as they were allowed to collect deadwood but could not cut live trees particularly in
the gazetted forest reserves.

There were several important results from this initial stage. The auto-appraisal meth-
ods provided participants with a systematic approach to collect observations about their
home villages and document perceptions for later discussion; they learned new skills and
an approach to observing and sharing information with others. The process facilitated
discussions first among neighbors in their village and then with residents of other villages.
Furthermore, the knowledge-sharing exercises helped participants define more explicitly
not only the common problems they faced but also collective strengths present across
the villages. Finally, as evident by their presentations to the larger group, the village
facilitators gained confidence, especially the young women involved in the activity. In the
villages, women—particularly young women—have traditionally been discouraged from
speaking in front of men and prohibited from participating in key decision-making [40].
However, the auto-appraisal activities elevated their status by recognizing them as leaders
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of a knowledge-gathering process that entailed conversing with important local knowledge
keepers. Preparing their presentations together gave village facilitators confidence in their
ideas and in themselves; others have noted the importance of investing in preparation
for meetings among women and the rural poor [8]. Local leaders commented that they
were impressed with the confidence of young women speaking publicly. One facilitator
mentioned that she had never spoken in the presence of a chief before but now she was
comfortable talking in front of multiple chiefs and other authorities; another facilitator
wrote in the meeting evaluation that “my mates are bold enough to present our group
work and now we believe in each other”.

3.2. Stage Two: Expanding Practical Training and Building on Knowledge Sharing

The second stage built on the auto-appraisal experiences by introducing participatory
action research (PAR) approaches with additional training exercises, village exchange
meetings and a multi-stakeholder workshop.

3.2.1. Participatory Action Research

The PAR concepts were new to the WAFFI technicians, so it was necessary to train them
in PAR methods to develop skills to facilitate processes of participatory experimentation
using a “learning by doing” approach. In a train-the-trainer structure, we taught technicians
to guide others in learning participatory mapping techniques, and then organized practice
exercises in the six villages where the WAFFI team could train villagers in the same
techniques. Activities started by asking participants “How do you explain directions?” and
“How do you find your way in an unfamiliar place?” Most of the villagers had never held
a compass before, so technicians shared these skills and guided participants in hands-on
activities to learn what these tools were and how to use them. Participants then learned
how to direct others to move to specific locations on a 10 by 10 m grid laid out on the
ground by describing the coordinates and helped them to associate this experience with
the Universal Transverse Mercator (UTM) system. With knowledge acquired from these
activities, the training then focused on the basic function of GPS devices, to allow village
trainees to take datum points and navigate to specific locations using the UTM coordinates.
After the basic training, the WAFFI technicians loaned equipment to village participants
to practice over the following week, allowing them to georeference key locations on their
sketch maps from the auto-appraisal. The training concluded with a meeting that convened
all participating villagers in the town of Chiana to review what they had learned, to
share their georeferenced sketch maps and to provide feedback to the WAFFI technicians
who had facilitated the training. The objectives were to teach a collaborative information
collection method and demonstrate “learning-by-doing”, an essential approach for PAR.
The mapping activity generated interest and excitement because of the hands-on learning
of technical skills—such as using a GPS and mapping coordinates—combined with group
reflection on the process. Furthermore, the villagers learned useful participatory mapping
skills that they could choose to draw upon for their PAR work.

The PAR topics that groups selected were diverse, ranging from loss of free-ranging
livestock in parklands and loss of crops in irrigated land invaded by cattle to resource
conflict with forest guards and access to arable land. The WAFFI technicians assisted
the PAR groups in transforming these topics into research questions and deciding on the
methods to use, such as mapping, simple data collection sheets or small group discussions.
In one site, women were concerned about the scarcity of fuelwood near the village, so
they requested use of a GPS to measure the distance they walked to gather wood. In
another, the PAR group examined land scarcity by canvasing households to identify how
many had farmed away from the village during the previous year using land in other
communities. The PAR groups collected information that could answer questions related to
their topic and met weekly to discuss results and decide on next steps. These groups were
fluid, starting small with four to six members but sometimes attracting 50+ participants to
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meetings. Nonetheless, having a core group of active members at every stage provided
continuity for the process.

3.2.2. Village Exchange

The initial results from PAR activities in each of the villages were presented during the
second village exchange workshop. The discussions focused on conditions observed in the
village, but the issues began to have notable gender components with women leading some
of the initiatives. For instance, two village groups measured the distances women walked
to gather fuelwood, in some cases as far as 10 km due to scarcity. Discussions focused on
why fuelwood sources were increasingly distant. One reason observed was that farmers
were moving farther from villages out into parklands to find arable land for agriculture,
which meant the woody debris left from clearing fields, a common source of fuel, was not
found near the villages. Villagers also noted that more people were relying on the sale of
firewood and charcoal as a source of income. Some men were collecting firewood in large
quantities to sell to merchants with trucks, or were felling trees to produce charcoal for
sale, exacerbating fuelwood scarcity. In some cases, fires were being set deliberately to
kill trees, so that they could then be collected for firewood, thus skirting the prohibition
against cutting live trees. In one village, women had been traveling through a forest
reserve to collect firewood and had been sanctioned by forest guards, even though this
practice was allowed. The women reported that they were afraid to confront the issue
individually; however, in a group setting, they more freely discussed the problems they
were encountering.

Overall, discussions highlighted patterns of resource degradation across the villages.
Participants noted several factors impacting the trees valued for non-timber forest products
(NTEPs) by women in the communities. This was particularly true for shea trees: not only
would wildfires kill or damage shea trees but, depending on when they occurred, fires could
cause the shea trees to abort their flowers, lowering the production of fruit. In addition,
shea wood was sometimes cut in parklands because it produces high quality charcoal
and is one of the locally preferred varieties. At the same time that shea resources were
under stress, women also reported that, due to the increased demand for shea nut, men
were getting involved in shea collection and exerting increased control over shea access.
In contrast to shea in the parkland commons, shea trees on farmland tend to be closer to
homesteads and are not open-access, making them easier to harvest and more productive.
Furthermore, because farmland is managed more intensively, shea trees suffer less damage
from wildfire. The men present at the exchange meeting denied any involvement but were
met with strong rebukes from the women. Because women do not own land, they said they
were increasingly dependent on going to the parkland commons or to the forest reserves
to collect shea. However, conflicts with forest guards were growing, since access rules for
forest products were unclear. This village exchange meeting, and the interest it generated,
proved to be a catalytic point of entry for later PAR work and social learning on shea nut
and gender, which ultimately led to shifts in thinking about women’s and men’s roles in
shea nut activities.

Based on these discussions, village participants agreed that the following round of
PAR activities would target factors affecting the NTFPs important to women as well as
issues related to land access and wildfire. The participants identified opportunities to
address these issues, such as strengthening internal rules for resource use, encouraging
enforcement by local committees and connecting with forestry officials to clarify access
rules. At the close of the workshop participants expressed interest in focusing PAR activities
to track issues around resource governance, NTFPs, fuelwood and wildfires.

3.3. Stage 3: Practical Exercises Coalesce around Common Concerns

As noted above, during the first round of PAR work, one emergent issue was the con-
flicting perspectives on the role of men in shea collection. Women in several communities
claimed that men were excluding them from the most productive on-farm trees, taking
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an important income source from women. Men were reluctant to admit any involvement
as shea is considered women’s work. After the exchange workshop, an interesting PAR
dynamic developed.

In the community where the debate over the involvement of men first developed,
women decided to refocus their PAR groups on monitoring their shea nut collection
activities. With assistance from WAFFI technicians, they developed a simple monitoring
system in which each day, using a simple tally sheet with pictures and diagrams, the women
could check boxes to record whether they had harvested shea, where they harvested (i.e.,
farm, fallows, forest commons or reserve forest) and how much they had harvested. Initially,
thirteen women in the PAR group in one village began monitoring their shea harvests.
At the end of the week, the WAFFI technicians returned to the village to help the PAR
members review the results and discuss their experiences. The team also prepared visual
aids, such as charts and graphs, to illustrate observations about the data and encourage
discussion (see Figure 3 for an example).

Figure 3. A team technician presents the information collected by the participants with visual aids.

More women became interested in the activity and after three weeks, 32 women had
monitored at least one week of shea harvests. The tally sheets that were collected by
the PAR group recorded 308 instances where women had recorded their daily harvests.
Surprisingly, on 60% of these days, women were gathering shea on farm sites. As the project
technician asked probing questions to reflect on the results, the women explained that they
were still harvesting shea on the family’s farmland, but their husbands were claiming a
larger share of what the women harvested for themselves. The WAFFI technicians showed
the charts illustrating results from the shea monitoring to PAR groups in other villages, and
local women in two other villages also began tracking shea harvests and similarly noted
about 50% of the days monitored included harvests from shea trees on farmland.

PAR group members in all six villages collected data on shea collection from June-
August 2018. It is important to note that these monitoring processes were oriented towards
engaging people in the process and collecting sufficient information about the situation
to encourage reflection and discussion; the activities were not intended to be precise
data collection methods. As others have argued, participatory monitoring learning cycles
are best facilitated by data collection that is adequate to answer people’s questions, not
necessarily following rigorous scientific methods [58].

The WAFFI technicians regularly visited each village approximately every three weeks
to convene report-back meetings to check on progress and lead a guided reflection on the
results since the previous meeting. The data collection was carried out by the participants,
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on their own schedule, with only periodic check-ins by the WAFFI technicians. The process
generated substantial interest, and attendance at each meeting grew as the PAR process
honed the questions during each phase and generated results, as can be seen in Figure 4,
which sums the participants from all villages at each of the eleven rounds of meetings
held with each village, disaggregated by gender. Furthermore, the proportion of women
participating increased significantly during the second phase of the PAR work, which
focused on shea. This decision to focus on shea resulted from the interest expressed by
several groups of women in the villages, and it notably demonstrates how participation
reflects the interests and priorities of the participants. In other words, when the topic
matters to women and their opinions are prioritized, they engage. Of the 412 people
who attended at least one PAR meeting in one of the six villages, 67% of these unique
participants were women. As noted before, participants were not paid, so the motivation
to participate can reasonably be attributed to interest in the activity itself.
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Figure 4. Participation in participatory action research (PAR) meetings by gender. Totals for each
meeting illustrate the sum of unique and repeat participants across six villages.

The discussions revealed that shea access issues were more complex than men simply
excluding women from the resource. Surprisingly, although women had argued that
they were being excluded from on-farm shea, they still reported frequent harvests of shea
from on-farm trees, equivalent to roughly half of the reported harvests. However, when
discussing these results, women explained that while they were still harvesting from shea
trees in farm fields, men were now frequently claiming the fruit and only providing a share
to the women. In other words, women were being excluded not from the working with
the resource, but from the income. The women knew this, but the monitoring activity
allowed them to better enunciate the issue and illustrate how this was a shared problem.
The change in control over on-farm shea income was occurring because buyers had started
purchasing shea nuts directly in the villages. Traditionally, there had been a stigma to
men selling shea nuts or shea butter in markets, so the products were considered within
the women’s domain. As demand for shea increased, women were losing control over an
important source of income. These results illustrate that access rights are nuanced and
context-specific; rights are constantly negotiated at the family level and community level
as well as in other spheres as a part of everyday life and practice.
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Final Workshop

During the final multi-stakeholder workshop, discussions focused on issues that
emerged from the research, particularly three crucial topics: shea access and management,
fuelwood and bushfires. Themes that emerged across these topics included discussion of
women’s access to land and how traditional land distributions systems were changing.
Customarily, women did not own land but received access through their husband or other
male relative, or in some cases had their husbands request land from a landlord. More
recently, in some cases, women no longer needed their husbands to act as intermediaries to
request land but could do it themselves. There was also discussion of women’s dependence
on NTFPs and their increasing reliance on forest reserves as their access to shea nut income
on farms was constrained. Small groups discussed the findings, identified problems and
issues and defined strategies and paths forward.

The participants proposed several integrated visions and strategies to combine com-
munity, policy and research approaches:

e  Strengthen women’s influence and opportunities—Women depend on shea to feed
their families and as a source of income; as a result, they are key actors in shea
management. However, changing conditions were pressuring women from multiple
angles. Participants in the workshop advocated for improvement in women’s access
to shea at the household level by opening dialogue on the effects of change. There
was a suggestion that efforts were needed to organize local cooperatives to provide
loans and procure shea processing machinery to allow women to add value more
efficiently to their harvest and create additional livelihood opportunities. There was
also interest in continuing actively to engage more directly in governance processes at
multiple levels by encouraging more women to stand for both political and community
leadership positions.

e  Develop the shea sector—Despite the importance of shea in the region, there was the
perception that the sector lacked organization, coordinated planning or development
strategy. Participants suggested lobbying to form an advocacy group, possibly at the
national level, such as a “shea board”, that could influence policy, promote shea, define
strategies and address challenges. In addition, promoting shea research to investigate
topics related to shea production, protection and regeneration could provide valuable
support to the sector and respond to problems observed by producers.

e Reduce the pressure on tree resources—Participants agreed that there should be
efforts to promote methods and technologies to reduce pressure on shea trees. For
example, use of improved cookstoves or alternative fuels could decrease the demand
for charcoal. Encouraging efforts to produce fuelwood species, either through farmer
managed natural regeneration or family woodlots with fast-growing charcoal species
could provide alternatives, as could introducing livelihood alternatives for charcoal
producers so that individuals are not pushed to fuelwood sales as their only option
for income generation. As mentioned above, the policies and plans to protect shea
trees and promote shea regeneration are important but would be more effective with
alternative fuel options.

e  Approach bushfire management holistically—Participants advocated for approach-
ing bushfire management at both the policy level and the community level by de-
veloping “bottom up” bylaws starting at the community to address bushfires and
empowering chiefs to enforce the bylaws. Furthermore, cross-boundary strategies
needed development as well as capacity to address issues of fire prevention, education
and enforcement.

4. Discussion
4.1. A Change in Understanding at Multiple Scales

In the previous sections we presented the implementation of a participatory approach
that we believe successfully facilitated social learning among residents of six rural villages
in northern Ghana. In this section, we re-examine some aspects of the approach to identify
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factors contributing to social learning and why we feel the approach could be valuable for
development initiatives.

As described in the introduction, Reed et al. [34] identified three conditions for social
learning to occur: first, demonstrate a change in understanding among the individuals
involved; second, that the change occurs in a wider social unit or community; third, that
the change in understanding occurs through social interactions or processes. While we
agree with Scholz et al. [33] that participatory methods do not automatically generate social
learning, we observed all three conditions over the course of applying the participatory
approaches as described. The experience increased understanding among individual
village participants by assisting them in systematically observing local environmental
and production conditions and facilitating discussions among neighbors. During this
process, they shared information and collectively reflected on results within and among
village groups and ultimately with external authorities. The entire process involved
social interactions in the collection of information, evaluation of that information and
discussions of its implications. Furthermore, the process improved understanding about
issues crucial to the villagers and generated new knowledge collaboratively, bringing to
fore the following issues:

e Increased market demand for shea was shifting patterns of resource access and benefits,
a change that merited more attention by villagers and development actors. Specifically,
women were reportedly losing control over income from some of the most productive
shea trees as some men claimed shea nuts or derivative income for themselves. Women
reported the loss of access as they became increasingly reliant on more distant and
degraded resources in communal parkland or forests reserves. They reported that
the loss of income negatively impacted household wellbeing, as it had supported
domestic needs and food security.

e As mentioned above, shea resources were reportedly being degraded in communal
parklands and forest reserves despite the increased value of the resource. Weak
governance and control in these collective areas reportedly permitted near open-
access conditions that discouraged better management of trees and seedlings. As a
result, fire damaged shea trees or suppressed regeneration or in some cases trees were
cut for fuelwood and commercial charcoal production. In general, both customary
and formal rules to better protect shea trees in these landscapes were lacking.

4.2. A Scaffold to Strengthen Women’s Capacity to Participate in MSFs

The WAFFI process functioned as a participatory scaffold to build capacity to partici-
pate in multi-stakeholder forums. The auto-appraisal process grounded the participants—
both the villagers and the WAFFI team—in the context by providing an immersive process
to systematically reveal and document aspects of the local reality. It also built common
ground in understanding together the issues that the communities were facing. The PAR
work generated useful information that villagers contributed to discussions. The activities
gave people confidence and skills to present their opinions. Others have found that low
confidence in a group setting and lack of presentation skills can be major barriers to rural
women’s participation [7,9].

The WAFFI participatory approach unfolded over three years, and the impacts in
terms of strengthening women’s confidence and capacity were incremental, yet palpable
both to the participating women and to the community leaders and chiefs who witnessed
the changes. Rist et al. [22] argue that this kind of interaction among experts and local
people produces joint knowledge that is crucial to improving the capacity of rural com-
munities to define their own interests, acquire new knowledge and mobilize resources
that can help them catalyze changes that are in line with their own vision and needs.
These types of multi-year investments in strengthening capacity are necessary to level
the playing field for women and other under-represented groups in MSFs. MSFs are
growing increasingly important as mechanisms for expressing opinions and values that
are folded into policy [6]. Like all political arenas, the format and content of MSFs are
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determined by and dominated by those already in power, whether they are government
officials, external donors or NGOs [9]. If MSFs are to meet their potential for broadening
participation in decision-making and democratizing policy development, then a concerted
effort is needed to implement mechanisms that level the playing field for less powerful
stakeholders. Strengthening capacities such as presentation skills, information collection
and community organizing are the types of bottom-up efforts and investments that will
reinforce top-down mandates such as quotas. In fact, we instituted quotas at the outset
when we insisted that each village facilitation team include both females and male mem-
bers during the auto-appraisal process, which made it more socially acceptable for the
women to participate and travel. The high percentage of female facilitators generated an
environment of greater participation by the village women. This confirms findings by
Agarwal [56] that rural women are less likely to be reticent and more likely to overcome
restrictive social norms when other women are present.

4.3. Encouraging Women's Engagement

Given the central role of women in forest resource use in dryland forests of sub-
Saharan Africa and the obstacles to their participation from the local patriarchal traditions,
the WAFFI project took conscious steps to include women and prioritize their knowledge
and opinions. We explicitly invited women and set quotas for their participation, and we
organized meetings in villages and at time/locations that were accessible for them. We
welcomed mothers to bring their children, and we accommodated them when they did, in
one instance watching the children so that the mothers were free to do mapping activities.
Finally, we set up special times to prepare for exchange meetings so that women could
build their presentation skills and confidence to participate in public meetings.

Encouraging women’s engagement in the activities extended to the selection of re-
search topics. The high levels of women'’s participation meant that the PAR work often
focused on issues important to women, including the added burdens they face with deplet-
ing fuelwood stocks, conflicts over use of key NTFPs and difficulties women face due to
shifting resource access rights driven by change in market conditions. The PAR approach
also responded to the unique challenges that women face when voicing their opinions. For
instance, when the women were afraid to tell the truth about collecting firewood from the
forest, PAR provided a method to explore why and learn more about the issue. Women
felt strength in numbers when they met as a large group, and they openly discussed the
issues with WAFFI technicians and researchers. This provided an evidence-based process
for gender transformative action.

Outside facilitation can be necessary to creating the conditions for gender transfor-
mative action [8], and training facilitators in participatory methods requires hands-on
experiential learning too. The WAFFI approaches were not familiar to local collaborating
partners and technicians, who had been trained in conventional approaches to extension.
This required considerable time for training and follow-up, regular visits to the field and
workshops to train local field team and partners in how to use the approaches appropriately.
While the methods were not particularly complicated or difficult, they did require people
to change their approaches and to be self-aware of their roles. Some people may resist
these approaches because they do not see the value or the focus on community knowledge
undercuts their status. Nevertheless, the interaction between outsiders and local people
can play a key role in highlighting gendered social norms, expectations and assumptions.
For instance, when a local male technician was asked prior to the village facilitator training
if the female village facilitators processed shea nut, he said that they did not, because of
their levels of education. When the female village facilitators were subsequently asked
the question, they laughed and said, “We all do!” People are often unaware of gender
frameworks until they are pointed out to them.
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5. Conclusions

Smallholder systems found in semi-arid savanna landscapes in northern Ghana com-
bine crops, livestock, forests and trees in complex mosaics adapted to local conditions. The
acquired knowledge of producers living in the rural spaces provides a foundation for the
resilience of these systems, but constant change requires continuous learning processes.
Women play integral roles in these dryland systems, particularly in the management of
trees, which are important components of their livelihoods. However, customary systems
of land and tree tenure differentially constrain women’s access to resources, while national
policies do not acknowledge or support their roles as resource managers. Creating condi-
tions that allow women and men to share their experiences and contribute to development
dialogue will help communities to react to and prepare for change.

In the research presented here, we used participatory approaches to improve en-
gagement and influence of underrepresented people, especially women, in dialogue and
decision-making. This approaches consisted of three nested activities to facilitate inclusion
and build social learning processes: auto-appraisal, participatory action research (PAR)
and exchange workshops held at the village and district level. In these stages, participants
were introduced to concepts and approaches through training and practical experience. As
they gained confidence with the methods, they played more proactive roles in focusing
on observations and learning. By exchanging ideas with each other and among villages,
the activities coalesced around common themes and discussions of possible solutions. The
objective was to encourage grassroots dialogue and broad participation to build consensus
around common issues and shared problems to strengthen the capacity of local people to
ensure that their interests were addressed by decision makers. We argued for a bottom-up
approach for promoting greater inclusion by women, an approach whereby opinions,
attitudes and frames of reference about gender were shifted and reframed at the individual
and community levels through group learning processes known as social learning.

The social learning processes translated into several palpable shifts in gender per-
spectives. For instance, when women were challenged about their claims that men were
getting involved in shea, they responded by collecting data to prove their point, which
they presented at the final multi-stakeholder workshop. Men were surprised by the data,
but they accepted it. While this might not seem to be a major change, it is an opening
nonetheless, and women who participated in the WAFFI process are better prepared to
negotiate within these new spaces. Furthermore, there were indications that these changes
were happening within a larger context where gender roles were shifting, in terms of access
to resources and livelihood activities; understanding these shifts is an area that merits
future research.

Participatory approaches can be time-consuming and resource intensive but if im-
plemented effectively, they can generate social learning processes. The WAFFI approach
demonstrated that social learning processes can improve the influence of women and
under-represented groups in MSFs and other decision-making platforms. Top-down man-
dates, such as quotas, can work hand-in-hand with social learning to shift perspectives on
gender, establish role models and create environments where the opinions and priorities of
women are given the same weight as those of men. The participatory activities generated
iterative cycles of local knowledge assessment and group learning that built on a stepwise
process of observation, analysis, planned action, monitoring and reflection. These methods
facilitate women’s engagement in natural resource management dialogues to give voice
to their priorities and frame debate around topics important for their livelihoods. A main
outcome of this work was that participants were able to articulate a series of action points
they could communicate to policy makers that reflected common concerns of people across
the project sites.
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