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Introduction
Climate change, energy security and food security are overarching 
processes that have renewed focus on the world’s forests. However, 
when it comes to moderating the impact of these broad processes 
on forests and people, gender inequalities are increasingly viewed 
as a weak link. Indeed, excluding women from their fair share 
of benefits and a meaningful role in decisions may undermine 
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intended outcomes under initiatives such as Reducing Emissions 
from Deforestation and Forest Degradation (REDD).

Research can generate knowledge on how to respond to the needs, 
capabilities and priorities of both men and women. Despite many 
gender studies on forestry, however, broad reviews are lacking. To 
address this gap, several CIFOR researchers synthesised research and 
policy lessons from diverse forestry settings gleaned from 121 peer-
reviewed publications, highlighting approaches to the integration 
of gender analysis into forestry research, as well as constraints and 
areas for further research. This Infobrief summarises key findings of 
their study.

The majority of gender research in forestry was conducted in Asia 
(52 publications) and Africa (41 publications), and less in Latin 
America (22 publications). The lower count for Latin America 
may have been influenced by the exclusion of articles written in 
languages other than English. About eight more articles are at a 
global or regional scale, which did not identify the location of the 
study (see Figure 1).

Gender analysis in forestry research
Looking back and thinking ahead

Key messages
•• Between 2001–2011, the evaluation of men’s and 

women’s participation in community forestry initiatives 
and the commercialising of forest products and market 
access dominated gender-focused forestry research.

•• Community forestry studies were mostly conducted in 
South Asia, while market access studies predominated 
in Africa. Most community forestry studies took place 
in India and Nepal, likely due to a long pattern of 
devolution reforms in forest management in the region. 
Market access studies were motivated by the focus on 
poverty reduction in the 1990s.

•• Integrating gender into forest research is constrained by 
the broad perception that forestry is a male-dominated 
profession, lack of clarity among researchers about 
gender and a lack of technical skills, interest and/or 
awareness of gender.

•• Women’s involvement is not a foregone conclusion. On 
the one hand, some women have little interest in forest 
management; on the other, casual attempts to include 
women can simply add to their labour burden.

•• Further research is needed on the nature and quality of 
governance arrangements; the dynamics and division 
of labour between men and women in mixed forest 
user-groups; how to transform incentives and attitudes 
of forestry officials; replicating ‘critical mass’ studies in 
settings other than Nepal and India; the implications 
of global processes; and interventions and trends on 
women’s relative participation in decision making and 
benefits capture.

Figure 1.  Geographical coverage of women, gender 
and forests publications from 2000 – mid 2011
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Benefits of incorporating gender in forestry 
research and management
Engaging women in forest management improves prospects for 
sustainable forest management, ensuring benefits are distributed 
equitably and enhancing the efficiency of policy implementation.
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Efficiency: The inclusion of women in executive committees in 
Nepal and India helped community forest management groups 
frame more acceptable extraction and protection rules; they also 
helped decrease violations by the community (Agarwal 2009, 2010a). 
In addition, since women sometimes noticed illegal cuttings missed 
by male guards, the inclusion of women in management also 
improved forest protection.

Equity: Engaging both women and men in forest management 
empowers marginalised groups, enabling them to voice and act 
on their needs and preferences (Agarwal 2009, 2010a). Through 
adaptive collaborative management, researchers also helped 
increase the decision making and bargaining power of marginalised 
groups, especially women (Colfer 2005a, 2005b).

Policy: Ignoring gender in policy research may distort the 
understanding of human impacts on resource management, hinder 
forestry planning and skew resource allocation (FAO 2007, PRB 2001). 
Conversely, studying and incorporating the knowledge of both men 
and women helps generate more accurate and clearer research 
results (Hovorka 1998).

Factors influencing the inclusion of gender 
in forestry research
Despite the best of intentions, researchers may not include gender 
analysis in their work for a variety of reasons.

Lack of understanding of the gender concept, as well as skewed 
interest and skills among researchers, undermined the use of gender 
analysis; a community of practice across research teams made 
gender analysis more likely (Magnus 2003). In CIFOR’s projects from 
the late 1990s to 2008–2009, incorporating gender depended on 

the purpose and topic of research; the level of individual interest 
in gender analysis among researchers; and donor requirements 
that supported the research. Moreover, in the CIFOR projects, 
including gender equated to either a focus only on women or to 
the collection of sex-disaggregated data: little effort was made to 
understand the drivers of gendered relationships (Mai and Mwangi, 
in press).

In some cases, researchers incorporated gender if they knew its 
omission would skew results. For example, CIFOR research into 
non-timber forest products (NTFPs) recognised gender as a critical 
variable, targeting both men and women during data collection, 
analysis and reporting (Alexiades and Shanley 2004, Kusters and 
Belcher 2004, Perez et al. 2002, Sunderland and Ndoye 2004).

The complexity of gender analysis also thwarts its inclusion in 
research. Gender-responsive analysis must be attuned to the 
complexities of such factors as class, race, ethnicity, religion and 
age, as well as to the overall social context and its influence over 
bargaining positions (Reeves and Baden 2000). Finally, many cultures 
typically view forests as a male domain, making it more difficult 
to include women in management and decision making (Gurung 
2002, Lyren 2006, Watson 2005). For example, timber extraction and 
management – the most lucrative areas – continue to be male-
dominated. A study in 10 African countries found no women in 
professional and management positions (FAO 2007).

Thematic coverage of gender research
Among 10 categories of topics, commonly studied areas included 
participatory forestry, livelihoods issues (especially market access) 
and gendered perceptions of forest management (see Figure 2). 
Over the past decade, forest governance and benefits capture were 

Figure 2.  Thematic areas of publications from 2000 – mid 2011
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the main interest; this is no surprise given that decentralisation 
reforms in Africa, Asia and Latin America have shifted the onus 
of forest management onto lower levels of government (Colfer 
and Capistrano 2005, Ribot and Larson 2005). Gender-focused 
research examined the extent to which men’s and women’s relative 
participation in forest management responded to devolving 
governance, and how such programmes affected women’s 
livelihoods.

Poverty reduction strategies, including concern for access to 
markets, were another major trend in the 1990s (World Bank 2000). 
In the forestry sector, the trend led researchers to examine factors 
that influence the commercialisation of forest products, as well 
as the relative participation of men and women in markets. While 
tenure and property rights were a popular topic, human health and 
forest certification were given scant attention.

Community forests/joint forest management
Literature on gender and participatory forest management 
appeared to focus on three areas: factors affecting women’s 
participation, strengthening women’s bargaining power to improve 
the quality of their participation and the implications of women’s 
participation for sustainability.

Factors that discouraged women’s participation included 
the following:
•• Lack of recognition in interpersonal and public spheres, which 

exacerbates women’s sense of powerlessness (Sunam and 
McCarthy 2010).

•• Education, household affluence and conservation attitudes 
(Baral and Heinen 2007, Gupte 2003).

•• Ineffective communication networks such as topdown 
approaches that lack feedback mechanisms (Otsyina 2002).

•• Unwilling participation on executive committees to fulfil 
donor or NGO requirements, or selection by male executive 
committee members without their consultation and consent 
(Agarwal 2001).

•• Inequitable distribution of costs and benefits between men and 
women (Agarwal 2001, 2009, 2010a, Otsyina 2002).

•• Social norms that discriminate against women, women’s own 
class, caste, wealth and literacy, and disdain by men of women’s 
contributions (Agarwal 2010b).

Factors that encouraged women’s participation included the 
following:
•• Concrete benefits, free interaction between men and women 

and social norms that do not discriminate against women’s 
involvement in decision making (Nuggehalli and Prokopy 2009).

•• Viewing participation as an ongoing and open-ended process 
of social change rather than a predefined outcome (Giri and 
Darnhofer 2010a).

•• Out-migration of men to cities or other areas (Djoudi and 
Brockhaus 2011, Giri and Darnhofer 2010b).

•• Religion and wealth (Jewitt 2000).

Strategies to improve women’s bargaining power so that their 
participation can actually influence decisions included the 
following:

•• Increasing women’s numbers in meetings and committees to 
build a critical mass, encouraging women to speak up (Agarwal 
2001, 2010a, 2010b).

•• Integrating men and women into the same group since separate 
women’s groups sharpen segregation (Agarwal 2001).

•• Accompanying an increased number of women in decision-
making committees with capacity building.

•• Recognising that some rural women who live in forestry settings 
may not want to take part in forest- or land-related issues (Jewitt 
2000, Resurreccion 2006).

Livelihoods, incomes, markets and commercialisation of 
forest products
Of the 26 publications, 17 were focused on Africa. One group of 
studies examined the value of forest products to rural livelihoods, 
and how men and women view this value differently. Another group 
focused on explaining gendered use of forest products, as well as 
the impacts of their market and commercialisation. The studies 
showed:
•• NTFPs played different roles in mitigating wealth inequality 

(Fu et al. 2009).
•• Income from NTFP activities was important to rural communities; 

however, men, the elderly and the well-off were more involved 
in the formal market, while women and children were more 
engaged in the informal sector (Madi et al. 2010).

•• Women depended more on income from NTFPs since they had 
less access to alternative income (Ajonina et al. 2005, Avocevou-
Ayisso et al. 2009, Fu et al. 2009, Kanmegne et al. 2007).

•• Trees within the homestead area provided many functions 
to rural households, but female-headed households had 
significantly fewer trees than their male-headed counterparts 
(Shackleton et al. 2008).

•• Men controlled more of the market value-chain since women 
lacked technology, rights and access to resources even though 
their contribution was significant (Ajonina et al. 2005, Quang and 
Anh 2006). Awono et al. (2010) and Perez et al. (2002) suggested 
that, given the right conditions, women entrepreneurs could be 
as successful as men.

•• Commercialisation of forest products led to overharvesting, 
which in turn led to more stringent laws and regulations to 
control harvesting, which subsequently limited women’s access 
to forests (Avocevou-Ayisso et al. 2009, Brown and Lassoie 2010, 
Madi et al. 2010).

Tenure and property rights: resource access/resource 
extraction conflict
Eight publications examined this theme, including the following:
•• Veuthey and Gerber (2010) demonstrated that men’s control 

over production tools influenced the division of labour, as well as 
women’s access to forests.

•• Recent studies in Nigeria found that women’s access to firewood 
and forest fruit was restricted on communal and family lands, 
although women had unrestricted access to fodder, snails and 
mushrooms (Adedayo et al. 2010).

•• Howard and Nabanoga (2007) found that Ugandan women 
needed men’s permission to plant trees and harvest them for 
subsistence use.
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•• Coulibaly-Lingani et al. (2009) revealed how laws forbidding 
forest grazing, along with customary rules and regulations 
for land tenure, constrained access to forest for both women 
and migrants.

Men’s and women’s roles and perceptions in forest 
management
The 20 publications were a mix of theoretical and empirical studies. 
Some empirical studies highlighted the importance of involving 
women in diverse programmes and projects such as afforestation 
to combat desertification (Medugu et al. 2010); others focused 
on institutional issues such as the influence of gender in the 
formation of forestry-related values in ecosystem goods and services 
(Farreras et al. 2005). Still others proposed strategies to enhance 
gender mainstreaming in forestry agencies (Gurung 2002).

Forest resource degradation
Six studies focused on reducing pressure on forests in fuelwood- 
scarce areas and understanding gendered relationships in 
deforestation processes. For example, Allen (2001) found land and 
forest degradation exacerbated historical inequalities between 
men and women, aggravated existing challenges and created 
new ones for women such as reducing the amount and quality of 
drinking water.

Traditional knowledge, use and management of forest 
products
Latin America had the most publications under this theme. Most 
studies examined the traditional knowledge of different groups of 
men and women on the forests they lived in – across age, ethnicity, 
caste, class and religion. The research was intended to encourage 
medical discovery and raise awareness of how traditional knowledge 
could contribute to forest biodiversity conservation.

Methods used to integrate gender
Researchers used common qualitative methods to collect data, 
including on-site observation, questionnaires/interviews (semi-
structured, structured, or open-ended), key informant interviews 
and focus groups. In addition, participatory approaches included 
participatory rural appraisal, rapid rural appraisal, transect walks, 
participatory mapping and diagnostic checklists. For quantitative 
analysis, researchers used surveys for data collection and applied 
statistical analysis – from descriptive statistics to more advanced 
regressions.

Participatory approaches in gender research are becoming more 
popular. However, if researchers are unaware of social rules, norms 
and power dynamics, they risk excluding women (Agarwal 2001, 
Gupte 2004). This risk is particularly high in household surveys; 
many researchers assume that household income is distributed 
equally (Coe 2008). But men and women have different preferences 
and opportunities, making households an arena of intense 
competition over resources (Alderman et al. 1995, Falkingham and 
Baschieri 2009).

Despite extra time and cost to their work, researchers are 
increasingly using intra-household surveys (Quisumbing 2004). 
These studies, however, generally overlook the multiple dimensions 
of gender at play in both the household and community. 
Nightingale (2011) and Rocheleau (2008) point out gender dynamics 
are connected across governance levels; this is critical, since national 
and international policy decisions often carry implications for 
local practices.

Gaps in research
The focus on gender in community forestry reflects the trend 
towards devolution and decentralisation in forest management over 
the past 10 years. In developing countries, particularly South Asia, 
researchers have shown that women’s participation can enhance 
forest sustainability. Building on these results, they are testing the 
effects of critical mass on women’s effectiveness in decision making. 
Still, gaps in research remain, including the following issues:
•• Types of governance that enable more women to make 

decisions (Acharya and Gentle 2006).
•• Distribution of responsibility, benefits and information between 

men and women in mixed groups.
•• Implications of reforms on women’s rights to trees and forest 

resources and, ultimately, on the security of their rights 
and access.

•• Relative roles and contributions of women and men with respect 
to collective action and any constraints in forestry settings.

•• Gender-differentiated impacts of emerging global processes and 
policies such as climate mitigation and adaptation, as well as 
global investments in biofuels.

•• Mechanisms to ensure benefits from global processes accrue 
to women and men equitably, as well as understanding the 
relative roles of women and men in monitoring, recording and 
verification of REDD schemes.

•• Incentives to improve implementation of gender-sensitive 
policies in both the formal forestry sector and civil society 
organisations.

Conclusion
Integration of gender into forestry still faces several constraints: the 
broad perception that forestry is a male-dominated profession; lack 
of clarity among researchers about the concept of gender; and a 
lack of technical skills, interest and/or awareness of gender. Yet a 
point raised by earlier researchers continues to resonate: researchers 
must address gender power relations and dynamics in addition to 
collecting sex-disaggregated data. Clearly, in this inter-connected 
global setting, what’s required is a framework for systematic 
investigation of the complexities underpinning women’s rights and 
access to forests, as well as their participation in forest decision-
making and benefits.
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