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Foreword

While gender equality is a basic human right, and closing 

the gender gap is key to achieving many development 

objectives, development practitioners and advocates 

concerned with achieving gender equality are often constrained by 

the lack of information to justify targeting limited resources toward 

closing the gender gap.

In keeping with the purpose of IFPRI’s Food Security in Practice 

series, this practitioners’ guide bridges the gap between research 

and practice by providing up-to-date, relevant information on why 

and how gender issues, when taken into account, can improve 

the design, implementation, and effectiveness of development 

projects and policies. IFPRI’s work on gender and intrahousehold 

issues has already influenced programs, such as conditional cash 

transfers in Latin America, by contributing to the growing evidence 

that households do not make decisions as one, and that resources 

controlled by women lead to improved child outcomes. IFPRI’s gender 

research has also contributed to a wider acceptance by policymakers 

that paying attention to decisionmaking processes within the 

household is essential to the success of development interventions.

For IFPRI’s research to have continued impact on policies and 

programs, it needs to be communicated in accessible, understandable 

terms to its ultimate users—policymakers and technical personnel 

in multilateral or bilateral aid agencies, nongovernmental 

organizations, and developing-country governments. This 

practitioners’ guide presents key research findings from IFPRI’s 

gender and intrahousehold program in the framework of project and 

policy cycles. The authors took the additional step of field-testing 

the guide among practitioners in Africa, Asia, and Latin America to 

see whether the findings were relevant outside the study countries. 

Finally, the authors conducted a workshop among Washington, D.C.–

based practitioners and policymakers to see how the findings related 

to the policy cycle. Thus, the guide reflects the insights, comments, 

and suggestions of the ultimate users of this research.

I hope that this guide—by presenting rigorous technical 

evidence in support of gender-targeted programs and policies—will 

contribute to fairness in development and convince policymakers 

and practitioners that paying attention to gender issues will make 

their programs and policies more effective in reaching their ultimate 

development objectives.

Joachim von Braun

Director General, IFPRI
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Preface

This guide offers a nontechnical presentation of research 

findings from IFPRI’s multicountry research program on 

gender and intrahousehold issues, along with implications 

and key questions for integrating gender research findings into 

project cycle and policy decisionmaking processes. The volume draws 

on work undertaken by IFPRI and its collaborators in developing 

and developed countries since the early 1990s. It presents empirical 

evidence—based on IFPRI’s field research using both quantitative 

and qualitative techniques—on the ways in which gender and 

intrahousehold issues affect the success of development interventions, 

and then shows readers how to incorporate the findings effectively 

into development programs. The guide—its findings, format, and 

presentation—has been field-tested in workshops with practitioners 

in Kathmandu, Nairobi, Guatemala City, and Washington, D.C.

Most of the empirical research was funded by the U.S. 

Agency for International Development (USAID) Office of Women 

in Development under Grant No. FAO-0100-G-00-5020-00, 

“Strengthening Development Policy through Gender Analysis: An 

Integrated Multicountry Research Program.” This grant funded 

primary data collection in Bangladesh, Ethiopia, Guatemala, and 

South Africa, and supported the work of IFPRI collaborators in 

Ecuador, Ghana, Indonesia, Nepal, the Philippines, and Zimbabwe. 

The studies in Ghana and Indonesia (Sumatra) were funded under 

a grant from the U.K. Department for International Development 

(DFID). Other donors contributing to the program’s research 

were the Danish International Development Agency (Danida), the 

Government of Japan, the Government of Mexico, the Swedish 

International Development Cooperation Agency (Sida), the World 

Health Organization, and the World Bank. 

We thank the Government of Norway for providing the funding 

for this synthesis activity, especially Ruth Haug of the Agricultural 

University of Norway for her enthusiasm and support for gender 

research at IFPRI. We also thank Hari K. Upadhyay, Madan Prariyar, 

and the staff of the Center for Environmental and Agricultural 

Policy Research, Extension, and Development (CEAPRED) for 

organizing the Nepal workshop; Vicki Wilde, Pauline Bommett, the 

CGIAR Gender and Diversity Program, and the World Agroforestry 

Center for organizing the Kenya workshop; and Maggie Fischer 

and the Instituto de Nutrición de Centro America y Panamá 

(INCAP) for organizing the Guatemala workshop. Kathy Alison of 

Training Resources Group, Inc., facilitated the Washington, D.C., 

workshop. Manohar Sharma joined us in Nepal and John Maluccio 

in Guatemala to help us answer many difficult and challenging 

questions from the field. We are indebted to the workshop 

participants who spent many hours reading and annotating the 

documents and participating actively in discussions during the 

in-country workshops. We thank Ruth Meinzen-Dick and an 

anonymous referee for useful comments, Oscar Neidecker-Gonzales 

for his help in translating the presentation for Guatemala, Lourdes 

Hinayon and Jay Willis for producing the many iterations of this 

document, and Jay Willis for producing the final document. Last, 

we thank our husbands, Joel Villaseñor and Eric McClafferty, for 

minding hearth, home, and children when our travels took us to 

workshops all over the world.
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1. The Importance of Using Gender and Intrahousehold Research to 
Inform Projects and Policies

This book is designed for technical personnel and 

policymakers in national government and international 

agencies, and nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), 

as well as other development practitioners who face the task of 

addressing gender issues in development projects and policy. 

Practitioners may ask why they should address gender issues in 

development. First and foremost, gender equality is a basic human 

right—with value in and of itself. Second, many disparities in 

development outcomes arise from gender differences (see Box 1). 

Third, the task of addressing gender inequality is made even more 

urgent by the reality of its significant effects on the efficiency and 

welfare outcomes of project or policy interventions. 

Gender issues are central to the attainment of development 

goals and poverty reduction. They play a prominent role in the 

United Nations Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), which 

have been commonly accepted as a framework for measuring 

development progress. Of the eight goals, four are directly related to 

gender: achieving universal primary education, promoting gender 

equality and the empowerment of women, reducing infant and child 

mortality, and improving maternal health. Gender also plays an 

important role in goals related to reducing poverty and eradicating 

hunger; combating HIV/AIDS, malaria, and other diseases; and 

ensuring environmental sustainability. Given these linkages, it is 

difficult to see how it would be possible to meet the MDGs without 

addressing gender.

The poverty reduction agenda, in particular, would benefit from 

paying attention to gender issues. One study (Klasen 1999, cited in 

World Bank 2001) estimates that if the countries in South Asia, Sub-

Saharan Africa, and the Middle East and North Africa had addressed 

their gender gap in schooling similarly to East Asia—which began 

tackling the issue in 1960 and closed the gap by 1992—their 

income per capita could have grown by 0.5–0.9 percentage points 

Box 1.	T he Nature of Gender Differences

Gender differences arise from the socially constructed  

relationship between men and women (Oakley 1972). Sex 

differences, on the other hand, are biological and innate. The 

roles that men and women play in society show similarities and 

differences across classes and societies. Since the definition of 

men’s and women’s roles is specific to space and time, gender 

divisions cannot be checked off from lists (Moser 1989). Gender 

differences affect the distribution of resources between men 

and women and are shaped by ideological, religious, ethnic, 

economic, and social determinants (Moser 1989). Being socially 

rather than innately determined, this distribution can be changed 

through conscious social action, including public policy.

IFPRI’s gender and intrahousehold research program treats 

gender as an important determinant of the distribution of 

rights, resources, and responsibilities within the household but 

recognizes that it is not the only factor. Age, birth order, rela-

tionship to the household head, and position of the household in 

society (for example, whether low or high caste) are some of the 

factors that also influence the allocation of household resources.
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higher per year, representing substantial increases over actual 

growth rates. Simulations from comparable studies using nationally 

representative samples from Egypt (1997) and Mozambique (1996) 

have shown that mothers’ education is crucial to poverty reduction 

(Datt and Jolliffe 1998; Datt, Simler, and Mukherjee 1999). In 

Egypt, increasing mothers’ schooling from “none” or “less than 

primary” to “completed primary schooling” reduces the proportion 

of the population below the poverty line by 33.7 percent. Similarly, 

increasing by one the number of adult females per household that 

have completed primary schooling in Mozambique leads to a 23.2 

percent decrease in the proportion of the population living below the 

poverty line. In both of these country studies, female education had 

a much larger impact on poverty than other factors, including male 

education. Similar examples can be found for productive resources 

other than education (for example, land). The systematic inclusion of 

gender issues in poverty reduction strategy papers (PRSPs), prepared 

by developing countries through participatory processes involving 

domestic stakeholders and external development partners (such as the 

World Bank and International Monetary Fund), could enhance the 

effectiveness of poverty reduction strategies, particularly in countries 

where gender disparities among the poor are most pronounced. 

How can research informed by a gender perspective—commonly 

called “gender research” for brevity—contribute to practitioners’ and 

policymakers’ efforts to reduce poverty and attain other development 

objectives? Practitioners are often knowledgeable about general 

development issues or about issues related to a specific technical 

field, but they lack understanding and resources on how to integrate 

gender issues effectively into the development and design of specific 

projects and public policy. Many of these practitioners may not be 

convinced of the importance of gender issues to the success of an 

intervention, or they may be confused by changing approaches to 

addressing gender issues in the context of development.1 In some 

fields, such as education, health, village water supply, and rural 

development, the importance of gender is already fairly widely 

accepted, but in the so-called hard sectors such as transportation and 

infrastructure, which many planners consider to be gender-neutral, 

practitioners may need to be convinced of the importance of gender. 

They may view gender as an imposition from international donors 

or as an administrative requirement; hence, for these practitioners, 

“efficiency” arguments are paramount. Even where practitioners are 

interested in the equity aspects of gender or are trained in gender 

analysis, they can lack guidance on how to apply such analysis to 

their work. Thus, without technical knowledge in specific fields, the 

ability of practitioners to design and implement effective projects 

or policy may be limited. Cost factors may also influence project 

managers’ willingness to incorporate gender issues into their 

planning and implementation processes (see Box 2). 

This guide aims to reach both types of practitioners. Grounded in 

field research undertaken by the International Food Policy Research 

Institute (IFPRI) as part of its multicountry program on gender and 

intrahousehold issues, the guide first provides empirical evidence 

on the effects of gender and intrahousehold issues on development 

intervention outcomes. It then guides the reader on how to effectively 

incorporate the findings into development projects. Because the 

1  See Moser (1989) for a critical review of different policy approaches to “women in development” from a gender planning perspective.

2  For a more focused approach to methodologies for gender analysis in agriculture, see Feldstein and Jiggins, eds. (1994).
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research examined the circumstances under which gender affected 

policy outcomes, the guide will also enable development practitioners 

to determine when gender issues are likely to be critical to a project’s 

success and when their importance may be secondary to other 

factors. For the specialist on gender issues, the guide provides new 

information on the relevance of gender analysis and research in a 

range of policy areas. While a wide range of topics are covered, this 

technical guide will be most useful to practitioners in agriculture, 

health, nutrition, education, and rural development. 

The guide complements training manuals and toolkits on 

gender analysis and the project cycle, such as those published by 

Oxfam (Williams 1994), the Centre for Development and Population 

Activities (CEDPA 1994), the World Bank, and the International 

Fund for Agricultural Development.2 Like the other technical guides 

in IFPRI’s Food Security in Practice series, such as Methods for 

Rural Development Projects (Hoddinott 2001), what distinguishes 

this volume from others is its origins in field research using both 

quantitative and qualitative techniques and, in many cases, research-

oriented project evaluation. A useful companion volume is the book, 

Household Decisions, Gender, and Development: A Synthesis of 

Recent Research (Quisumbing 2003), which contains more detail on 

the IFPRI studies. This volume should be viewed as a guide to gender 

research for practitioners, not a “how-to” or training manual for 

specific projects. Practitioners looking for “how-tos” and checklists 

are advised to consult the previously mentioned training manuals 

and toolkits.

It can be argued that conditions within countries may be so dif-

ferent as to make it difficult to draw generalizations related to gender. 

This is true. Recognizing that gender issues are location-specific and 

culture-bound, different chapters were field tested in Asia, Africa, 

Box 2.	T he Costs of Doing Gender Research:  
Is It Worth It?

Practitioners often balk at the perceived high costs of gender 
research. Yet a wide range of studies can be done, with 

a corresponding wide range of costs. In IFPRI’s experience, 
a number of modalities are compatible with gender research, 
with costs increasing depending on the level of detail, as the 
following examples show:

•	 The Bangladesh household survey on the micronutrient 
impact of new agricultural technologies was fielded at a 
cost of approximately $50 per household per visit, for four 
visits. For close to 1,000 households, this amounted to 
$200,000 in 1996–97. This study was very detailed, however, 
and obtained information on production, incomes earned 
by individual household members, household and individual 
food consumption, total household expenditure, plus blood 
hemoglobin levels using finger prick techniques. Most studies 
do not require this level of detail. The modules for collecting 
information on assets at marriage and women’s empowerment 
were only a small part of one survey round.

•	 Part of the IFPRI research program consisted of a competitive 
small grants program, in which collaborators could add a 
series of questions on gender issues to ongoing studies. The 
maximum grant amount awarded was $20,000.

•	 Qualitative studies done as part of IFPRI’s gender and intra-
household research program cost $10,000 to $50,000.

These were all systematic, research-focused studies, conducted 
from 1995 to 2000. Nevertheless, much can be learned from short 
field visits, particularly when accompanied by a local expert 
who is sensitive to gender issues. The bottom line is that some 
attention to gender issues—even very informally—is likely to 
pay off in terms of the relevance and usefulness of projects to 
beneficiaries.
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and Latin America, and feedback was sought from development 

practitioners and policymakers as to its relevance and usefulness 

in their respective country settings. Workshops were also conducted 

in Washington, D.C., to elicit feedback from a group of policymak-

ers and development practitioners working on gender issues. These 

opportunities for feedback and review have added depth and ground-

ed the research findings in the realities of development work.

The Importance of Households 
in Influencing the Allocation 
of Resources and Development 
Interventions

We begin with the assertion that gender considerations can affect the 

allocation, targeting, and control of resources and, thus, policy and 

project outcomes. An understanding of how resources are allocated 

within households can profoundly affect policies associated with the 

design and implementation of development projects. For projects, 

on the other hand, incorporating research findings into the design, 

implementation, monitoring, and evaluation of specific projects can 

increase their effectiveness. 

In investigating intrahousehold resource allocation, IFPRI has 

developed a conceptual framework that takes account of interactions 

occurring between policy and program design and implementation; 

level, flow, use, and intrahousehold control of resources; and 

relevant policy outcomes, all of which exist within and are 

conditioned by a given legal framework and set of social and cultural 

institutions. Hence, within IFPRI’s framework, policy and program 

instruments—such as agricultural development projects (irrigation 

management schemes, fragile lands management schemes), 

employment programs (public works), credit programs, programs 

to decrease micronutrient malnutrition, and family planning 

programs—interact with a household’s level, flow, use, control, and 

allocation of resources—land, labor, capital, time—to affect the 

household’s consumption of various goods and services—such as 

food, education, health inputs, and family planning. 

Control of resources within the household—particularly 

women’s control of resources—is determined not only by social and 

cultural institutions but also by factors such as women’s access to 

labor markets, paid employment, and other productive resources. 

The impact of policies and interventions, filtered through the 

often mysterious and opaque institution of the household, results 

in outcomes such as changes in the stock of natural resources; 

adoption of new technology; levels of food security, nutrition, health, 

and fertility; and ultimately the individual well-being of household 

members. The social, cultural, and legal environment is the umbrella 

under which these allocation decisions and policy and development 

project impacts are realized.

Household Decisionmaking and Policy

Why are intrahousehold resource allocation patterns and processes 

potentially important for policy and projects? Without taking 

intrahousehold allocation patterns into account, resources may be 

erroneously targeted to households based on the assumption that the 

worst-off individuals come from households with the lowest welfare.  

If households “protect” the consumption of adults relative  

to preschoolers with the result that individual food adequacy  

(intake relative to requirements) is better for adults than for pre-

schoolers, attempts to target undernourished preschoolers based on 
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household-level food consumption indicators may be highly inefficient 

and wholly inaccurate. Further, resources can be poorly targeted 

across household types if intrahousehold inequalities across household 

types are not accounted for. There are many households where certain 

members, often women or children, do not receive sufficient food 

even though the average calorie intake for all household members 

would place the family well above the poverty line on a food poverty 

ranking scale. Haddad and Kanbur (1990) demonstrate that the 

calorie adequacy rankings of various socioeconomic and geographic 

household groups can change when individual- rather than 

household-level food consumption information is used. The extent to 

which individuals within households are “food insecure” would not be 

reflected in aggregated data on households or household groups. Such 

potential improvements in targeting need not be restricted to food 

consumption programs. Where food consumption data already exist, 

say from national surveys, similar household food poverty rankings 

could be conducted in prospective areas for targeted assistance.

The processes by which intrahousehold patterns are determined 

can affect policy and projects in several ways, predicated on the 

manner in which households behave. Consider the effect of public 

income transfers to households. The unitary household model, which 

assumes that the household has a single decisionmaker and pools 

its resources, predicts that the impact of household transfers will be 

unaffected by the identity of the recipient of the transfer. In contrast, 

the collective household model recognizes that individuals within 

households have different preferences and do not necessarily pool 

resources, so the welfare effects of a transfer may be quite different 

depending on whether the recipient is male or female. In addition, 

the responses of nonrecipients of transfers must be considered. If 

households compensate for the transfer by reallocating resources 

away from the recipient, the intended effect of the transfer may not 

be realized. For example, the nutritional benefit of a feeding program 

may be weakened if parents reduce the amount of food given to the 

child at home or share supplements targeted to at-risk individuals 

with other household members. Only the collective model explicitly 

incorporates the effects of household behavioral processes on the 

success of projects or policies. 

Adherence to the unitary model, which has led many 

policymakers to believe that the identity of the recipient of the benefits 

of policy interventions does not matter, can give rise to the failure 

to adopt particular policies, and unintended costs arising from 

policies that are adopted. Dramatic examples of these failures are the 

nonadoption of new technologies or practices to retard environmental 

degradation (see Box 3), and the adoption of mandated new farming 

patterns that make the target group worse off. At worst, adherence 

to the unitary approach may allow the persistence of projects or 

programs that reinforce and perpetuate unequal power relationships 

within the household. Thus, challenging the assumption that the self-

declared household head3 has detailed knowledge of the activities and 

preferences of other household members may lead to better policy.

Finally, using the unitary model for policy guidance disables pow-

erful policy levers. This is perhaps the least understood drawback of 

the unitary approach. Under the unitary model, policymakers affect 

intrahousehold resource allocation through changes in prices. By 

3  The household head is the primary decisionmaker of the household, whether male or female. In many household surveys, however, the household head is assumed to be the husband.
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simply subsidizing the price of food, for example, food consumption 

by young children—often the most vulnerable household members 

in terms of undernutrition—can be increased. A collective view of 

the household suggests that additional policy levers are available 

to the policymaker, often with a very long reach. Examples include 

changes in access to common property resources and credit, eligibil-

ity for public works schemes, cultural attitudes toward the consump-

tion of certain types of food for certain individuals (such as dietary 

restrictions for household members who are ill), and attitudes toward 

family planning. The collective model recognizes that providing 

credit directly to women rather than men may be more effective 

because women’s spending preferences differ. Similarly, using the 

collective view of household behavior, food subsidies would not be 

considered the only way to improve child nutrition because increasing 

the mother’s access to resources through a credit scheme or income 

transfer program may be more effective.

Box 3.	T echnology Adoption, by Male and Female Farmers

Where new technologies are associated with “male” crops or 
activities, women may be less likely to adopt new crops or 

technologies unrelated to their specific activities. In some pastoral 
societies, women’s responsibilities are dairying and small stock, 
while crop cultivation is the domain of men. Indeed, female farm 
managers are less likely to rear livestock in Tanzania (Appleton et 
al. 1991). In agricultural areas of Zambia, female farmers are less 
likely to use oxen in cultivation (Jha, Hojjati, and Vosti 1991) because 
plowing is traditionally a male activity. However, women may more 
readily adopt technologies related to tasks they perform, especially 
if the extension agent is female. Evidence from Kenya suggests that 
female farmers are equally likely to apply technical advice from 
extension agents and even more likely to adopt relatively complex 
practices such as top dressing, chemical use, and stalk borer control 
(Bindlish and Evenson 1993). 

Most studies on technology adoption find that more educated farmers 
are more likely to adopt high-valued crops with longer maturation 
periods. A study cited in Appleton et al. (1991) on the adoption of 
coffee in Kenya is a case in point, whereby better-educated females 
are more likely to adopt coffee. Universal primary education for 

female farmers has higher marginal effects on the probabilities of 
adopting coffee than increasing the educational level of all farmers 
because of the generally lower female education levels in Africa.

Other simulations by Burger and Gunning suggest that female 
decisionmakers are unresponsive to increases in early adoption by 
male farmers. This is consistent with other findings that previous 
awareness and adoption of the technology—particularly by farmers 
of the same sex—also increased the probability of coffee adoption. 
The significance of gender-specific copying effects highlights the 
need not only for female extension agents to work with female 
farmers but also for female farmers to demonstrate the new 
technology to other farmers. The importance of cooperatives and 
extension in promoting technology adoption emphasizes the need for 
provision of support infrastructure to rural areas.

Most of the studies reviewed also suggest that farmers with larger 
areas cultivated and higher values of farm tools are more likely to 
adopt new technology. To the extent that female farmers may have 
less education, less access to land, and fewer tools, they may be less 
likely to adopt new technologies.
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In recent years, policymakers have used the findings from intra-

household research to design programs that aim to change household 

behavior by transferring income directly into the hands of women, 

as illustrated by Mexico’s PROGRESA (Programa de Educación, 

Salud y Alimentación [National Program for Education, Health, and 

Nutrition]).4 The receptiveness of policymakers both to designing and 

to implementing such programs, as well as to using experimental or 

quasi-experimental methods of evaluation, has increased our under-

standing not only of how households make decisions but also of how 

policy can affect them. Moreover, the success of microcredit programs 

targeted to women, exemplified by the Grameen Bank in Bangladesh, 

has stimulated a new generation of projects that target technologies 

to women. Attention to gender issues also enables policymakers to 

anticipate the potential adverse outcomes of programs targeted to 

women—for example, leakages occurring when women obtain credit 

for their husbands or when husbands and other household members 

object to the time women spend attending program activities. It is 

hoped that as more interventions are designed to address intrahouse-

hold issues there will be greater interaction between projects, policy, 

and research.

Bargaining Power as an Alternative Paradigm 
of Household Behavior

Although the internally differentiated household was described, 

analyzed, and widely accepted in mainstream anthropology from 

the mid-1970s, it took at least a decade for mainstream development 

economists to take notice (Jackson 2005). Challenges from 

economists to the traditional model of household behavior and 

proposals of alternative models that bear closer resemblance to reality 

came from studies in the 1980s that suggested that men and women 

systematically spend income under their control in different ways.5

These studies have added to the evidence rejecting the traditional 

paradigm of the unitary model of household behavior in favor of the 

4  	In 2002, PROGRESA was absorbed by a new public conditional cash transfer program called Oportunidades. 
5	  These studies included Guyer (1980), Tripp (1982), Pahl (1983), and studies from different countries (for example, Fapohunda 1988) in the volume edited by Dwyer and Bruce, eds. 

(1988). A series of studies on agricultural commercialization and nutrition in developing countries also found that income controlled by women is more likely to be spent on food than 
is income controlled by men (Kennedy 1994). Evidence that men and women may have different production priorities can be found in the work of Dey (1985) and von Braun and Webb 
(1989) on irrigated rice in The Gambia, Jones’s (1983) formal model of intrahousehold conflict and husband’s and wife’s gains from cooperation based on work in the Cameroon, 
Mukhopadhyay’s (1984) decision model of the sexual division of labor for household tasks, Hill’s (1963, 1978) description of Fante women’s entrepreneurial behavior, and Gladwin’s 
(1975, 1982) models of women’s marketing and farming decisions. Implications of these differences for project design are discussed by Cloud (1983). These and other studies from 
Sub-Saharan Africa are reviewed in Gladwin and Macmillan (1989). By the mid-1990s, economists appeared to be developing a considerable level of interest in the issue of the unitary 
household, an issue that had preoccupied feminist anthropology for a decade at least and to which the research by Chris Udry and others in Burkina Faso (1996) was particularly 
important and continues to be heavily cited ( Jackson 2005). IFPRI played an important role in bringing together current research on gender and intrahousehold issues—and in 
catalyzing future research—through a 1992 conference, the proceedings of which produced a publication comprising 30 policy briefs derived from the papers presented and, some time 
later, a book (Haddad, Hoddinott, and Alderman 1997).

6 	See Strauss and Thomas (1995); Haddad, Hoddinott, and Alderman (1997); and Behrman (1997) for reviews.
7 	We recognize that the “household,” defined as a group of individuals who co-reside, cook together, and share living expenses may not be the appropriate unit of analysis in all cases. 

Bargaining models can be modified to take into account the important role of the extended family or lineage in many cultures, as in Foster and Rosenzweig (2002) on household 
partition in Bangladesh. Our studies in Ghana and Sumatra (Quisumbing, Estudillo, and Otsuka 2004) examine the role of the extended family in allocating lineage land between men 
and women, and across generations.
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collective model, which allows for differences of opinion regarding 

economic decisions among household members.6,7  This raises the 

possibility that in the event of disagreement, resolution may depend 

on the relative bargaining power of individuals within the household 

(Manser and Brown 1980; McElroy and Horney 1981). However, the 

concept of bargaining power is elusive. Rather than making any 

claims to measure power itself, researchers have attempted to gain 

greater understanding of the determinants of bargaining power, 

including: 

(1) control over resources such as assets, (2) factors that influence 

the bargaining process, (3) mobilization of interpersonal networks, 

and (4) basic attitudinal attributes. 

Economic analysis of bargaining power has tended to focus on 

economic resources that do not depend on an individual’s labor 

supply decisions as a major determinant of bargaining power. These 

include assets (for example, Doss 1996; Thomas, Contreras, and 

Frankenberg 1997; Quisumbing 1994), unearned income (Schultz 

1990; Thomas 1990), or transfer payments and welfare receipts 

(Lundberg, Pollak, and Wales 1997; Rubalcava and Thomas 1997). 

The threat of an individual withdrawing from the household and 

taking his or her assets grants the owner of those assets power over 

household resources. The implications of such threats are in part 

dependent on community norms and divorce laws. Indeed, Thomas, 

Contreras, and Frankenberg (1997) use assets at marriage as an 

indicator of bargaining power because in most of Indonesia, spouses 

can take what they brought into the marriage with them in the event 

that the marriage dissolves. 

Factors that can influence the bargaining process include legal 

rights, skills and knowledge, access to labor markets, the capacity 

to acquire information, education, and bargaining skills. Some of 

these influences are external to the individual (for example, legal 

rights), but many of them are highly correlated with human capital 

or education. In some instances, domestic violence can be used to 

extract resources from spouses or their families, as in the case of 

dowry-related violence in India (Rao 1997; Bloch and Rao 2002). 

Individuals can also mobilize personal networks to improve their 

bargaining power. Membership in organizations, access to kin and 

other social networks, and “social capital” may positively influence 

a person’s power to affect household decisions. Last, basic qualities 

and attitudes that affect bargaining power include self-esteem, 

self-confidence, and emotional satisfaction. While the economic 

literature has not dealt extensively with this aspect, the success of 

group-based credit programs such as the Grameen Bank has been 

attributed in part to its group-based empowerment approach. Many 

NGOs have explicit empowerment objectives that go beyond economic 

means to include legal awareness, political participation, and use of 

contraception (Schuler, Hashemi, and Riley 1997).

An Overview of IFPRI’s Gender and 
Intrahousehold Research Program

The objective of research conducted under IFPRI’s Gender and 

Intrahousehold Research program and presented in this guide was 

to test whether or not intrahousehold allocation of resources affects 

the outcomes and consequences of policies, thereby generating 

information to assist in the development of effective policies, 

programs, and projects. Central to this objective is developing a better 
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understanding of how households actually behave—that is, whether 

they adopt unified preferences and pool resources, per the unitary 

household model, or whether individuals within the household differ 

in their preferences, rights, resources, and responsibilities, per the 

collective household model. The five-year study, beginning in 1995, 

collected primary household data in Bangladesh, Ethiopia, Ghana, 

Guatemala, Indonesia, the Philippines, and South Africa. Additional 

work was undertaken in eight other countries. The last empirical 

study undertaken was also the program’s most comprehensive in 

terms of country coverage, incorporating Demographic and Health 

Survey data from 36 countries. All in all, 9 IFPRI researchers, 20 

associated researchers, and over 30 collaborating institutions and 

individuals in the developed and developing world participated in the 

research program. In the IFPRI study countries alone, over 6,000 

households in the developing world provided insight as to how poor 

households make decisions, divide resources, and cope to secure 

their livelihoods. The sample sizes and data collected are provided 

in Appendix A, while the key studies undertaken by the research 

program are summarized in Appendix B. As previously mentioned, 

the companion volume to this guide, Household Decisions, Gender, 

and Development: A Synthesis of Recent Research (Quisumbing 

2003), contains more detail on the IFPRI studies.

Methods and Data

Recognizing the cultural specificity of intrahousehold allocation 

processes, the studies in Bangladesh, Ethiopia, Guatemala, Mexico, 

and South Africa involved both qualitative and quantitative 

components. The qualitative studies in Bangladesh, Guatemala, 

Mexico, and South Africa were designed collaboratively by in-

country social scientists and IFPRI researchers. For Ethiopia, 

qualitative village studies had already been conducted by sociology 

and anthropology graduate students and were made available to 

IFPRI’s researchers.8 The surveys in Ghana and Indonesia followed 

a round of extensive community interviews, while the fieldwork in 

the Philippines was conducted with an in-country collaborator who 

had previous experience in the study villages. The qualitative studies 

were extremely valuable in informing the design of the quantitative 

survey modules, especially on assets at marriage (the indicator 

chosen to measure bargaining power in all the countries [see Box 

4]), social capital, and measures of women’s empowerment. For 

example, IFPRI researchers used lists of assets at marriage suggested 

by the qualitative work to create a quantitative survey module to 

elicit information on the quantity and values of assets at marriage.9 

A comparable methodological framework was then applied to the 

8 	 Around the time the three-round panel survey was conducted in 1994/95, a set of 15 village studies using qualitative methods was undertaken by anthropology students from Addis 
Ababa University in all Ethiopian sites (Bevan and Pankhurst 1996). The 1997 survey drew heavily from the qualitative studies. In Bangladesh, a qualitative study on the gender impact 
of new agricultural technology (Naved 2000) was conducted between the third and fourth survey rounds. In South Africa, a study of shocks and coping behavior was conducted by 
an anthropologist prior to the second round of the panel survey in KwaZulu-Natal (Cross, Mngadi, and Mbhele 1998). In Guatemala, a qualitative study and an operations research 
evaluation of the community day-care centers were conducted prior to the quantitative survey (Ruel, de la Brière, and Hallman 2000). Qualitative studies were also conducted in 
Indonesia (Frankenberg and Thomas 2001) and Mexico (Adato et al. 2000).

9	 As much as possible, both husbands and wives were interviewed, and interviews were conducted separately where issues were potentially contentious. In Bangladesh, separate male and 
female teams interviewed husbands and wives, respectively. In most countries, the person responsible for the relevant decision was interviewed (for example, the plot manager when 
the survey was about agricultural production or the wife when the survey module was about food preparation). Nevertheless, biases can result when one spouse answers for the other. 
Frankenberg and Thomas (2001) examine the validity of cross-reporting in their work on the Indonesian Family Life Survey.
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countries to test whether men’s and women’s assets at marriage had 

different impacts on a variety of household-level and individual 

level outcomes in the context of very different social and economic 

conditions. Few previous studies have been systematically replicated 

over a range of conditions, making generalizations across societies 

difficult. Details of the sample design and variables collected are 

presented in Appendix Table A1.

Findings from IFPRI’s Research 
Program

The general findings of IFPRI’s Gender and Intrahousehold 

Research program (discussed in turn below) have been shown to 

hold beyond specific country settings. The more detailed research 

results (discussed in the next chapter) are more context-specific but 

serve to illustrate the general findings. Detailed discussions of the 

methodologies used are contained in the supporting documents listed 

in the references.

Households Do Not Act as One When  
Making Decisions

In an overwhelming majority of cases from a wide range of develop-

ing countries, the conventional wisdom that men’s and women’s 

resources have the same effects on household decisionmaking is 

rejected. Results indicate that household members have different 

preferences and do not pool their resources. Discounting the possibil-

ity that development interventions can be targeted to more than one 

person within a household potentially decreases the effectiveness of 

interventions (Quisumbing and Maluccio 2000).

Application of a common methodological framework to a number 

of countries provides further evidence of the limitations of the unitary 

household model. This is true for outcomes at the household level 

(Quisumbing and Maluccio 2000, 2003a), the plot level (Alderman et 

al. 1996), and the individual level (Quisumbing and Maluccio 2003a; 

Hallman 2000; Smith et al. 2003a; Adato et al. 2000). Of course, in 

certain instances men’s and women’s decisions on resource alloca-

Box 4. 	Assets at Marriage in Different Cultures

Although the IFPRI research program used a variety of 
  measures of bargaining power—including indicators 

of women’s status (Smith et al. 2003a) and cash transfers 
targeted to women (Skoufias 2005) —most of the studies 
collected primary data on assets at marriage (or at the time 
of union formation) as an indicator of bargaining power within 
households. Human capital (education and experience) and 
assets at marriage are attractive indicators of bargaining 
power for several reasons. First, even though they may be a 
result of marriage market selection, they are clearly exogenous 
to decisions made within marriage. Second, in many cultures 
marriage is one of two key occasions during an individual’s 
lifetime when substantial assets are transferred across 
generations (the other is the death of the parent). Third, assets 
transferred at marriage may have a symbolic meaning over and 
above their economic value. Guyer (1997, 123) argues that such 
assets are imbued with value through cultural processes that 
are “much larger than the household or family, extending over 
much larger frames than the life cycle.” Last, assets transferred 
at marriage are an important determinant of the current stock of 
assets that men and women control.
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tion will have similar results. Individuals may also agree on many 

household decisions. However, this doesn’t justify the assumption that 

decisions are always made based on consensus. The identity of the 

transfer recipient does affect the ultimate outcome of the interven-

tion. Rejecting the unitary model has implications for the design of 

policies aiming to transfer resources—whether information (such 

as agricultural extension), education, food, or cash—to households. 

The most consistent effect across countries is that resources controlled 

by women tend to increase expenditure shares on education relative 

to resources controlled by men; however, the pathways through which 

men’s and women’s resources affect individual outcomes differ across 

the country case studies because of differences in social, cultural, and 

economic contexts. The differential effect of parental resources on 

children of different gender provides further evidence that households 

in developing countries do not act as one.

Share of Resources Depends on Bargaining 
Power Within the Household

The inequality in resource distribution between men and women 

has both economic and social consequences, although the specific 

consequences differ across countries and cultures (Quisumbing 2003).

The collective model predicts that “bargaining power” determines 

the share of resources allocated to an individual within a household. 

While the concept of bargaining power is elusive, progress has been 

made in measuring some of the determinants of bargaining power. 

Regardless of the measure chosen, the distribution of power and 

resources within the household almost always favors men. In four 

countries—Bangladesh, Ethiopia, South Africa, and Indonesia—

Quisumbing and Maluccio (2003a) find that men bring more assets 

to marriage, both in terms of physical and human capital, than do 

women. Smith et al. (2003a) use data from 40 Demographic and 

Health Surveys in developing countries to construct an index of 

women’s relative decisionmaking power within the household and 

of societal gender inequality. They find that women tend to be less 

educated than their husbands, with the difference being greatest in 

South Asia, where women also marry younger, and the smallest in 

Latin America, where women marry older. Differences in the preferred 

numbers of girls and boys by region are similarly largest in South 

Asia and smallest in Latin America, and it is also in South Asia where 

boys are most preferentially treated with respect to preventive health 

care. Preference toward sons tends to be greater in countries where 

women have less decisionmaking power. Based on these measures, 

Smith et al. ranked countries in terms of women’s decisionmaking 

power and societal gender inequality. The results show that women 

have lowest status in South Asia, followed by Sub-Saharan Africa, and 

then Latin America and the Caribbean.

Increasing Resources Controlled by Women  
has Beneficial Effects on Agriculture, Health,  
and Nutrition

In agriculture, if resources are inefficiently allocated within the 

household, their redistribution, in favor of women, increases yields  

or leaves them unchanged, meaning that equity gains can be achieved 

without sacrificing efficiency (Quisumbing 2003). Improvements in 

women’s status and increases in the resources controlled by women are 

associated with increased allocations toward education and improving 
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child health and nutrition (Quisumbing and Maluccio 2000; 

Hallman 2000). Social networks may also be an important resource 

that women can use to help mitigate the impact of adverse shocks 

(Maluccio et al. 2002). Finally, investment in women—particularly 

in education—is key to poverty reduction and income improvement 

(Datt and Joliffe 1998; Datt, Simler, and Mukherjee 1999).

If the unitary model of the household with its assumption 

of pooled resources were to be believed, whether resources were 

controlled by the man or the woman would be irrelevant. IFPRI’s 

research, however, not only shows that the effects of men’s and 

women’s control over resources differ but also that increasing 

women’s control of resources or decisionmaking power has 

favorable effects on a number of important outcomes, such as 

education, child nutrition, and the well-being of women themselves. 

Research shows that reducing inequalities in human capital (that 

is, education), physical capital, and current inputs between male 

and women farmers in Sub-Saharan Africa has the potential to 

increase agricultural productivity by 10–20 percent (Alderman 

et al. 1996; Quisumbing 1996). The greater a woman’s asset 

holdings at marriage, the larger the share the household spends 

on children’s education (Quisumbing and Maluccio 2000). In 

Bangladesh, a higher share of women’s assets is associated with better 

health outcomes for girls (Hallman 2000). And improvements in 

women’s decisionmaking power within the family and society can 

significantly reduce child malnutrition rates (Smith et al. 2003a).

Women may invest in other forms of capital besides physical 

assets. Social capital—features of social organization such as 

networks, norms, and social trust that facilitate coordination and 

cooperation for mutual benefit—differs between men and women. 

Evidence from South Africa suggests that while women’s social 

capital networks are wider than men’s, they mobilize fewer economic 

resources. Women’s contacts also tend to be among women, and 

men’s among men. While both men’s and women’s membership in 

groups is associated with increased household income, household 

welfare responds more strongly to women’s group membership 

(Maluccio et al. 2002; Maluccio, Haddad, and May 2003).

Finally, investment in women’s education has among the 

farthest-reaching effects. One of the biggest sources of agricultural 

productivity increases could lie in simply providing universal 

primary schooling to women in Sub-Saharan Africa. Simulations 

using data from women farmers in Kenya (Moock 1976) suggest 

that yields could be increased by 25 percent if all women attended 

primary school (Quisumbing 1996). A study by Smith and Haddad 

(2000) using cross-country data found that increases in women’s 

education have made the greatest contribution to reducing the 

rate of child malnutrition, being responsible for 43 percent of 

the total reduction. Improvements in women’s status, proxied by 

the ratio of female to male life expectancy, make up 12 percent. 

Improvements in food availability came in a distant second to 

women’s education, contributing 26 percent to the reduction rate. 

If women are able to work off the farm, investments in girls’ 

schooling result in higher probabilities of employment in the 

nonagricultural sector and higher lifetime incomes (Quisumbing 

et al. 2004). Otherwise, the returns to women’s education in rural 

areas will remain low, further dampening parental incentives 

to invest in girls’ education. Programs that reduce the price of 

schooling, especially for girls, reduce the opportunity costs of girls’ 

schooling for parents. Hence, providing conditional cash transfers to 
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increase girls’ school attendance may have far-reaching effects on 

women’s status by equalizing women’s and men’s human capital. 

There may be added benefits as well: in Bangladesh, there is some 

evidence that the Food for Education Program led to delayed 

marriage, with important implications for women’s life opportunities 

(Arends-Kuenning and Amin 1998, cited in Smith et al. 2003a).

Local Norms and Statutory Laws 
Both Determine Women’s Rights

Despite legal reform, what often determines women’s 

property rights in practice is how laws are interpreted and 

implemented at the local level (Fafchamps and Quisumbing 

2002). Local custom, however, can evolve in response to 

changing economic incentives (Quisumbing et al. 2001b).

In the past 20 years, the gender gap has been closing in 

many areas. The greatest improvements have been in increased 

opportunities for investing in and using human capital, while the 

smallest have been in securing women’s rights to property and 

other forms of natural and physical capital. Legal and institutional 

frameworks provide the basis for women to lay legitimate claim 

to these types of assets. Property rights are especially important 

in determining women’s fallback options should they be divorced 

or widowed and, indirectly, their bargaining power within 

marriage. The relative importance of norms and statutes varies 

across countries and is also influenced by women’s social class, 

education, and urban or rural location. In many cases, particularly 

in rural areas, customs may be more important than statutes.

In Ethiopia, for example, the share of household assets 

(land and livestock) brought to the marriage by a woman is a 

key determinant of her share in the event of divorce (Fafchamps 

and Quisumbing 2002). Moreover, while many countries have 

promulgated statutory laws to reform discriminatory customary 

practices, they have often had unintended side-effects or have 

never been implemented. If women are poor and uneducated, 

they may not be aware of the provisions of the law. 

Technologies that increase the demand for women’s labor may 

improve their bargaining power and strengthen their claim over 

land (Quisumbing et al. 2001a). Such trends can be supported 

by legislation that strengthens women’s land rights. Men and 

women should be equally qualified to acquire land titles. Women 

also need to be made aware of their legal rights and empowered 

to claim them, for example, through legal literacy campaigns. 

However, attempts to increase women’s incomes or agricultural 

productivity by equalizing men’s and women’s land rights will only 

succeed if other constraints facing women are also addressed.

Increasing Women’s Resources Helps Achieve 
Successful Development Outcomes

Innovative measures to increase women’s resources include credit 

programs targeted to women, programs designed to increase girls’ 

educational attainment, and community day-care programs and 

income transfers targeted to women. These programs have had 

positive effects on women’s earning and decisionmaking ability, as 

well as on child nutrition and educational outcomes (Sharma 2001; 

Ruel et al. 2002; Skoufias and McClafferty 2001).
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Public policies to increase women’s resources and improve 

women’s status are of two types, those that aim to eradicate 

discrimination and those that explicitly target women to redress 

differences in terms of status (Smith et al. 2003a). The second type 

of program has been shown to be effective not only in improving 

outcomes related to women’s earnings (Ruel et al. 2002; Ruel et 

al. 2006), decisionmaking power, and status within the household 

(Adato et al. 2000) but also a range of outcomes related to children, 

including diet (Ruel et al. 2002; Ruel et al. 2006), nutrition, and 

others (Skoufias 2005; Maluccio and Flores 2005).

The effects of public policies to eliminate discrimination are more 

difficult to evaluate over the short term; a longer-term perspective 

is essential. The IFPRI study that tracked gender differences in land 

inheritance and education over three generations in the Philippines, 

Ghana, and Sumatra shows that policies to eradicate discrimination 

may increase lifetime incomes for women and provide benefits to 

their families over the long term (Quisumbing, Estudillo, and Otsuka 

2004). As more data sets with repeated observations become available 

(that is, panel data sets), researchers and policymakers will be able to 

examine the extent to which reduced gender inequality has enabled 

individuals and households to improve their well-being over time.

Finally, unless evaluations are undertaken with a broad set of 

indicators and deliberately elicit participants’ views, success can 

easily be underestimated because the true impact of the intervention 

was on a process that evaluators did not measure. For example, 

evaluation of technology transfer programs in Bangladesh found 

only modest contributions to household income (Bouis et al. 

1998). But it was not the vegetable technology package per se that 

increased women’s bargaining power within the household but 

rather its being targeted to women and to credit provided by NGOs 

(also targeted to women). New opportunities for women to earn 

income outside the home strengthened their position in society 

and the community (Naved 2000; Hallman et al. 2002). In the 

evaluation of a large income-transfer program in Mexico (Adato 

et al. 2000), the findings from the qualitative study were essential 

to the accurate interpretation of results from the quantitative 

study. Changes resulting from the program were too subtle to be 

fully captured by the quantitative questionnaire, even when the 

quantitative analysis found that the program significantly affected 

couples’ decisionmaking in a few key areas. Policymakers need to 

be aware of the unintended consequences of interventions—such 

as the impact on use of time and childcare (Paolisso et al. 2001; 

Cooke 2000)—which become more apparent when intrahousehold 

allocation processes are considered.

Using Project and Policy Cycles  
as Frameworks for Incorporating  
Gender Research

The main task of this guide is to show how the research findings 

summarized above can inform the design and implementation of 

development projects and policy. To this end, project and policy 

decisionmaking cycles are used as points of departure, illustrating 

the relevance of the findings at different stages of the processes. To 

begin, information required to address gender issues in local- or 

national-level project cycles must be identified (Table 1).
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Table 1. Information needs for integrating gender and intrahousehold information into the project cycle

Project  
cycle stages Location Data needs Processes

Analytical tools or  
implementation approaches Outcome indicators

Needs 
assessment 
and problem 
identification

National •	 Gender-disaggregated 
indicators at national 
level

•	 Ethnographic studies 
on gender differences

•	 Gender sensitive analysis 
of secondary data

•	 Analysis of large 
household surveys

•	 Consideration of complex 
structures of caste and 
class ethnicity 

•	 Statistical and econometric 
techniques

•	 National consultations with key 
stakeholders

•	 Review of ethnographic studies

•	 Gender-disaggregated 
poverty profile (or similar 
outcome)

•	 Identification of national 
priorities

Local •	 Gender disaggregated 
indicators at local level

•	 Consideration of separate 
community consultations 
for men and women

•	 Participatory rural appraisal, 
rapid rural appraisal

•	 Going beyond consultation

•	 Problem causing and problem 
solving (PCPS)

•	 Identification of community 
priorities, by gender

Project design 
and appraisal

National •	 Cost–benefit estimates 
under alternative 
scenarios (include 
effectiveness 
parameters)

•	 Project appraisals

•	 Feasibility studies

•	 Assessments

•	 Budget analysis  
at national or regional level

•	 Budget components can be 
broken up by gender or gender 
impact

•	 Projections and simulations 
(can be gender-disaggregated)

•	 Project implementation plan 
(include objectives, proposed 
results, operating manuals, 
field instruments, calendar of 
operations, and so on)

Local •	 Cost–benefit estimates 
for various components 
(include effectiveness 
parameters)

•	 Consultative project 
appraisals

•	 Community assessments

•	 Resources, constraints, 
personnel to be disaggregated 
by gender

•	 Men only and women only 
groups can be asked about 
possible interventions they 
would like to have

•	 Project implementation plan 
(include objectives, proposed 
results, operating manuals, 
field instruments, calendar of 
operations, and so on)

(Table 1. Continued)
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Project  
cycle stages Location Data needs Processes

Analytical tools or  
implementation approaches Outcome indicators

Implementation National •	 Baseline data 
disaggregated by 
gender

•	 Policy implementation by 
responsible government 
agencies, NGOs, and 
PVOs

•	 Degree of centralization/
decentralization will depend on 
type of project

•	 Targeting or phasing in of project 
as needed

•	 Process and outcome 
indicators (see monitoring 
and evaluation) and 
indicators to capture 
women’s empowerment

Local •	 Baseline data •	 Development and 
implementation of staffing 
and training plan

•	 Determination of 
operational budget

•	 Start-up or pilot activities

•	 Undertake activities

•	 Attention to gender balance of 
staff

•	 Attention to gender balance of 
clients

•	 Recording of gender balance 
depending on activity

•	 Process and outcome 
indicators (see monitoring 
and evaluation)

Monitoring and 
evaluation

National •	 Gender-disaggregated 
data on provision, use 
coverage, impact of 
new interventions

•	 Baseline data

•	 Design and 
implementation of 
evaluation (formats to 
include the ability to 
disaggregate by gender)

•	 Impact evaluations using 
nationally representative 
samples, household surveys, 
collecting gender-disaggregated 
data

•	 Mid-term and ex post evaluation 
should be considered

•	 Evaluation of impact of 
project, cost-effectiveness, 
equity, sustainability, and 
impact

Local •	 Gender-disaggregated 
data on provision, use, 
coverage, impact of 
new interventions

•	 Baseline data

•	 Design and 
implementation of 
evaluation

•	 Operations research

•	 Impact evaluations

•	 Participatory evaluations using 
focus groups (separately for 
men and women)

•	 Evaluation of impact of 
project, cost-effectiveness, 
equity, sustainability, and 
impact

Table 1. Information needs for integrating gender and intrahousehold information into the project cycle  (continued)

Source: Compiled by authors from various sources.
Note: NGO indicates nongovernmental organization; PVO indicates private voluntary organization. 
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While the project cycle may differ across organizations, for 

the purposes of exposition, in this guide a development project is 

determined to have four primary phases (Figure 1): 

1.	 needs assessment and problem identification, 

2.	 project design and appraisal, 

3.	 project implementation and monitoring, and 

4.	 evaluation. 

Like the project cycle, the process of policymaking also has  

recognized phases:

1.	 agenda setting, 

2.	 policy formulation, 

3.	 adoption, 

4.	 implementation, and 

5.	 assessment.

“Unpacking” policymaking and project development into distinct 

stages allows gender research to be tackled within manageable 

analytical units that facilitate an understanding of information use 

within and across government and nongovernmental institutions. 

This approach is also useful in light of the growing tendency to 

outsource different aspects of the project cycle. Use of phases and 

cycles supports the decisionmaking process in terms of who gets what 

information, when, and in what form.

 

 
 

 

 
 

Assess needs
and identify 

problems

Project design 
and appraisal

• Determine goals, strategy, 
and objectives

• Determine activities 
and work plan
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and evaluate

Implement project
start-up and 

undertake activities

Source: Adapted from CEDPA (1994).

Figure 1. Project life cycle
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Gender Research Informing Projects

The level at which needs assessments are undertaken and 

monitoring and evaluation systems established depends on the 

nature of the project. A policy intervention that aims to improve the 

competitiveness of a country’s export products through price policy, 

for example, would have very different indicators compared with a 

community-based agricultural export program, even if the objectives 

were similar. According to the Centre for Population and Development 

Activities framework (CEDPA 1994), for community-based projects, 

the project cycle, first, must begin with needs assessment, second, is 

an ongoing process whereby the results of monitoring and evaluation 

must feed back into problem identification, and, third, is sequential; 

hence, certain activities (like the development of project objectives, 

indicators, and activities; undertaking financial planning; and 

establishing record keeping protocols) must be completed before the 

commencement of project activities.

Table 1 shows how data, analyses, and methods pertaining to 

gender and intrahousehold issues can inform the project cycle. 

Each phase is defined at national and local levels, since the type 

of information required at each not only differs but also requires 

different information gathering techniques—greater use of national 

data, published statistics, or household surveys compared with direct 

consultation with local stakeholders. 

Needs Assessment and Problem Identification

Needs assessments range from exercises involving community 

members who are asked about their problems and suggested 

solutions to them, possibly in a focus group discussion, to formal 

poverty assessments using nationally representative household data, 

such as those conducted by the World Bank. Because a number of 

development outcomes are expected to differ systematically by gender 

regardless of the scale of the exercise—or the resources required—

it is important to include gender as one of the criteria for gathering 

and analyzing data. At the national level, important advances have 

been made through the compilation of statistics such as the Human 

Development Index and the Gender Empowerment Index by the 

United Nations Development Programme (UNDP). Other statistics 

gathered routinely by most countries include the population’s age 

and sex distribution, life expectancy, nutritional status, maternal 

mortality rates, employment distribution by sector and sex, school 

enrollment rates by age and sex, political representation by gender, 

and so on. Official statistics, however, tend to understate women’s 

involvement in productive activities (Dixon 1982) and often do not 

reflect gender realities. Detailed household surveys, such as the Living 

Standards Measurement Surveys conducted by the World Bank and 

the Demographic and Health Surveys, provide a wealth of gender-

disaggregated data. Baseline data for needs assessment and problem 

identification should also include culture-specific information on 

gender roles and inequality. This information is usually absent from 

typical household surveys and can be more cost-effectively gathered 

from qualitative research exercises. Ethnographic studies that give 

a more accurate picture of gender relations, as well as field work at 

the local level, will be important indicators of the different resources, 

responsibilities, and constraints among men and women. Whether 

through formal household surveys or qualitative assessments, 

information can be gathered on the following topics: wealth and 

18 Using Gender Research in Development
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assets of men and women, income and risk profiles, (individual or 

community) perceptions of problems and needs, time budgets and 

activities of men and women, crops or livestock grown by men and 

women, education and health services, community and political 

participation, and so on. Rapid appraisal techniques for food security 

analysis, such as concept definition, community mapping, wealth 

ranking, food security rating, and timeline analysis, are discussed in 

Bergeron (2001).

Project Design and Appraisal

Ideally, needs assessment and problem identification should influence 

project design. Omitting gender considerations in the design phase 

leads to problems in implementation. Solutions to the problem 

are identified, assessed, and prioritized based on the constraints 

and needs already determined and the resources available to the 

implementing agency, including institutional capacity and know-how. 

In this way, the components of the project are eventually constituted 

in preparation for implementation. Decisions need to be made as to 

whether the project will focus on a single goal or attempt to meet 

multiple objectives. Targeting of the intervention is also discussed at 

this stage. Finally, the design needs to incorporate lessons-learned 

from previous interventions.

Gender considerations will affect such aspects as the relative 

priority given to needs and solutions, the choice among different 

approaches to a particular problem, the need for and nature of the 

targeting mechanism used, the gender balance of project staff, and 

the involvement of different stakeholders as participants. 

Implementation, Monitoring, and Evaluation

Effective project implementation is the test of good program design. 

At all levels of implementation, project objectives must be linked 

to budgets, activities, and timelines, with clear identification of 

the persons responsible for purposes of accountability. Project 

implementation includes planning, monitoring and supervision, 

allocation of resources, and evaluation (CEDPA 1994). Ongoing 

monitoring and evaluation are so critical to improving project 

performance during the implementation phase that it is perhaps most 

useful to tackle these three components together. If nothing else, 

good monitoring can inform adjustments to the implementation plan 

and self-monitoring by target groups should certainly be considered. 

Part of the process is identifying indicators of project performance 

and, where important, collecting or reporting these by gender. 

For a more detailed discussion of monitoring and evaluation in 

development projects, see Carletto and Morris (2001).

For monitoring and evaluation to be useful inputs to program 

implementation, they must be treated as routine information-

gathering activities. At the project or facility level, it is important 

to set up systems for gathering data on a routine basis. Reporting 

systems can collect sex-disaggregated data. For example, use data 

at health facilities could include the age and sex of children and 

adults using the local health facility as well as sex-disaggregated 

information on the types of diseases reported and treated. Two key 

components of a good impact evaluation study are the availability 

of accurate baseline information and a properly thought-out control 

group, allowing before–after and with–without comparisons 

(Carletto and Morris 2001). Comparing the beneficiary group 
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before and after the intervention or comparing differences between 

the beneficiary group and another group that did not receive the 

intervention is necessary as a control for external factors that 

are likely to contaminate the evaluation results. As Carletto and 

Morris argue, involving the evaluation team at the earliest stages 

of project design is the most suitable way of ensuring a proper and 

accurate evaluation without the need for more complicated statistical 

techniques—although statistical techniques can be used ex post 

to address some of these issues. Different approaches used in the 

program evaluation of the different country case studies will be 

illustrated in the chapters that follow.

Gender Research Informing Policy

As project cycles turn, so does policy. The phases of policymaking, 

like project development, benefit from and rely on a supply of policy 

relevant knowledge. The information needs presented in Table 1 are 

not restricted to project design and development. On their own, well-

designed and implemented projects have little hope of improving lives 

if they are limited by ill-defined and uninformed policy. Therefore, 

information is also crucial for informed decisionmaking throughout 

policy development cycles. 

Several frameworks have been developed within the policy 

sciences to examine how knowledge is incorporated into 

policymaking. To some extent, all of these frameworks are 

incomplete because policymaking is not as rational or distinct as a 

framework might suggest. Information inches its way into the process 

at several points in time, influenced by a multitude of policy actors. 

Harold Lasswell, the architect of the policy sciences, emphasizes that 

Define the problem
 

Forecast  

Monitor  

Recommend  

Evaluate  

Agenda
setting

Policy
formulation

Policy
adoption

Policy
implementation

Policy
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Source: Adapted from Dunn (1994).

Figure 2. Research and the policymaking process
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policy processes are complicated and replete with social processes, 

decision processes, and problem orientation issues. It therefore follows 

that the use of information in the context of policymaking is not 

clear-cut. Nevertheless, as with the project cycle already discussed, 

a framework is useful to break the policymaking process down into 

phases for analysis. The policy analysis framework highlighted here 

is used heuristically rather than prescriptively—that is, as an aid to 

learning, not a rule. Certainly no one stage occurs in isolation of the 

others—an “agenda setter” or “policy formulator,” as such, does not 

exist. However, by placing the research in the context of policy stages, 

the application of gender research findings to policy formulation 

can be explored, thereby refining the type of information gathered, 

interpreted, and used to formulate questions in direct response to 

concerns about policy impact on human welfare. Figure 2 shows how 

research fits into the different stages of the policymaking process.

The policy agenda comprises the set of subjects and problems 

on which policymakers and others involved in the policymaking 

process are focused. During the agenda setting phase, issues are 

brought into focus and problems structured. At this time, gender 

research is a useful input in both structuring policy problems 

and challenging the assumptions that underlie problems. It helps 

to define problems by diagnosing their causes, mapping possible 

solutions, presenting conflicting views of problems, and designing 

new options. Hence, during this phase, research can also generate 

proposals for policy change. For example, a minister of health 

might endorse a program that will provide nutritional supplements 

to pregnant women and children. Yet little is known about how 

individuals or households would benefit from such an intervention. 

A gender perspective could be to conduct a retrospective analysis 

of a similar program that used various mechanisms to reach 

the target population effectively; this would provide invaluable 

information for appropriately structuring policy problems. National- 

and local-level indicators disaggregated by gender can provide 

key information for structuring of gender-relevant problems.

Policy formulation takes place after a well-structured problem 

has been included in the policy agenda. During this phase, officials 

scrutinize the policy options proposed. Once again, gender research 

can inform the development of policies by predicting the most 

probable outcomes within households or across individuals given the 

adoption of a certain policy. Lessons from research on differences 

in the use of health care services by women of different classes 

suggest whether the target group is likely to take the nutritional 

supplements. Using research, it is also possible to predict that women 

from households of a certain age–sex composition will be more (or 

less) likely to attend prenatal screenings regularly. Another factor of 

importance during the policy formation stage is the inherent cost 

differences in reaching different target groups—gender research can 

provide estimates.

Research enriches policy recommendations during the policy 

adoption phase by allowing the estimation of levels of risk and 

uncertainty, the identification of externalities and spillovers, and the 

specification of implementation criteria. Gender and intrahousehold 

research can be used to compare the effectiveness of different types 

of interventions. For example, what is the better method of improving 

children’s long-term nutritional status—the implementation of 

health care interventions or the promotion of education for girls? 

Gender disaggregated baseline data should be gathered to inform 
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the monitoring and evaluation of policy adoption, thereby allowing 

quantification of the effects of different interventions.

The monitoring of one policy can inform the later implementa-

tion of another. Hence, the consequences of adopted policies need 

to be evaluated carefully to inform future policy implementation. 

Continued monitoring of selected indicators of women’s health, 

income/productive resources, and welfare, for example, during policy 

implementation can assess the degree to which certain polices have 

an unexpected inequitable gender effect. Gender analysis identifies 

the unintended consequences of policies or programs and reveals 

unseen obstacles to effective policy implementation.

Finally, in policy assessment, gender research lets policymakers 

know where policy outcomes have diverged from optimal scenarios. 

In this case, analysis incorporating gender can provide information 

that evaluates discrepancies between expectations and reality, as 

experienced by communities, households, and individuals.

Organization of the Guide

The presentation of the research findings in Chapter 2 is organized 

around the four stages of the project cycle and the major research 

findings relevant to each stage. Table 2 maps IFPRI’s specific research 

findings into the general findings and the stages of the project cycle. 

Chapter 3 combines a presentation of the implications of the general 

research findings with a list of questions that project planners and 

policymakers may want to consider when contemplating a new 

project or policy.
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Project cycle IFPRI research findings

Needs assessment 
and problem 
identification

Households do not act as one when making decisions.

• Households may not pool resources, including information. 
• Men and women may have different preferences and perceptions about needs.

One’s share of resources depends on bargaining power within the household.

• There are pronounced disparities in resource control and outcomes between men and women. 
• Women bring fewer assets and human capital to marriage than men. 
• Women inherit less land than men because inheritance systems reflect relative contributions of men and women to farming. However, inheritance systems  
  are changing. 
• Men and women accumulate different forms of social capital, and to different degrees. Men tend to have narrower networks than women, but mobilize  
  more resources.

Both local norms and statutory laws determine women’s rights.

• Local norms and customary law are important determinants of women’s rights. 
• When formal membership in groups is limited, women may use informal mechanisms.

Project design and 
appraisal

Increasing resources controlled by women benefits families.

• Improving women’s status and increasing resources controlled by women increases household allocation toward education and improved child health and nutrition. 
• Household welfare responds more to women’s social capital since women participate more in groups.

Project design features also have gender implications.

• Criteria for group membership and operational procedures may limit women’s participation. 
• Dissemination and targeting of technology has gender implications. 
• Cultural influences may limit women’s participation in projects. 
• Policies and external forces can change traditional norms. 
• Strengthening women’s land rights through titling or legal reform is not enough—other constraints faced by women also need to be addressed.

Innovative ways to increase women’s resources have made projects successful.

• Additional resources to households can increase school attendance, particularly girls’. 
• Cash transfers to mothers can improve human capital outcomes of children. 
• Cash transfers to mothers can increase women’s role in household decisions. 
• Programs that involve women in groups and community activities can provide opportunities for empowerment. 
• Including men in initial project meetings can increase acceptance of projects. 
• Providing affordable, quality childcare in the community can relieve constraints to women’s employment.

Project 
implementation and 
monitoring

Build gender-sensitive monitoring into project design and implementation.

• Targeting mechanism may be critical for project success; quota targeting may conflict with program objectives. 
•  Gender issues in staffing may be critical for project acceptability. 
•  Participants and service providers need to understand project objectives related to gender and intrahousehold issues.

Evaluation Paying attention to gender issues in program evaluations can improve performance and general development impacts.

•  Paying attention to gender in operational evaluations can enhance monitoring and evaluation of projects. 
•  Evaluation must make use of gender-disaggregated process and outcome indicators.
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Table 2. Using IFPRI’s intrahousehold research findings in development projects
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The general research findings presented in Chapter 1 were 

drawn from a series of rigorous studies conducted across 

countries, sectors, and cultures. In this chapter, readers 

will find detailed discussions of specific findings that collectively 

contribute to those general research conclusions. Conclusions 

have been grouped according to their use within the project cycle 

framework. Some findings, for example, are most appropriately 

considered during the first phase, project needs assessment, while 

others are most effectively applied to project design or evaluation. We 

hope that using the project cycle framework will add value and utility 

to the research findings.

Addressing Gender in Needs 
Assessment and Problem Definition

Needs can be assessed and problems identified from the national 

level, all the way down to the community level, though the associated 

data needs and methodologies used will differ. Whether gender will 

play an important role in designing projects and policies is a matter 

to be determined during needs assessment and agenda setting. If, for 

example, gender disparities are widespread in a particular society, it 

will be crucial to obtain inputs from male and female stakeholders 

during the needs assessment phase. In such societies, women may 

attend meetings but not speak, or attend but be expected to agree 

with their husbands. If women are inhibited in expressing their 

views with men present, it may be critical to elicit these views in 

separate fora—though this may be difficult in a project rather than 

a research context. If gender disparities are not as pronounced, 

other factors that contribute to higher inequality or differences in 

poverty outcomes (say, race or social class) may be more important 

to consider in undertaking the needs assessment and subsequent 

project design.10 In defining the kind of project needed and wanted in 

a particular village or setting, the policymaker or project designer will 

need basic information such as the community’s overall problems 

and needs, its existing resources, and the community members’ 

preferences (CEDPA 1994). This will include traditional knowledge, 

local resources, and technical expertise. In the design of agricultural 

projects, paying attention to cultural differences in farming systems 

may be essential to a project’s success (see Box 5).

2.	Gender and Intrahousehold Aspects of Food Policy: 
	 Research Findings for Development Projects

10 	When gender disparities are deep rooted and historical, stakeholders may not even be aware of them. For example, subservience to husbands may be considered “virtuous” and “normal” 
by women. Under these circumstances, it may take an outsider to alert the stakeholders to disparities. This is probably where change-agents in society (policymakers, intellectuals, NGOs, 
and users of manuals such as this) play an important role.
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Box 5. Farming Systems and Gender Roles

Farming systems can be classified into three general types:  
(1) extensive, land-surplus systems; (2) intensively cultivated, 

labor-surplus systems with a unimodal farm size distribution; and  
(3) dualistic systems with different factor intensities between large 
and small farms (Boserup 1970; Lele 1986). These types have usually 
been associated with Africa, Asia, and Latin America, although there 
are, of course, variations. These systems coexist with different 
family structures: the polygamous societies of Africa, in which there 
is less congruence between women’s interests and their husbands’; 
and the monogamous extended/nuclear family type in Asia and Latin 
America, with agricultural decisionmaking primarily by men. 

Unlike the unified “family farm” in Asia, in most of Sub-Saharan 
Africa, households hold several granaries or purses, controlled by 
men or women depending on different but complementary respon-
sibilities to the household (Dey 1985). Women tend to be involved 
more heavily in the production of traditional food crops, while 
men contribute more labor to cash crops. While women are now 
increasingly involved in cash crop cultivation (for example, cocoa 
in Ghana, see Quisumbing et al. 2001a), the traditional patterns of 
specialization can be traced to customary rights and obligations of 
men and women. In most African societies, women have a traditional 
obligation to produce subsistence food crops for home consumption 
and to perform household maintenance activities such as fetching 
fuel and water. Traditionally, men have cultivated cash crops, the 
sale of which provides cash to meet nonsubsistence obligations to 
wives and children. Men are obligated to provide the land and to be 
responsible for housing, taxes, ceremonial and religious obligations, 
and at least part of the school fees. In most patrilineal societies, men 
are responsible for surplus accumulation, usually in the form of cattle. 
This is linked to longer term security, which may often be achieved 
through the exchange of cattle for additional wives (with concomitant 
increments in household labor supply) and through sale of cattle in 

times of crop failure (Kumar 1987). In many African countries and 
ethnic groups, both men and women also have the right to cultivate a 
personal field on their own from which they meet certain obligations 
to the household and their personal expenses.

In contrast to the heavy involvement of female family labor in 
African agriculture, particularly food production, male family labor 
dominates in Asian farming systems. Men typically provide the 
labor in land preparation, with women providing auxiliary labor in 
hand operations, such as planting (particularly transplanting rice 
seedlings), cultivation and crop care (notably weeding). Hired labor 
is also important in Asia, where both male and female casual laborers 
account for a significant proportion of labor input. The casual labor 
market in much of Africa is still relatively small and mostly male.

In Latin American agriculture, there is a gender division of labor 
in both industrialized crop production and peasant farming (Ashby 
1985). In the large farm sector, women are hired as wage laborers for 
such nonmechanized tasks as coffee harvesting and cotton picking, 
or work with men as members of migrant family laborers doing piece 
work. Regional differences in the tasks men and women perform 
depend on the local supply of male and female wage labor and the 
substitutability of male and female labor in the large farm sector. In 
the peasant subsector, the significance of women’s participation 
in family farming systems varies widely across Latin America, with 
ethnicity and across regions (Deere and Leon 1987). Women’s agri-
cultural participation is much more important in the Andean countries 
and Central America than in the Southern Cone. Cultural factors 
(strength of Hispanic versus Indian traditions); social class (whether 
income comes from land or wages); labor market conditions; and 
the degree of market integration of the peasant economy affect the 
degree of flexibility in the gender division of labor. When men work 
off the farm, women have taken on more male-dominated tasks.
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Households Do Not Act As One When  
Making Decisions

Research Finding No. 1: 
Households may Not Pool Resources

A study by Alderman et al. (1996), drawing on original research 

by Udry (1996), uses an extremely detailed farm-level agronomic 

data set from six villages in Burkina Faso to examine whether the 

allocation of productive resources within the household is efficient. 

An important characteristic of the farming systems in these villages, 

as in much of Sub-Saharan Africa, is that different members of the 

household simultaneously cultivate the same crop on different plots. 

It is therefore possible to test whether a difference in who controls 

the plots (the man or woman of the household) is reflected in how 

resources are allocated across those plots. If the household were 

(Pareto) efficient in production, yields should be the same on all 

plots planted to the same crop within a household in a given year 

(controlling, of course, for plot characteristics). 

The study found that a household’s plots planted to the same 

crop, on similar plots, in the same year have significantly lower yields 

when controlled by women than when controlled by men. On average, 

yields are about 18 percent lower on women’s plots. Large gender 

differences in yields, however, do not imply that women are less 

efficient cultivators than men. In fact, research indicates that plots 

controlled by men have higher labor inputs by both men and children 

than do plots controlled by women. Plots controlled by women have 

labor inputs primarily from the women themselves. Nonhousehold 

labor (unpaid exchange labor) is used more intensively on plots 

controlled by men. Moreover, virtually all manure (fertilizer) is 

concentrated on the plots controlled by men. The gender yield 

differential, apparently, is caused by the difference in the intensity 

with which measured inputs of labor and fertilizer are applied on 

plots controlled by men and women rather than by differences in the 

efficiency with which these inputs are used. This analysis found that 

the output of women’s plots, and therefore total household output, 

could be increased by between 10 and 20 percent by reallocating 

actually used factors of production between plots controlled by men 

and women in the same household. Total household output would 

increase because the current allocation of resources is inefficient.

Research Finding No. 2: 
Men and Women may have Different Preferences, 
and thus Different Perceptions, About  
Resource Needs

Another study based on similar data from Burkina Faso (Smith 

and Chavas 1999) analyzes the production impact of a 60 percent 

increase in the price of cotton and a 120 percent increase in the price 

of fertilizer—which occurred during 1982–85—taking into account 

both the differences in the bargaining power of husbands and wives 

and differences in their spending preferences arising from gender-

specific expenditure responsibilities. Typically, wives were responsible 

for food processing and preparation, and care of elderly and ill family 

members. The study concludes that, in West African households that 

do not pool their resources, the difference in spending preferences 

between women and men reduces the responsiveness of agricultural 

supply to price changes. The analysis predicts that Burkinabé 

households in which husbands and wives have different spending 

preferences will have a cotton supply response 25 percent lower than 

households whose members have identical preferences. This suggests 

that the effects of intrahousehold preference differences may be quite 
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significant quantitatively. It can thus be added to the list—along with 

market failure, poor infrastructure, and risk aversion—of potential 

structural constraints to agricultural supply response in West Africa.

Women Usually Control Fewer Resources 
Than Men, and Thus Women Have Less 
Bargaining Power Within the Household

Research Finding No. 3: 
Pronounced Disparities Exist Between Men and 
Women in Resource Control and Outcomes

The example of gender differences in poverty measures. 
Quisumbing, Haddad, and Peña’s (2001) comparisons of poverty mea-

sures of men and women in 10 developing countries show evidence 

that women, as well as households headed by women, are slightly 

over-represented among the poor. While female-headed households are 

worse off in terms of a number of poverty measures, these differences 

are statistically significant in one-fifth to half of the data sets, depend-

ing on the poverty measure used. Poverty measures are also higher for 

women than men; these differences are significant in a smaller pro-

portion of the datasets (about a fifth to a third). The two study coun-

tries where women are consistently worse off than men, using a num-

ber of poverty measures, are Ghana (rural areas) and Bangladesh. 

While it is often assumed that female-headed households are 

disproportionately poor, a more striking result from IFPRI’s research 

is that there are many more women living in poverty in male-headed 

households and fewer men living in poverty in female-headed 

households (Table 3). Indeed, because female-headed households 

account for a small proportion of the population, their contribution 

Country
Profile  

category

Share  
of households

(percent)

Share 
of group below 
the poverty line

(percent)

Share of 
poverty

(percent)
Profile  

category

Share of 
persons

(percent)

Share of group 
below the pov-

erty line
(percent)

Share of 
poverty

(percent)

Botswana MHH 41.9 34.3 43.9 Males	 43.9 34.7 46.0

FHH 58.1 31.6 56.1 Females 56.1 31.9 54.0

Total 100.0 32.7 100.0 Total 100.0 33.1 100.0

Côte d’Ivoire MHH 91.9 32.9 91.0 Males 48.3 33.6 49.0

FHH 8.1 37.1 9.0 Females 51.7 32.7 51.0

Total 100.0 33.2 100.0 Total 100.0 33.1 100.0

Table 3.	 Poverty profiles for male- and female-headed households and males and females, based on the 33rd percentile consumption 
	 per equivalent adult of the combined distribution

(Table 3. Continued)
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Country
Profile  

category

Share  
of households

(percent)

Share 
of group below 
the poverty line

(percent)

Share of 
poverty

(percent)
Profile  

category

Share of 
persons

(percent)

Share of group 
below the pov-

erty line
(percent)

Share of 
poverty

(percent)

Ethiopia MHH 90.6 33.1 90.1 Males 50.2 32.1 48.5

FHH 9.4 35.1 9.9 Females 49.8 34.3 51.5

Total 100.0 33.3 100.0 Total 100.0 33.2 100.0

Ghana MHH 70.7 31.1 67.2 Males 49.1 32.4 48.1

FHH 29.3 36.7 32.8 Females 50.9 33.7 51.9

	 Total 100.0 32.7 100.0 Total 100.0 33.1 100.0

Madagascar MHH 89.9 32.7 86.8 Males 51.7 32.1 50.3

FHH 10.1 44.3 13.2 Females 48.3 33.9 49.7

	 Total 100.0 33.9 100.0 Total 100.0 33.0 100.0

Rwanda MHH 88.9 33.2 91.2 Males 48.6 32.9 47.7

FHH 11.1 25.8 8.8 Females 51.4 34.1 52.3

	 Total 100.0 32.4 100.0 Total 100.0 33.5 100.0

Bangladesh MHH 91.8 28.6 83.7 Males 50.0 32.1 48.6

FHH 8.2 62.4 16.3 Females 50.0 33.9 51.4

	 Total 100.0 31.4 100.0 Total 100.0 33.0 100.0

Indonesia MHH 91.7 30.8 86.1 Males 50.2 31.1 47.6

FHH 8.3 55.0 13.9 Females 49.8 34.5 52.4

	 Total 100.0 32.8 100.0 Total 100.0 32.8 100.0

Nepal MHH 93.2 32.2 91.0 Males 51.0 32.8 50.3

FHH 6.8 43.8 9.0 Females 49.0 33.7 49.7

Total 100.0 33.0 100.0 Total 100.0 33.2 100.0

Honduras MHH 90.7 33.0 90.8 Males 49.0 31.6 47.0

FHH 9.3 32.6 9.2 Females 51.0 34.3 53.0

Total 100.0 33.0 100.0 Total 100.0 33.0 100.0
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Table 3.	 Poverty profiles for male- and female-headed households and males and females, based on the 33rd percentile consumption 
	 per equivalent adult of the combined distribution  (continued)

Source: Quisumbing, Haddad, and Peña (2001).
Note: Numbers may not add up to 33.0 due to rounding errors. MHH indicates male household head; FHH, female household head.
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to aggregate poverty is small compared with the overall contribution 

of women to poverty. Hence a sole focus on female-headed households 

may lead to the neglect of the majority of poor women who live in 

poor male-headed households.11

The example of cross-country differences in women’s status. 
Smith et al. (2003a) use data from 36 developing countries collected 

for the Demographic and Health Surveys (DHS) to construct an index 

of societal gender inequality and women’s relative decisionmaking 

power within the household.12 This compilation of the surveys shows 

that women tend to be less educated than their husbands, with the 

difference being greatest in South Asia and smallest in Latin America. 

Women marry at younger ages in South Asia and at older ages in 

Latin America. Based on these measures, the study ranked countries 

in terms of women’s decisionmaking power and societal gender 

inequality. The analysis indicates that women in South Asia have the 

lowest status, followed by women in Sub-Saharan Africa, then Latin 

America and the Caribbean (Table 4).

T

Women’s relative  
decisionmaking power

Societal  
gender equality

Region/country Mean Rank Mean Rank

South Asia 33.0 1 49.1 1

Sub-Saharan Africa 37.0 2 57.2 2

Latin America and the Caribbean 42.7 3 61.2 3

Bangladesh 29.7 1 55.0 9

India 33.3 3 48.3 2

Nepal 32.1 2 47.7 1

Pakistan 34.8 8 49.0 3

Benin 41.0 28 56.0 13

Burkina Faso 37.2 16 61.3 32

11 	Focusing only on female-headed households often also neglects the differences among such households. For example, households headed by women whose husbands have migrated 
elsewhere but send regular remittances are likely to be much better off than households headed by widows.

12 	The index of household gender inequality comprises four measures: (1) whether the woman works for cash income; (2) the woman’s age at first marriage; (3) the percentage age 
difference of the woman and her partner; and (4) the difference in years of education of the woman and her partner. The index of societal gender inequality comprises four measures: 
(1) the difference in age-adjusted weight-for-age Z-scores for girls and boys under five years old; (2) the percentage of children under five years old who are female; (3) the difference in 
age-adjusted vaccination scores of girls and boys under five years old; and (4) the difference in years of education of adult men and women.

Table 4. Status of women, by region and country 

(Table 4. Continued)
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Cameroon 37.8 18 58.8 23

Central African Republic 38.1 19 53.8 8

Chad 33.7 4 55.5 11

Comoros 37.0 15 59.1 26

Côte d’Ivoire 35.0 10 55.6 12

Ghana 40.5 27 53.6 7

Kenya 39.2 22 57.0 15

Madagascar 39.8 26 59.9 27

Malawi 34.9 9 53.6 6

Mali 33.8 6 57.5 18

Mozambique 33.8 5 57.3 17

Namibia 42.4 33 63.5 36

Niger 33.9 7 60.2 28

Nigeria 35.5 13 57.5 20

Rwanda 43.5 36 58.9 25

Senegal 35.3 11 61.1 30

Tanzania 39.3 23 58.8 24

Togo 39.5 24 52.8 4

Uganda 35.5 12 53.2 5

Zambia 35.8 14 55.3 10

Zimbabwe 39.0 21 57.5 19

Bolivia 42.0 32 56.1 14

Brazil 43.4 35 62.3 35

Colombia 43.2 34 61.3 31

Dominican Republic 39.6 25 61.5 34

Guatemala 37.7 17 58.2 22

Haiti 41.7 31 57.9 21

Nicaragua 38.2 20 61.4 33

Paraguay 41.6 30 60.4 29

Peru 41.4 29 57.1 16

Source: Smith et al. (2003a).
Note: The lower ranking countries are those with lower status of women.

T

Women’s relative  
decisionmaking power

Societal  
gender equality

Region/country Mean Rank Mean Rank

Table 4. Status of women, by region and country (continued)
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It is not surprising that sons are preferred in countries where 

women have lower status. Differences in the preferred numbers of 

girls and boys by region are largest in South Asia and smallest in 

Latin America. Boys are also most preferentially treated in South Asia 

with respect to preventive health care. 

The example of intrahousehold food distribution in 
Bangladesh. Micronutrient malnutrition is a serious problem 

in developing countries. It is well established that micronutrient 

requirements are greater for women and children because of their 

respective needs for reproduction and growth. Unfortunately, however, 

women and children suffer most from micronutrient deficiencies. A 

study by IFPRI and its collaborators of the micronutrient implications 

of new agricultural technologies in Bangladesh (Bouis et al. 1998) 

finds that preschoolers appear to be favored in intrahousehold 

distribution of food, particularly preschool boys, who receive a 

disproportionate share of animal and fish products—the most 

expensive sources of energy, accounting for a high percentage of 

foods purchased at the margin as income increases. Adult women 

tend to receive disproportionately lower shares of micronutrient-rich 

preferred foods. Although the energy intakes of adult women are, 

of course, substantially greater than those of preschool children, 

consumption of animal and fish products is about equal between 

adult women and preschool boys. Thus, any project that attempts to 

reduce micronutrient malnutrition will have to pay special attention 

to the needs of women and girls.

Research Finding No. 4: 
Women Bring Fewer Assets and Less Human 
Capital to Marriage than Men

The example of men’s and women’s assets and human capital 
at marriage. In six developing countries in Africa, Asia, and Latin 

America—Bangladesh, Guatemala, Ethiopia, Mexico, the Philippines, 

and South Africa—men bring more land and assets to marriage 

than their wives (Table 5). Wives also tend to be younger than their 

husbands, which conveys greater bargaining power to husbands. Gaps 

in education, however, are less severe. Analysis of trends in differences 

between husbands’ and wives’ ages, years of education, and assets 

at marriage (Quisumbing and Hallman 2005) shows that in four of 

the six countries, age differences between husbands and wives have 

decreased—a move toward increasing equality, since seniority and 

experience may give husbands a bargaining advantage over their 

wives. The husband–wife gap in age at marriage has not decreased 

in the Philippines or South Africa, the two countries where women’s 

age at marriage is already the highest among the study countries. In 

three of six countries, the husband–wife gap in schooling attainment 

at marriage has also decreased, showing that human capital at 

marriage is becoming more equal. The exceptions are Guatemala 

and the Philippines, where the difference in years of schooling 

has not changed over time, and Ethiopia, where the difference is 

increasing. In the Philippines, there is no gender gap in schooling in 

this generation (see Table 5), while in urban Guatemala, women are 

13 	Although the gender gap in schooling worldwide has decreased over time, girls’ primary enrollment rates have leveled off in Sub-Saharan Africa at around 54 percent.  
Absolute levels of female enrollment and schooling remain lower in Sub-Saharan Africa than in other developing regions, with female secondary enrollment rates of 14 percent in 1995  
(World Bank 2001).
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likely to be more educated than women from rural areas, and thus 

male–female education gaps in urban areas are likely to be smaller. 

The disturbing trend in Ethiopia is consistent with the leveling off of 

enrollment rates for girls and the persistent gender gaps in education 

in Sub-Saharan Africa, a consequence of the lack of improvement 

in public educational facilities and the high opportunity costs of 

education for girls.13

The distribution of assets at marriage continues to favor 

husbands. In three of the six countries, the husband–wife asset 

difference has not changed over time. It therefore continues to 

favor husbands and has even increased in the two Latin American 

countries. The only country where the assets-at-marriage gap has 

decreased is Ethiopia, probably due to the change in land policies as 

a result of collectivization. Most men obtain land from the Peasant 

Association (PA)—not their parents—prior to marriage (Fafchamps 

and Quisumbing 2002). Women occasionally receive land from 

the PA, suggesting a political willingness to depart from rural 

norms in the allocation of land to women (Gopal and Salim 1999). 

Increasingly, transfers at marriage are favoring men in Bangladesh, 

while the gap in transfers at marriage is decreasing in South Africa.

These trends have important implications for the distribution 

of power within marriage. The reduction of husband–wife gaps in 

age and schooling indicates a potential improvement in the balance 

of power within the family, but asset ownership continues to favor 

husbands. These findings mirror changes in investment in human 

capital and asset ownership worldwide (Quisumbing and Meinzen-

Dick 2001). In general, investment in women’s human capital 

has improved markedly in the past 25 years: life expectancy has 

increased 20 percent faster for women than for men, fertility rates 

have declined, and gaps in educational attainment have begun to 

Region/country/human capital indicator Husband Wife

Asia

 Bangladesh (rural)

 Age at marriage 23.8 15.0

 Years of schooling 2.3 1.7

 Value of assets at marriage (1996 taka) 32,146.0 2,542.9

 Value of transfers at marriage (1996 taka) 4,258.7 10,333.5

 Philippines (rural)

 Age at marriage 25.1 22.2

 Years of schooling 6.3 6.3

 Land area at marriage (hectares) 0.5 0.2

 Value of nonland assets (1989 pesos) 761.8 463.3

Africa

Ethiopia (rural)

Age at marriage 26.3 17.9

Years of schooling 1.7 0.7

Value of assets at marriage (1997 birr) 4,584.0 1,918.0

South Africa (rural and peri-urban)

Age at marriage 28.5 23.2

Years of schooling 5.2 5.1

Count of assets at marriage 2.1 0.7

Value of transfers from this family at 
marriage (1998 rand) 36,272.4 6,435.4

Latin America

 Mexico (rural)

 Age at marriage 23.3 18.4

 Years of schooling 3.2 3.0

 Owned land at marriage (1 if yes) 0.13 0.00

 Asset score 0.02 0.01

 Guatemala (urban)

 Age at marriage 22.6 19.9

 Years of schooling 7.2 6.0

 Value of assets at marriage (1999 quetzals) 5,226.8 727.4

Source: Quisumbing and Hallman (2005).

Table 5. Assets at marriage and human capital of husband and wife
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close. However, gender gaps in physical assets and resources that 

women can command through legal means continue to persist. This 

is due in large part to social and legal mechanisms that do not give 

women equal rights to own and inherit property, particularly land 

(Crowley 2001; Gopal 2001). Persistent differences in assets in favor 

of men have important implications for household well-being and 

the welfare of future generations because recent findings show that 

increasing women’s status and control of assets has favorable effects 

on child nutrition and education (Smith et al. 2003a; Quisumbing 

and Maluccio 2003a; Hallman 2000; see Research Finding No. 9).

Research Finding No. 5: 
Land Inheritance Systems Often Reflect Relative 
Contributions of Men and Women to Farming; 
However, Inheritance Patterns are Changing

The example of land inheritance in Ghana, Indonesia, and 
the Philippines. A study in Ghana, Indonesia (Sumatra), and the 

Philippines examined the distribution of land inheritance between 

sons and daughters over two generations (Quisumbing, Estudillo, 

and Otsuka 2004). Table 6 shows that men typically inherit more 

land than women; however, this reflects the relative contribution 

of male and female labor in agriculture. Men inherit more land 

than women in both the parents’ and children’s generations in the 

Philippines, where farming is much more male-labor intensive. In 

Sumatra, however, where “matrilineal inheritance” has traditionally 

been practiced, mothers bequeath land to their daughters. In Kerinci, 

a district of Sumatra, where both men and women work more or 

less equally on lowland paddy fields and upland agroforestry fields, 

matrilineal inheritance seems to be evolving toward “bilateral 

inheritance,” whereby men and women inherit both types of land 

roughly equally. In Bungo Tebo, another area of Sumatra, where 

men work primarily on rubber agroforests and women specialize 

in lowland paddy production, men inherit rubber fields. In Ghana, 

where “uterine matrilineal inheritance” has traditionally been 

practiced, the property of a deceased man is transferred to his sister’s 

sons and not his own biological children, such that men inherit more 

land than women in both the parents’ and children’s generations. 

However, land inheritance systems are changing. In Ghana, wives 

and daughters began to acquire land ownership through gifts from 

the husband or father provided they help establish cocoa agroforests 

Table 6.	Distribution of land inheritance between men  
	 and women, parent and child generations

Household members and  
form of resource (hectares) Men Women

Ghana (Akan)

Area inherited by parents 2.3** 0.9

Inherited land of children 1.3** 0.9

Indonesia (Sumatra)

Kerinci

Inherited paddy of parents 0.22 0.34

Inherited forest land of parents 0.75 0.64

Bungo Tebo

Inherited paddy of parents 0.14 0.14

Inherited forest land of parents 1.06** 0.16

The Philippines

Inherited land of parents 0.58** 0.22

Inherited land of children 0.26** 0.10

Source: Quisumbing, Estudillo, and Otsuka (2004).
Note: ** indicates that the differences between males and females are significant.
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(see Research Finding No. 7). It is no mere coincidence that, at 

present, women contribute about 30 percent of the labor required in 

cocoa farming and own nearly 30 percent of cocoa land.

The traditional inheritance systems in these study sites, however, 

may be fairly unique. The “patrilineal inheritance” system, in which 

land is bequeathed from a father to his sons, is more dominant in the 

developing world as a whole. In the case of the other three inheritance 

systems—that is, the Philippines’ bilateral system, Sumatra’s matri-

lineal system, and Ghana’s uterine matrilineal system—women have 

both interest in and influence on land inheritance of one type or 

another. Thus, men and women negotiate to whom particular pieces 

of land should be transferred. In contrast, women in patrilineal com-

munities are often excluded from land inheritance decisions altogeth-

er, as it is usually a small number of men who have decisionmaking 

authority in the inheritance of family land (namely the father and 

his sons). Micro-level studies in South Asia show significant pro-male 

bias in patrilineal societies: women have less access to land (Agarwal 

1994), tend to receive significantly less schooling than men (Meier 

and Rauch 2000), and receive significantly less food intake and provi-

sion of medical care (Haddad et al. 1996).

Research Finding No. 6: 
Men and Women Accumulate Different Forms of 
Social Capital, to Different Degrees; Women Tend 
to have Wider Networks than Men but Mobilize 
Fewer Economic Resources

The example of social networks in South Africa. A recently 

collected panel data set of 1,200 households interviewed in 1993 and 

1998 in KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa’s largest province, shows that 

men and women invest in different forms of social capital (Maluccio, 

Haddad, and May 2000; Maluccio 2001). Qualitative studies 

conducted in the survey communities found that men and women 

tend to accumulate social capital in different ways (Cross, Mngadi, 

and Mbhele 1998). Social networks can be classified into two types: 

the individual’s bound network includes his or her kin or relatives, 

who are connected by strong obligations based on kinship roles, while 

the achieved network includes all the members of an individual’s 

personal list of contacts, who are gained through experience and not 

through being born into a web of kinship.14 In addition to personal 

networks based on past experience, membership in institutionalized 

groups and community-based organizations often serves as the basis 

for voluntary help between individuals.

Both types of networks seem to fulfill different functions: bound 

networks help to limit downward mobility in the face of shocks, while 

achieved networks help with upward mobility. Bound networks may 

be especially important for women, who often bear the burden of 

14 	The distinction between bound and achieved networks is not always clear. Households must often make a conscious decision as to their degree of commitment to a bound network and 
to specific network members. In order to cultivate a relationship with a certain relative, an individual may have to invest time and resources (looking after children, helping to build a 
house, helping with farm work, and so on). Consequently many effective network linkages to family members may not be very different in practice from achieved linkages.
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crisis situations more than men, particularly for consumption crises.15 

Women, however, have less effective economic options to fall back on. 

Women’s social capital networks are wider than those of men but less 

deep, in that women’s networks mobilize fewer economic resources. 

Women’s social contacts also tend to be among other women, while 

men’s are among men.

Findings from the quantitative survey support those of the 

qualitative study. Women are more likely to be members of any group 

than are men. In 1993, 30 percent of women and 23 percent of men 

reported belonging to a group of any kind. By 1998, the proportion 

of women belonging to any group had increased to 39 percent, while 

the proportion for men had increased to 29 percent. Women tend to 

be concentrated in religious groups (29.4 percent compared with 20.3 

percent for men) and financial groups (14 percent versus 6.8 percent 

for men). Women, however, tend to belong to same-sex groups, 

while men are more likely to belong to mixed groups. Men also 

tend to have longer tenure in groups. Other characteristics such as 

performance and meeting attendance do not differ by gender.16

Women also have wider family networks. Adult men and women 

are equally likely to report that their parents would help them in an 

emergency. However, more adult women report that children would 

be likely to help, especially in rural areas. Twenty percent of rural 

women say that their children would help them compared with only 

12 percent of rural men. In urban areas, 22 percent of women and 20 

percent of men say that their children would help—not a significant 

difference. These potential networks correspond to the percentage 

of those reporting remittance receipts: 13 percent of adult women 

in rural areas report receiving remittances compared with only 2 

percent of men. 

Both Local Norms and Statutory Laws 
Determine Women’s Rights

Research Finding No. 7: 
Although Legal Reform and Reform of the  
Marriage Code may have Changed Women’s Legal 
Rights, Customary Law and Local Norms Do Not  
Exist in Isolation; Neither One Alone Determines 
Women’s Rights 

The example of customary laws in Ethiopia, where 
increasing women’s control of assets is as important as 
increasing the share of resources brought to marriage. 
Marriage is an important social and economic event in Ethiopia. 

Since it typically marks the beginning of a new farm production 

15 	Bound networks do not only prevent downward mobility; different household members can be contacted for different kinds of assistance. A woman may call on her sister for food or 
clothing for her children, while the household may ask an uncle for a loan to start a business or construct a house. 

16 	The importance of mixed versus single-sex groups will vary across locations. Discussions at our Nairobi workshop revealed that in 1999–2000, 60 percent of women and 40 percent of 
men were members in Central Kenya’s tree fodder groups. Mixed groups formed 76 percent; women-only groups, 15 percent; and men-only groups, 9 percent. It is speculated that the 
high percentage of mixed groups stemmed from the recognition of their high performance rates because they are able to draw on the complementary skills of men and women. While it 
is often said that this is unlikely in societies where men and women are highly segregated—in Bangladesh, for example, most credit groups are single-sex only—recent evidence from 
India, a similarly sex-segregated society, suggests that mixed groups may help empower women by teaching them how to interact with men and by exposing them to a larger skill set 
than single-sex groups (Koolwal 2005).
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unit, the bride and groom bring start-up capital with them in the 

form of land, oxen, livestock, household utensils, and grain stocks. 

The newlyweds supply the great majority of their assets themselves, 

with grooms bringing more than 10 times as much “start-up capital” 

as brides (Fafchamps and Quisumbing 2002). Contrary to the 

preconception that marriage is the time at which parents endow their 

offspring with farmland, most of the land contributed by grooms 

was already theirs prior to marriage. This finding may be specific to 

Ethiopia, given that the state nominally owns all land. User rights 

to land are supposed to be allocated by PAs, the local administrative 

unit in rural areas. Indeed, of the land user rights held by the 

household, two-thirds actually come directly from the PA. Family 

is thus not the dominant source of land for surveyed households. 

Of the land that comes from the family, however, most ultimately 

comes from the husband’s parents. As previously mentioned, however, 

women occasionally receive land from the PA, suggesting a political 

willingness to depart from rural norms in the allocation of land to 

women (Gopal and Salim 1999). Because of the important role of 

the PAs in land allocations, Ethiopia may be atypical compared with 

other parts of Africa in terms of the way women acquire property.

What determines the distribution of control and ownership of 

productive assets—land and livestock—between husbands and 

wives? A study based on survey data from approximately 1,500 

households in 15 villages across Ethiopia examined the distribution 

of assets between husbands and wives in the case of marital 

dissolution through death or divorce (Fafchamps and Quisumbing 

2002). Contrary to what is often assumed in empirical work on 

intrahousehold issues, the evidence shows that ownership of assets, 

control within marriage, and disposition upon death or divorce 

only partially overlap. Rules regarding divorce and inheritance vary 

across locations, with more patriarchal rules prevalent in the Muslim 

and Protestant south, and more egalitarian rules prevailing in the 

Orthodox Christian north. Results show that location accounts for 

79 percent of the explained variation in rules of disposition upon 

divorce. That is, the disposition of assets is governed by location-

specific norms. Moreover, communities may have their own ways of 

protecting women and other vulnerable groups. 

Disposition of assets upon death or divorce only loosely depends 

on individual ownership during marriage, and assets brought into 

marriage have little impact on disposition upon death but matter 

in the case of divorce. Control over productive resources tends to be 

centralized in the hands of the household head—whether male or 

female and irrespective of ownership at or after marriage. Having 

control over productive assets has a strong effect on disposition rules 

in the sense that the spouse with greater control gets a larger share 

upon divorce or death, even taking into account the assets brought 

to the marriage by each spouse. This finding is important because 

it brings to light another way to increase women’s bargaining 

power: increasing women’s control of assets is just as important as 

increasing the share of resources they bring to marriage.

The example of women’s land rights in western Ghana, 
where customary law has evolved to be more beneficial 
to women. In the most active cocoa-growing areas of Ghana, 

communal tenure has been evolving to more individualized forms 

(Quisumbing et al. 2001a). The dominant ethnic group in these 

villages is the Akan, which has traditionally followed uterine 

matrilineal inheritance. Although communal land tenure aims to 

provide equitable access to land for all households, women’s land 

rights in the region are weaker than those of men, as is often the 
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case under customary land tenure systems. For example, in the Akan 

matrilineal system, a woman and her children were not entitled to 

inherit from her husband if he died intestate (that is, without a valid 

will), since his property would revert to his matrilineal relatives.

Communal land tenure institutions may evolve toward greater 

individualization and more secure individual land rights because 

of population pressure and the need to intensify agricultural 

production. The Akan households in the region, for example, have 

granted relatively strong individual ownership rights to those who 

plant trees. Under such institutional rules, a community member 

who has acquired family land through inheritance and allocation 

may have strong incentives to plant trees in order to obtain secure 

land rights. Some researchers argue that such evolutionary changes 

have detrimental effects on women’s traditional land rights. Recently, 

however, husbands have increasingly begun to transfer land to 

their wives and children as an “inter vivos” gift—meaning a gift 

while the husband and recipients are still living—after the family, 

especially the wives, have helped to plant trees. This is the most 

important method of land acquisition for women, and a significant 

departure from traditional inheritance customs. Such inter vivos 

transfers are termed gifts in the study areas and individual rights on 

such land are firmly established.

Men can also acquire land through gifts, but the importance 

of tree planting as a prerequisite for receiving gifts appears to differ 

by gender. Men had to plant only 20 to 25 percent of a parcel of 

land with cocoa trees before the land was transferred as a gift, 

while women had to plant between 40 and 50 percent of land before 

acquiring it as a gift. 

Legal reform has also provided women with a means of obtaining 

their husband’s land in the event that he dies intestate.17 The 

individualization of land tenure institutions was strengthened further 

by the Intestate Succession Law (PNDCL 111) in 1985, which provides 

for the following division of the farm: three sixteenths to the surviving 

spouse, nine sixteenths to the surviving children, one eighth to the 

surviving parent, and one eighth in accordance with customary 

inheritance law. However, the common interpretation of the law is 

one-third each for the spouse, children, and the maternal family. 

This example has shown that both customary law and statutory 

law have evolved to grant women stronger land rights—but it may 

be an unusual example. Customary law may be more influential in 

rural than in urban areas, thus it may be more binding for poorer, 

less-educated women than for educated, middle-class women who are 

more likely to be aware of the provisions of statutory law.

17 	In our Guatemala workshop, participants mentioned that laws were recently introduced to redress gender imbalances. They cautioned that, while promulgation of statutory laws is 
necessary, it is an insufficient condition for change. The trend toward decentralization in Central America implies that it is important to reach not only national policymakers but also 
decentralized decisionmakers at the local level.
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Research Finding No. 8:
Where Formal Membership in Groups is Limited, 
Women Often Resort to Informal Mechanisms to 
Meet Their Needs; Formal Membership in Groups 
Increases Women’s Bargaining Power, While 
Participating Through Informal Mechanisms 
Creates Dependence on Others

The example of water users’ associations in South Asia.
Evidence from water users’ organizations in India, Nepal, Pakistan, 

and Sri Lanka shows that women’s participation in these organiza-

tions is much lower than men’s, despite high female involvement in 

irrigated agriculture and agricultural decisionmaking (Meinzen-Dick 

and Zwarteveen 1998). The few documented cases of a higher female 

involvement in water users’ organizations were attributed to women-

only organizations managing groundwater pumps or areas where 

men were absent or not interested for other reasons.

Barriers may directly or indirectly prevent women’s participation 

in organizations, or the women themselves may not recognize the 

value of participation.18 For example, the most easily recognized 

gender-based barriers to participation stem from membership rules 

that directly or indirectly exclude women. These either stipulate that 

only formal right holders to irrigated land can become members (Sri 

Lanka) or require head-of-household status in order to be eligible 

for membership, or sometimes a combination of both (Nepal). Since 

men tend to occupy these categories more often than women, most 

women are not considered eligible for membership.

Prevailing stereotypical ideas about the gender division of 

labor and about appropriate male and female behavior function 

as informal membership criteria. In Sri Lanka, Nepal, Pakistan 

and India, ideas that only men are farmers and interested in 

irrigation, along with the traditional male domination in public 

decisionmaking are factors that underlie the absence of women in 

water users’ organizations. In addition, women are thought not to 

be capable of participating in meaningful ways (partly because they 

are less educated) and they are assumed to be busy with other, more 

appropriately female activities. Social norms prescribing women 

to confine their activities to a small geographical area may also 

effectively exclude women from becoming members of water users’ 

organizations. In addition to these formal and informal membership 

criteria, the process through which new water users’ organizations are 

formed in management transfer programs is often gendered, partly 

as a result of pre-conceived notions of planners about who are to be 

considered users, and partly because of the organizing process itself. 

In spite of not formally being members or participating in 

meetings, women may play other roles in organizations, or in 

carrying out collective action—for example, in conflict resolution, 

monitoring and enforcement of rules, carrying out water distribution 

tasks, and assisting their husbands to perform their own tasks. Such 

nonformal and less recognized ways of participation in water users’ 

organizations may provide important entry points for identifying 

realistic ways to make water users’ organizations more gender 

equitable. That female nonmembers succeed in getting their needs 

18 	Workshop participants noted that benefits to women’s participation in groups vary across and within countries. In Kenya, for example, group affiliation by women is high, and 
participation is higher in rural rather than urban settings.
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met indicates that not all irrigation management decisions pass 

through the formal organization. In almost all cases reviewed, 

women said that if they needed anything specific to be said at water 

users’ meetings, they would either tell their husband or try to send 

a male relative. Likewise, many women indicated that they received 

information about decisions taken at water users’ organization 

meetings through their husbands or male relatives. When access to 

irrigation services is negotiated within the domain of the household, 

women’s success in obtaining services geared to their needs will 

partly depend on the extent to which their specific water needs are 

complementary to, shared with, or in conflict with those of their 

husbands and male relatives, and on their bargaining position in 

household interactions. 

The use of indirect means to obtain water resources is consistent 

with women’s strategies for gaining access to other resources, such 

as land and trees. But gaining access through such indirect means 

neither provides much control over the resource, nor the ability to 

make decisions regarding its management. Relying on connections 

to access the resource increases women’s dependence on others, 

whereas independent rights to resources can raise women’s standing 

and bargaining power. Nevertheless, these socially nuanced means 

of access are critical to actual patterns of resource use and should 

not be neglected in research or policies. These results may also be 

culture-specific: in parts of Southeast Asia, such as Indonesia and the 

Philippines, women are regular members of irrigation associations. 

In parts of Indonesia, for example, the opposite situation applies in 

that women normally manage village water supply (Brown 2000). 

The only exception was found in one village where women organized 

the high-income-generating dairy industry and men volunteered to 

manage water to free up women’s time.

Addressing Gender in Project Design

Addressing gender issues in project design is justified if resulting 

gains can be demonstrated in project outcomes. For example, does 

it make sense to increase women’s productive assets or to target 

interventions to women? Is gender a critical part of the solution to 

a development problem? The evidence in this section shows that 

addressing gender issues in the project design phase does provide 

clear gains in project performance and development outcomes.

Relative to Men, Increasing Women’s 
Resources Benefits Families

Research Finding No. 9: 
Improving Women’s Status and Increasing  
Resources Controlled by Women Increases 
Household Allocations Toward Education and 
Improved Child Health and Nutrition

The example of assets at marriage. Assets at marriage account 

for a substantial portion of the assets that a woman will control 

during her lifetime. Although women bring far fewer assets to the 

marriage, these assets play a significant role in household decision-

making, particularly on the allocation of household expenditures to 

food, education, health, and children’s clothing. In Bangladesh and 

South Africa, for example, increasing the share of assets controlled 

by women increases educational budget shares (Quisumbing and 

Maluccio 2003a). In Bangladesh, a higher proportion of pre-wedding 

assets held by the mother decreases the morbidity of girls  

(Hallman 2000). 
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The example of reduction in child malnutrition rates. In a 

recent IFPRI study, the underlying determinants of food security are 

considered against data on underweight children from 63 developing 

countries during 1970–95, representing 88 percent of the developing 

world’s population (Smith and Haddad 2000). The research results 

show that increases in women’s education have made the greatest 

contribution to reducing the rate of child malnutrition, being 

responsible for 43 percent of the total reduction. Improvements in 

women’s status, proxied by the ratio of female to male life expectancy, 

make up 12 percent. Improvements in food availability came in a 

distant second to women’s education, contributing 26 percent to the 

reduction rate. 

The availability of data from 40 Demographic and Health Surveys 

made possible the construction of a more nuanced index of women’s 

status (Smith et al. 2003a, see Research Finding No. 4). Analysis 

using this new measure finds that women’s status has a significant, 

positive effect on children’s nutritional status in Africa, Asia, and 

Latin America. Women’s status improves child nutrition because 

women with greater status are better cared for themselves, have better 

nutritional status, and provide higher quality care to their children. 

However, the strength of the influence of women’s status differs 

widely across the regions. It has the most influence where it is the 

lowest. The strongest effect is found in South Asia, followed by Sub-

Saharan Africa, while the weakest effect is in Latin America and the 

Caribbean. 

In South Asia, increases in women’s status have a strong 

influence on long- and short-term nutritional status, leading to 

reductions in both stunting (low height-for-age) and wasting (low 

weight-for-height). The malnutrition costs of inequality between 

women’s and men’s status in the region are high. If such status were 

equalized, the prevalence of underweight children under three years 

old would drop by approximately 13 percentage points, representing 

a reduction of 13.4 million malnourished children. As in South 

Asia, women’s status in Sub-Saharan Africa has positive effects on 

both the long- and short-term nutritional status of children. The 

costs of gender inequality in that region are not as high as those of 

South Asia, but they are still substantial. An equalization of gender 

status is estimated to lead to a reduction in the region’s malnutrition 

prevalence of nearly 3 percentage points, which translates as a 

reduction of 1.7 million malnourished children under three years old. 

Latin America and the Caribbean exhibits quite a different pattern. 

Women’s status has a positive effect only on children’s short-term 

nutritional status. The effect of increasing women’s status on child 

nutrition is only strong for households in which women’s relative 

decisionmaking power is very low. 

One final important finding of the study is that in all three 

regions, women’s relative decisionmaking power has a stronger 

positive influence on child nutritional status in poorer households 

than in rich ones. Efforts to improve child nutritional status through 

the means of improving women’s status are likely to be most effective 

when targeted to poor households.

In sum, this study shows that taking the policy decision to 

improve women’s status results in tangible improvements to poor 

people’s livelihoods. Reaping these benefits requires the incorporation 

of improved women’s status as an objective in the design of projects. 

Not only does a woman’s nutritional status improve but also the 

nutritional status of her young children. Improving women’s status 

today is a powerful force for improving the health, longevity, capacity, 

and productivity of the next generation of young adults.
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Research Finding No. 10: 
Social Capital Increases Household Welfare,  
but Household Welfare Responds More to 
Increases in Women’s Social Capital if Women 
Participate More in Groups

The example of social capital and household welfare in 
South Africa. Social capital—features of social organization such 

as networks, norms, and social trust that facilitate coordination and 

cooperation for mutual benefit—differs between men and women. 

One way of measuring the benefits of investing in men’s and women’s 

social capital is to examine the impact of “stocks” of social capital 

held by men and women on household welfare. A proxy for household 

welfare is total consumption expenditure, the sum of the household’s 

expenditures on goods and services. Why would the effect of social 

capital differ by gender? First, social capital may be analogous with 

assets at marriage and other variables that affect bargaining power 

and may have differential effects by gender. Second, even if women 

and men belong to the same groups, they may derive different 

benefits from membership. Finally, men and women may belong to 

different groups altogether.

Regressions using data from South Africa show that in 1993, 

neither men’s nor women’s membership in groups was a significant 

determinant of per capita household expenditures. In 1998, after the 

abolition of apartheid, both women’s and men’s membership in groups 

positively affected household expenditure, and to the same degree. 

However, because women’s participation is greater, the elasticity is 

greater for women’s social capital—that is, the percentage increase in 

per capita household expenditure is greater for a percentage increase 

in women’s group membership compared with men’s. 

Put in a different way, those with stocks of either social or human 

capital in 1993 appear to have benefited from them over time. The 

structural and other changes in the South African economy appear to 

be changing the returns to various factors, possibly indicating greater 

levels of efficiency. While returns to social capital were less or insig-

nificant compared with returns to schooling in 1993, they are about 

equal in 1998. Thus, the impact of social capital on per capita expen-

ditures appears to be as important as the impact of human capital.

Project Design Features Also Have  
Gender Implications

Research Finding No. 11: 
Criteria for Group Membership and Operational 
Procedures may Limit Women’s Participation

The example of water users’ organizations in South Asia. In 

South Asia, more formal participation of women in organizations will 

not happen automatically and cannot be left to local communities 

(Meinzen-Dick and Zwarteveen 1998). External pressure, guidance, 

and intervention will often be required, and explicit financial, 

technical, and legal support is crucial. Existing knowledge points 

to some possible ways to enhance female participation. A first step 

involves the definition of membership rules: instead of allowing 

one member per household, both male and female members of 

households could be considered eligible for membership. Attention 

needs to be paid to such details as the timing, location, and structure 

of formal meetings, which should reflect the importance of women’s 

participation and allow for their opinions to be taken seriously. 

The traditional way meetings are conducted or users are organized 
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often restricts women from participating, speaking, or being listened 

to. Even many “participatory” approaches to eliciting community 

objectives (for example, discussion groups, transect walks, mapping 

exercises) may have inherent barriers that deter women from 

articulating their interests and needs. Functional literacy training 

can be instrumental in overcoming women’s own feelings of 

incompetence and inhibitions to speak up at meetings, especially in 

areas where there is a large gender gap in literacy, and where literacy 

has become an important indicator of an individual’s abilities to deal 

with the outside world. Increasing women’s experience with meetings 

in other types of organizations may also increase their confidence 

and ability to participate. In Bangladesh, India, and Nepal, separate 

women’s organizations have been identified as a successful strategy 

for empowering women both within households and communities. 

Through women’s organizations, women may become more visible 

at the community level as well, and community decisionmaking 

processes may begin to shift away from their male-oriented practices 

to include women and their concerns. 

Research Finding No. 12: 
The Dissemination and Targeting of Technology 
has Gender Implications; Cultural Factors can 
Limit Women’s Participation in, and Gains from, 
Agricultural Development Projects

The example of new agricultural technology dissemination 
in Bangladesh. An IFPRI study examined three NGO programs 

in Bangladesh promoting the production of polyculture fish and 

commercial vegetables through various credit and training programs: 

(1) commercial vegetable production in Saturia; (2) polyculture 

fish production in household-owned ponds in Mymensingh; and 

(3) polyculture fish production in group-managed ponds in Jessore. 

In Saturia and Jessore, technologies were introduced through NGO 

programs targeted exclusively to women, who are provided training 

and credit (Bouis et al. 1998). In Mymensingh, extension agents 

provide training to relatively better-off households and training  

with credit to relatively poorer households. The agents target both 

men and women, but men more often than women. Both a four-

round quantitative survey and a qualitative study were conducted for 

this study.

The quantitative study (Bouis et al. 1998) found that although 

the new technologies studied are apparently highly profitable com-

pared with rice, they contribute rather modestly to overall household 

incomes. Because of the high profitability of the polyculture fish and 

commercial vegetable production on a per acre basis, the potential 

exists for much higher impact on household income, if the land 

devoted to production and other inputs were increased. Clues to some 

of the constraints to such expansion by adopting households can be 

found in the findings of the qualitative study.

The qualitative study (Naved 2000) found that for most 

women, income gains from the adoption of the improved vegetable 

seeds were not substantial. Moreover, even though women were 

targeted under the project, their ability to benefit was limited, first, 

because the land tenure system is not in their favor, and, second, 

because the strict enforcement of purdah prevents women’s direct 

involvement—that is, their ability to negotiate in the market for 

labor and other inputs, cultivate the land, or sell the produce. Thus, 

their male representatives gain de facto control over the land and 

its produce. Further, the gender division of workspace validated by 

the system of purdah even prevents women from growing vegetables 
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on the cultivable land owned by the family. Some women were 

able to implement the new technology on their homesteads—the 

traditional domain of female activities—thus, avoiding conflict with 

traditional norms or the existing division of labor and workspace by 

gender. However, because use of the new technology was limited to 

the homestead plots, the resulting production and income were both 

quite small. Expansion of vegetable production beyond the homestead 

to agricultural land would not increase women’s control of income, 

since income is also separated by gender (income from agricultural 

land is exclusively “men’s income,” while income from the 

homestead is exclusively women’s). The adoption of fish production 

technology by women’s groups appeared to promise better results by 

challenging the gender division of workspace. However, women were 

still reluctant to increase the size of the operation if doing so would 

require a substantial increase in their mobility and make them work 

farther away from their houses.

Nevertheless, technologies targeted to women had positive impacts 

on women’s empowerment. Significant differences were reported in 

freedom of movement, freedom from physical violence, and political 

knowledge/awareness between women in adopting households and 

those in similar but nonadopting households. For all three types of 

outcomes, adopting women have “better” measures than women 

in households deemed likely to adopt but not yet having done so. In 

the previous year, adopting women were more likely to have visited 

friends/relatives outside the village, to have attended an NGO training 

or program, and to have known the names of political leaders at the 

local, state, and national levels; they were also less likely to have been 

beaten by their husband or a family member (Hallman et al. 2002). 

Improvements, however, depended on how the programs were 

structured. In one district, ownership of ponds was transferred to 

individual women, and in another, to groups of women. Though 

the income earned by an individual woman was by no means 

greater than income earned by those implementing the improved 

vegetable technology, the group fishpond project had some important 

advantages. First, it encouraged groups of poor women to actively 

participate in production—involving men at different stages, 

but never ceding control to them. This could occur because the 

“negotiation” took place at a higher level than the household, such 

that men had to negotiate with groups of women who were backed by 

an NGO. Thus, men did not have direct access to the income. Another 

important dimension of fish production by groups of women is that 

it challenged the traditional gender division of labor and workspace. 

Involvement of women in production outside the home initially met 

with negative reaction from the community, but when the project 

proved successful in bringing financial returns, women’s position 

within households and communities was strengthened. However, 

when the fishpond groups dissolved (which they did in a substantial 

number of cases), negative outcomes occurred, such as loss of trust 

and social capital. This highlights the importance of extension 

personnel in delivering programs, especially group-based programs.

Research Finding No. 13: 
Women’s Participation in Agricultural Projects 
May Have Unintended Consequences on Time Use

The example of a vegetable production program in Nepal. 
A recent paper (Paolisso et al. 2002) uses data from fieldwork 

conducted in Nepal to examine the impact of a project designed 

to commercialize vegetables and fruits—the Vegetable and Fruit 

Cash Crop Program (VFC)—on male and female time allocation. 

Beginning in the late 1980s, farmers throughout Rapti were 

encouraged to commercialize their vegetable and fruit production to 
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generate income and meet growing demand for fruits and vegetables. 

Development assistance was provided by the Rapti Development 

Project (1985–95). Within the project’s concentration on agriculture, 

the VFC program was developed to focus exclusively on vegetable and 

fruit commercialization.

The overall goal of the VFC program is to increase the 

commercial value of the vegetable and fruit production and raise 

household incomes of targeted farmers. The VFC program provides 

production inputs, training, and technical assistance to both male 

and female farmers. The specific vegetables and fruits provided 

vary according to agroclimatic conditions and existing agricultural 

practices. Before the program, the households grew small amounts 

of vegetables and fruits for home consumption. However, the varieties 

grown and the technologies used did not produce vegetables and 

fruits of the quality and variety that would make them commercially 

viable. The VFC program was successful in its efforts to target both 

male and female farmers given that household participation in the 

program led to an increase in the time spent growing vegetables and 

fruits by both the head male and head female within each household 

(Table 7). In this context, the head male and head female are the 

primary male and female household decisionmakers, respectively. 

The response of head women’s labor to VFC ranges from 55 to 3 

minutes per 12-hour period for households with one, two, and three 

preschoolers respectively. VFC participation increased head male time 

in vegetables and fruits more than for head females (ranges from 

64 to 24 minutes). These responses are large, given that they are 

averages over one year.

For the 101 households with more than one preschooler, VFC 

participation resulted in an increase in time spent on vegetable and 

fruit production by both men and women, an increase in time spent 

on care of children under five years old by women, a decrease in time 

spent on cereal and livestock production by both men and women, 

and a moderate decrease in time spent caring for children under five 

years old by men. For these households, the trade-offs associated with 

VFC participation do not seem to be particularly detrimental to the 

care of children under five years old. For the 67 households with one 

Marginal impact of Vegetable and Fruit Cash Crop 
Program (VFC) participation (minutes)

Impact of program participation on time allocation, based on  
number of children aged 0 to 4.9 years

Head male decisionmaker Head female decisionmaker

1 2 3 1 2 3

Vegetable and fruit cultivation 64 44 24 55 29 3

Cereals and livestock –19 –114 –209 64 –38 –140

Care to children under five years old –64 –33 –2 –77 4 85

Leisure –8 88 184 0 0 0

Source: Paolisso et al. (2001).
Note: In this context, the head male and head female are the primary male and female household decisionmakers, respectively.

Table 7. The impact of participation in the Vegetable and Fruit Cash Crop Program on the time allocation of head males  
	 and females in households, by the number of children aged 0 to 4.9 years
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preschooler, the trade-offs seem more important. In these households, 

preschoolers receive less care from their parents, who spend more 

time on cultivation activities—the cash crop in particular, but also 

the food crop. Why might VFC have a less severe effect on time spent 

caring for preschoolers when there is more than one in the household? 

First, when the household has more than one preschooler, the mother 

is more likely to recognize the benefits gained from her care, based 

on her experience with the older preschoolers. Second, the mother 

with more than one preschooler in residence is more likely to have 

received nutrition education and behavior change messages from 

nutrition professionals in the community. Third, two preschoolers in 

residence are likely to be more effective in demanding care than one, 

since it is well known that caregivers are responsive to preschooler 

communication signals and more preschoolers provide more signals. 

Is there scope for a behavioral change intervention such as 

a communications program to increase time spent by parents in 

care for preschoolers in this vulnerable set of households? While 

the nonwork (leisure) time of men increased as a result of VFC 

participation, women’s leisure time was unaffected. Thus in the short 

run there is perhaps scope for protecting childcare time by reducing 

leisure time. This is not to say that leisure time is unimportant, 

particularly for the women on whom the preschoolers primarily 

depend, but at least VFC participation has not increased overall 

work time burdens. In the medium run, benefits may well accrue 

to unborn preschoolers if VFC participation empowers women. 

Although the incomes earned from the local sale of VFC products 

are quite small, they represent the first opportunity for women to 

earn and retain income without leaving the community. This may 

have far-reaching impacts on the ability of women to exert their own 

preferences in a wide range of activities—including an increased 

allocation of resources to children.

Research Finding No. 14: 
Policies and External Forces can Have a 
Significant Impact on Traditional Norms That 
Determine Women’s Control Over Assets

The example of assets in rural Ethiopia. The Ethiopia study 

conducted by IFPRI and colleagues from Oxford University and Addis 

Ababa University suggests that despite the importance of local norms, 

policies can also affect women’s control of productive assets, which 

is important in determining the distribution between husbands and 

wives in the case of divorce. For example, in their land allocation 

function, local administrations have been willing to grant user 

rights to women, albeit reluctantly perhaps. This is so even though 

in local custom, women rarely inherit land from their lineage. The 

government’s “land to the tiller” policy thus allowed—or may even 

have facilitated—the attribution of user rights over land to women. 

This attribution, however, nearly always results from conditions 

internal to the household, such as marital separation or death of the 

husband; in most cases, women’s access to land remains conditional 

on the absence of a suitable male household head.

Research Finding No. 15: 
Strengthening Women’s Land Rights Through 
Titling or Legal Reform is Not Enough—Other 
Constraints Faced by Women also Need to be 
Addressed

The example of female cocoa farmers in Ghana. It is often 

argued that insecure tenure underlies women’s low productivity in 

agriculture, and that granting secure tenure through land titling 

or legal reform would automatically increase women’s agricultural 

productivity. Quisumbing et al. (2001a) investigate this by estimating 

the proportion of area planted to cocoa and the yield per unit of 
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cocoa-planted area by cocoa farmers in Ghana (controlling for 

determinants such as gender for a female parcel owner as well as the 

tenure status of the plot, among others). The dummy for a female 

parcel owner has a negative but insignificant effect on the proportion 

of area planted to cocoa, suggesting that there is no significant 

difference between male and female parcel owners with respect to 

tree planting. However, the importance of previous tree planting as a 

prerequisite for receiving gifts appears to differ by gender. Men had to 

plant only 20 to 25 percent of a parcel of land with cocoa trees before 

the land was transferred as a gift, while women had to plant between 

40 and 50 percent of land to cocoa before acquiring it as a gift. 

Yields on female-owned parcels, however, are less than those on 

male-owned parcels. This indicates that, controlling for differences in 

land tenure and accounting for unobserved differences across plots, 

female parcel managers obtain lower yields on their cocoa plots. 

This finding is similar to that of Udry’s (1996) study on Burkina 

Faso, which finds lower yields on maize plots cultivated by women 

within the same household. While this may indicate that women face 

greater credit and labor constraints, it also suggests inefficiencies in 

intrahousehold resource allocation, since the household could have 

increased aggregate yields by reallocating resources across male- and 

female-managed plots. It may also indicate that female parcel owners 

may concentrate more on the food crops grown on cocoa plots than 

on cocoa itself. Thus, even if female farmers have the same degree of 

land tenure security as men, other constraints may still prevent them 

from realizing equal yields on their farms.

Innovative Ways to Increase Women’s 
Resources Have Made Projects Successful

Research Finding No. 16: 
Providing Additional Resources to Households  
can Increase Children’s School Attendance,  
Especially Girls’

The example of the Food for Education program in 
Bangladesh. Many children from poor families in Bangladesh do 

not attend school either because their families cannot afford expenses 

such as books or supplies, or because the children contribute to 

their family’s livelihood and cannot be spared. Under the Food for 

Education (FFE) program, a free monthly ration of foodgrains 

becomes an income entitlement, enabling a child from a poor family 

to go to school. The family can consume the grain, thus reducing its 

food budget, or it can sell the grain and use the cash to meet other 

expenses. By 2000, the FFE program covered 17,811 public and private 

primary schools, accounting for about 27 percent of all primary 

schools in Bangladesh. Of 5.2 million students enrolled in schools 

with FFE programs, about 40 percent (2.1 million students) receive 

foodgrains through FFE, benefiting about 2 million families. In 

total, the FFE program distributes about 24,000 metric tons of grain 

(mostly wheat) per month. Each household is entitled to receive either 

15 or 20 kilograms of grain per month, depending on the number of 

children attending primary school. Households with primary-school-

age children become eligible for FFE rations if they meet at least one 

of four targeting criteria. To maintain their eligibility, children must 

attend 85 percent of classes each month. The program costs $0.10 per 

student per day, totaling $77 million in 2000.
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In September and October of 2000, IFPRI conducted a survey 

of a number of primary schools with and without the FFE program 

and collected information from FFE foodgrain dealers and program 

implementation officials. A cross-section of households was 

interviewed, including program beneficiaries and nonbeneficiaries. 

IFPRI researchers used a variety of qualitative and quantitative 

methods to evaluate the program (Ahmed and del Ninno 2001).

The study found that the FFE program had been successful in 

increasing primary school enrollment, promoting school attendance, 

and reducing dropout rates. The enrollment increase was greater 

for girls than for boys, indicating that the marginal increase in 

family resources was devoted to increasing investment in girls. This 

is an achievement, given the degree of gender bias in Bangladeshi 

society. Student enrollment in FFE schools increased by 35 percent, 

per school, during the two-year period from the year before the start 

of the program to the year after its introduction. Enrollment of girls 

increased by a remarkable 44 percent. For boys, the increase was 

28 percent. In contrast, enrollment in non-FFE schools increased 

by only 2.5 percent per school during the period. The benefits from 

such a program could be far-reaching in terms of the status of 

women through the equalization of women’s and men’s human 

capital. Staying in school longer can lead to delayed marriage, with 

important implications for women’s life opportunities. The FFE 

program resulted in greater increases in attendance for girls even if 

the program was not gender-targeted. Other approaches to increasing 

investment in human capital have used explicit gender targeting, as 

the experience in Mexico illustrates.

Research Finding No. 17: 
Providing Cash Transfers to Mothers can 
Improve Human Capital Outcomes of Children, 
Such as School Attendance, Health, and 
Nutritional Status

The example of PROGRESA in Mexico. PROGRESA began in 

August 1997 for the purpose of fighting extreme poverty in the rural 

areas of Mexico (for a synthesis of the evaluation results, see Skoufias 

and McClafferty 2001, and for a fuller treatment, Skoufias 2005). 

Unlike other programs, PROGRESA’s multisectoral focus provided 

an integrated package of education, nutrition, and health services 

to poor families. Rather than simply being a cash transfer program, 

PROGRESA requires active participation by the recipient households 

in exchange for benefits.19 At the end of 1999, the program covered 

approximately 2.6 million families, or about 40 percent of all rural 

families, and one-ninth of all families in Mexico. At that time, the 

program operated in almost 50,000 localities, in more than 2,000 

municipalities and 31 states. PROGRESA’s budget of approximately 

777 million Mexican pesos in 1999 was equivalent to 0.2 percent 

of Mexico’s gross domestic product—slightly less than 20 percent 

of the Federal Government budget for poverty alleviation. Mexico 

implemented an effective program that has served as a model for 

programs across Latin America in countries such as Argentina, 

Brazil, Colombia, Honduras, and Nicaragua.20 

In order to reach poor households, PROGRESA selects communi-

ties using a marginality index based on census data. Then, within 

the selected marginal communities, households are chosen using 

19 	The original intent was to coordinate with other programs providing income and employment opportunities, but in practice this did not happen. The lack of employment and income 
opportunities for beneficiary communities has been one of the biggest drawbacks of making PROGRESA the center of Mexican poverty policy.

20 	For an evaluation of the impact of Nicaragua’s Red de Protección Social, see Maluccio and Flores (2005).
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socioeconomic data collected for all households in the community. 

The education component of PROGRESA was designed to increase 

school enrollment by making education grants available to pupils’ 

mothers, who are then required to have their children attend school 

regularly. In localities where PROGRESA operates, households char-

acterized as poor with children enrolled in grades 3–9 are eligible to 

receive these educational grants every two months. The levels of the 

grants were determined taking into account, among other factors, 

what a child would earn in the labor force or contribute to family 

production. The educational grants are slightly higher at the second-

ary level for girls, given their propensity to drop out at earlier ages.

In the area of health and nutrition, PROGRESA brings basic 

attention to health issues and promotes health care through free 

preventive interventions, such as nutritional supplements, and 

education on hygiene and nutrition as well as monetary transfers for 

the purchase of food. Receipt of monetary transfers and nutritional 

supplements is tied to mandatory health care visits to public clinics. 

This aspect of the program emphasizes targeting its benefits to 

children under five years and pregnant and lactating women. At the 

time of the initial PROGRESA implementation, it was administered 

by the Ministry of Health and by IMSS-Solidaridad, a branch of 

the Mexican Social Security Institute, which provides benefits to 

uninsured individuals in rural areas.

Nutritional supplements are given to children aged four months 

to two years and to pregnant and breastfeeding women. If signs 

of malnutrition are detected in children aged two to five years, 

nutritional supplements are also administered. The nutritional status 

of beneficiaries is monitored by mandatory visits to the clinic and 

is more frequently monitored for children five years old or younger, 

or for pregnant and lactating women. Upon each visit, younger 

children and lactating women are measured for wasting, stunting, 

and weight-for-age. An appointment monitoring system is set up, and 

a nurse or doctor verifies adherence. Every two months, health care 

professionals submit a certification of beneficiary visits to PROGRESA, 

triggering the receipt of a bimonthly cash grant intended mainly to 

provide food support.

Unlike previous social programs in Mexico, a unique feature 

of this nationwide anti-poverty program is its targeting of transfers 

to mothers. The deliberate decision to give transfers directly to the 

mother was motivated by the growing literature that finds that 

resources controlled by women are more likely to be manifested in 

greater improvements in child health and nutrition than resources 

controlled by men. The concentration and value of this transfer in the 

hands of the mother and the enormous scale of the program—2.6 

million families in extreme poverty as of the end of 1999 or almost 

40 percent of all rural families in Mexico—suggest that the likely 

impact of the program in altering the balance of power within 

Mexican families is significant. 

The majority of the evaluation findings suggest that PROGRESA’s 

combination of education, health, and nutrition interventions into 

one integrated package has significant impact on the welfare and 

human capital of poor rural families in Mexico. The initial analysis 

of PROGRESA’s impact on education shows that the program has 

significantly increased the enrollment of boys and girls, particularly 

of girls—above all, at the secondary school level (Schultz 2000). 

However, similar impacts on attendance rates have not been found. 

Most of the increase in school enrollment for boys result from their 

working less. Evaluation finds that enrollment of girls in secondary 

school has increased by as much as 14 percent. The results imply 

that children will have, on average, about 0.7 years of extra schooling 
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because of PROGRESA, although this effect may increase if children 

are more likely to go on to senior high school as a result of the 

program. Taking into account that higher schooling is associated 

with higher levels of income, the estimations imply that children 

benefiting from PROGRESA could have 8 percent higher lifetime 

earnings due to the education benefits they received.

As a result of the program, both children and adults have also 

experienced improvements in health. Specifically, children receiv-

ing PROGRESA’s benefits had a 12 percent lower incidence of ill-

ness as a result of the program’s benefits and adults reported a 19 

percent decrease in sick or disability days. In the area of nutrition, 

PROGRESA has had a significant effect on reducing the probability of 

stunting for children aged 12 to 36 months. Although these efforts to 

improve health and education are greatly appreciated by beneficia-

ries, focus groups also found that what women want most are work 

opportunities and work skills (Adato and Mindek 2000). Hence, while 

PROGRESA’s health and education interventions are an essential part 

of combating poverty in rural Mexico, they should not shift emphasis 

away from programs that seek to facilitate women’s employment.

Research Finding No. 18: 
Cash Transfers to Mothers can Increase Women’s  
Role and Autonomy in Household Decisions

The example of cash transfers increasing women’s 
household decisionmaking power under PROGRESA. The 

provision of transfers to women through PROGRESA is an example 

of the public provision of resources to a particular member of the 

household, which the intrahousehold literature predicts will increase 

that person’s bargaining power and influence decisionmaking. A 

quantitative analysis of household decisionmaking patterns analyzed 

women’s responses to questions regarding who should make certain 

decisions within the household as the dependent variable. The 

possible responses were husband alone, wife alone, or both spouses 

jointly, and the decisions were seeking medical attention for the child; 

telling the child to attend school; giving the child permission to go 

out; making expenditures on children’s clothing, food, household 

repairs, and durable purchases; and disposing of women’s extra 

income (de la Brière and Quisumbing 2000). 

The results show that characteristics of husbands and wives are 

the most consistent determinants of decisionmaking patterns. The 

husband is more likely to be the sole decisionmaker if his wife is less 

educated, has less work experience prior to marriage, does not speak 

Spanish, or speaks an indigenous language. Husbands who speak 

an indigenous language are also more likely to be the single deci-

sionmaker, indicating that women’s roles may be more traditional 

in indigenous societies. Among poor households that are eligible for 

participation in PROGRESA, residing in a PROGRESA locality did not 

have as strong an effect on decisionmaking as the individual charac-

teristics of husbands and wives. However, transfer amounts received 

by the wife decrease the incidence of husbands’ sole decisionmaking 

for five of eight outcomes. These outcomes are medical treatment, 

child school attendance, child clothing expenses, food expenditures, 

and major household repairs. The change in decisionmaking pat-

terns is consistent with PROGRESA’s focus on primary health care, 

nutrition, and education, and its objective of empowering women to 

participate more fully in household decisionmaking.

One of the most noteworthy outcomes is the effect of PROGRESA 

transfers on decisions regarding the use of women’s extra income. 

PROGRESA transfers have a small but significant negative effect on the 

probability that the woman will let her husband decide how to spend 

her additional income. The significance of the monetary transfers 
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confirms the belief that transfers targeted to poor women have the 

potential to change decisionmaking patterns within households.

The example of cash transfers increasing autonomy under 
PROGRESA. In addition to the quantitative study, qualitative 

research, conducted in six states, was based on 23 focus groups 

involving 230 women: 80 beneficiaries, 80 nonbeneficiaries, and 

70 promotoras (beneficiaries elected by other beneficiaries to liaise 

between PROGRESA offices and communities).21 While the focus 

groups indicate that participation in PROGRESA did not notably 

alter the domains of decisionmaking, there are four ways in which 

respondents suggested that PROGRESA could increase women’s 

autonomy with respect to household expenditure decisions (Adato 

and Mindek 2000): (1) a woman does not need to ask her husband 

for money whenever she needs something, she can make independent 

purchases with money from PROGRESA; (2) with this additional 

household income, the woman has more confidence in her ability 

to determine whether there is enough money to buy things she 

thinks they need, whereas when her husband held the money, he was 

in a better position to judge; (3) if with PROGRESA there is more 

money available for the family to spend on food, which is part of 

the woman’s domain, she can now make more decisions about such 

expenditures even if the types of decisions have not changed; and (4) 

PROGRESA money may potentially increase the domain of women’s 

decisionmaking in some instances.

Research Finding No. 19: 
Programs that Involve Women in Groups and 
Community Activities can Provide Opportunities 
For Women’s Empowerment

The example of community activities and meetings under 
PROGRESA. While PROGRESA’s assistance centers on the individual 

beneficiary rather than involving local organizations, the program 

does include activities where women gather in groups and have 

the opportunity to communicate with each other (Adato and 

Mindek 2000). There are monthly meetings with promotoras, the 

official purpose of which is conveying program-related information 

to beneficiaries. Meetings are limited to this purpose in most 

communities, but some also provide a space for women to talk about 

other concerns and problems. There are also health pláticas, where 

health issues of importance to women are discussed,22 and faenas—

communal work activities not officially associated with PROGRESA 

but organized by doctors or promotoras and often involving 

beneficiaries. In addition, these collective activities, along with the 

trips women make to collect their cash transfers, are opportunities for 

women to leave their homes and communities without their spouses. 

Promotoras and beneficiaries described personal changes that 

constitute empowerment, including increased freedom of movement, 

self-confidence, and opening women’s minds (Adato and Mindek 

2000). The types of changes reported fall into three categories:  

(1) women leave the house more often; (2) women have the oppor-

21 	Promotoras are beneficiaries elected by other beneficiaries to serve as a liaison between PROGRESA offices and communities. They receive training and communicate regularly with 
beneficiaries about the program.

22 	Pláticas are monthly health talks that beneficiaries are required to attend as a condition of receiving grants.
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tunity to speak to each other about concerns, problems, and solu-

tions; (3) women are more comfortable speaking out in groups. Such 

changes were more pronounced for promotoras than beneficiaries, 

though some beneficiaries had similar experiences. Some benefi-

ciaries reported no such changes, however. These reported changes 

suggest the importance of these collective activities as ways in which 

PROGRESA can potentially contribute to longer term social develop-

ment, even if in small ways. They also suggest the importance of 

structuring programs to provide women with opportunities to discuss 

issues and share solutions, rather than leaving this to chance, as was 

the case with PROGRESA. Another way that PROGRESA contributes 

to women’s empowerment is through subject matter conveyed via the 

health pláticas. In general, beneficiaries describe “knowing more” 

through their participation in the areas of sanitation, nutrition, ill-

nesses and other health-related issues. They also report changes in 

women’s relationships with men as a result of information learned, 

for example, in the area of family planning. 

Focus groups also found strong evidence of new social tensions 

between female beneficiaries and nonbeneficiaries because friends 

and neighbors often see themselves as equal and do not understand 

the basis for the differentiation, or disagree with it.23 In some cases 

these tensions have led to a reduction in certain kinds of collective 

activities, with potentially negative implications for social capital 

(Adato 2000).

The research thus suggests that women benefit from a new 

recognition of their importance in the family; new freedom of 

movement; and some increased confidence, awareness, and 

knowledge, without paying a major price in terms of intrahousehold 

harmony. Nevertheless, the changes in intrahousehold relations 

brought about by the program appear to be modest. This should not 

come as a surprise or disappointment, however, as change in this 

domain is necessarily slow, as well as complex, as women make 

strategic choices involving challenge, conformity, and accommodation. 

PROGRESA gives women new resources and information with which 

to approach these complex choices (Adato and Mindek 2000). 

Research Finding No. 20: 
Including Men in Initial Project Meetings has 
Helped Increase Their Acceptance of Programs 
with High Women’s Involvement

Results from the focus groups show that most men accept women’s 

participation in PROGRESA because the benefits help the husband 

too, and the family as a whole (Adato and Mindek 2000). For this 

reason, most men allow their wives to spend the time necessary to 

fulfill their PROGRESA requirements because the benefits they receive 

compensate. However, some men are unhappy with the time that 

women spend out of the house for their PROGRESA responsibilities. 

Women say they minimize conflict by making sure that their 

household responsibilities are taken care of before they leave the 

house. The inclusion of men in initial program meetings that 

explain activities and beneficiary responsibilities has been helpful 

in increasing men’s acceptance of the program. Men’s expectations 

of and attitudes toward women and girls affect the extent to which 

23 	The program’s targeting system includes certain households and excludes others based on a marginalization index computed from census data.
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women are able to take advantage of PROGRESA’s benefits and put 

into practice what they learn through participation. Issues women 

face include whether to keep their cash transfers, how to spend the 

money, whether their girls should go to school, and whether they 

can use the health services offered or act on what they learn in the 

health pláticas about family planning, cervical cancer tests, and so 

on. Women said that PROGRESA should offer education to adult men, 

specifically on the subjects of how to treat women and the family, 

birth control and family planning, domestic violence, education 

for couples, and the importance of health care for the entire family 

(Adato and Mindek 2000).

Involving men, however, is not without costs. A similar 

conditional cash transfer program in Nicaragua, Red de Protección 

Social, did not include men in the initial project meetings because 

running two assemblies and pláticas doubled their costs. The costs 

and benefits of including men in these programs will have to be 

carefully evaluated.

Research Finding No. 21: 
Providing Affordable, Quality Childcare in the 
Community can Relieve Constraints to Women’s 
Employment

The example of the Hogares Comunitarios program in 
Guatemala City. With increasing urbanization, the percentages of 

women participating in the labor force and of single mothers acting 

as household head have increased. Reliable and affordable childcare 

alternatives are thus becoming increasingly important in urban 

areas. The Hogares Comunitarios program (HCP) was established 

in Guatemala City in 1991 in direct response to the increasing need 

of poor urban dwellers for substitute childcare. This government-

sponsored pilot program was designed as a strategy to alleviate 

poverty by providing working parents with low-cost, quality childcare 

within their communities.

In the HCP model, a group of parents elects a woman from their 

neighborhood to act as the caretaker mother, which implies that she 

will care for up to 10 children in her home, 12 hours a day, 5 days a 

week. During their stay in the hogar (day care center), the children 

receive care and affection, hygiene, early child stimulation, and food 

(two meals and two snacks). The program provides initial training for 

the caretaker mothers and furniture, cooking equipment, and supplies 

for 10 children. On a monthly basis, the program gives approximately 

US$1 per child per day to the caretaker for the purchase of food, gas, 

and educational materials. The program also gives the caretaker an 

incentive of $3 per child attended per month, complemented by a $5 

per child monthly contribution from the parents.

IFPRI carried out an evaluation of the HCP in 1998 in the urban 

slums of Guatemala City (Ruel et al. 2006). The evaluation included 

both an operations (or process) evaluation and an impact evaluation 

(see Boxes 4 and 5 for a detailed description of the evaluation 

methods).

The impact evaluation found that beneficiary mothers tended 

to be slightly less educated, have fewer assets, and live in lower 

quality housing than mothers from the random sample (working or 

nonworking) (Table 8). Beneficiary mothers were also much more 

likely to be single—40 percent compared with 29 percent of working 

mothers and 17 of all mothers from the random sample. Household 

size was smaller among beneficiary mothers, but their mean number 

of preschoolers was higher, resulting in a higher dependency ratio 

than for women from the random sample.
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Characteristics Beneficiary mothers
Working mothers from random 

sample
All mothers from  
random sample

CHILD (2 to 5 years)

Age (months) 3.5 (0.9) 3.7 (1.1) 3.6 (1.1)

Height-for-age z-scores (mean) –1.6 (1.0) –1.4 (1.2) –1.3 (1.1)

Stunteda [HAZ < –2] (percent) 33 29 27

Mother

Age (years) 28.3 (5.7) 30.5 (7.6) 28.8 (7.9)

Years of schooling (years) 5.3 (3.2) 5.9 (3.9) 5.8 (3.7)

Single mothers (percent) 40.2 29 17

Maternal employment

Currently working (percent) 100 100 37

Works at home (percent) 0 28

Type of employment

Salaried (percent) 87.6 50.6

Type of job

Itinerant vendor (percent) 6.6 26.5

Small factory/business (percent) 62.5 22.1

Domestic work (percent) 0 23.5

Clerical work (percent) 0 8.4

Money brought home in past 30 days from up to 
three jobs (dollars)b 139 (63) 107 (93)

Number of medical, social security, and vacation 
benefits (mean) 4.4 (2.2) 2.2 (2.6)

Household

Household size (number of people) 4.2 (1.5) 5.3 (2.3) 5.2 (2.1)

Number of preschoolers 1.9 (0.8) 1.6 (0.7) 1.5 (0.7)

Value of assets per capita (dollars) 1,155 (2,618) 1,359 (1,763) 1,516 (2,469)

Housing arrangement

Lives in room (percent) 56.8 33.5 36.0

Lives in house (percent) 22.4 44.6 44.8

Number of observations 259 504 1,363

Source: Ruel et al, (2006).  Notes: Standard deviations are shown in parentheses.
a Stunting is defined as height-for-age z-scores < –2.
bThe average exchange rate during the study period was six quetzales (Q6) = US$1.

Table 8. Characteristics of families participating in the Hogares Comunitarios Program compared with families from  
	 a random sample
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Children of beneficiary mothers were more likely to be stunted 

and had lower height-for-age Z-scores than children from the 

random sample. Since stunting is a cumulative indicator of long-

term growth retardation, it is likely that these children had suffered 

chronic growth retardation throughout their young childhood 

(possibly even starting in utero) as a result of a combination of 

factors, including poverty, food insecurity, poor health, and poor 

maternal care. Beneficiary mothers, on the other hand, were more 

likely than other working mothers to be employed in the formal 

sector, work in factories, and receive work-related social and medical 

benefits. The income of beneficiary mothers in the previous month 

was also 30 percent higher than the income of working mothers from 

the random sample.

Thus, the program appears to be reaching its targeted population: 

poor families with working parents, and especially single mothers 

with childcare responsibilities. It is likely that the program supports 

single mothers in engaging in more formal, and possibly more stable 

employment (because it provides reliable and affordable childcare 

12 hours a day), giving them a higher wage and greater number of 

social and medical benefits. The low coverage of the program— 

only 3 percent of working mothers in the random sample used the 

program—seemingly results from lack of supply rather than low 

demand.

Among nonbeneficiary families, the most commonly used 

childcare arrangements involved household and extended family 

members. Even compared with these informal alternatives, the 

HCP was one of the lowest cost alternatives, ranking second after 

resident household members. Nonresident relatives were more costly 

than the HCP, as were neighbors, other private arrangements, and 

formal childcare. The impact evaluation also found that the program 

is having a significant and positive impact on children’s nutrient 

intake and dietary diversity: on average, children participating in 

the program consume 20 percent more energy, protein, and iron, 

and 50 percent more vitamin A than children in the control group. 

Moreover, a greater proportion of the key micronutrients (iron and 

vitamin A) consumed by beneficiary children is derived from animal 

products, which are a more bioavailable (easily absorbed and used) 

form. Because the home diet of beneficiary children is also slightly 

more nutritious compared with the control group, the net nutritional 

impact of the program is positive and significant.

Addressing Gender in Project 
Implementation and Monitoring

The first practitioner’s guide in this series, Methods for Rural 

Development Projects (Hoddinott, ed. 2001), argues that 

measurement of performance of development projects is key to 

improving them and to increasing their impact on rural poverty. 

Monitoring should be a conscious and regular effort, integrated into 

project implementation. Several chapters in Hoddinott, ed. (2001) 

outline the information requirements, methods, and techniques for 

monitoring and evaluating food security and nutrition interventions; 

hence this information is not repeated here. In this guide, the focus is 

the gender implications of project implementation and monitoring as 

revealed by IFPRI’s gender research program. Targeting mechanisms, 

levels of staff training, the gender composition of staff, and even 

the extent to which service providers understand project objectives 

may have an important effect on the project’s success in reaching its 

beneficiaries and, thus, the project’s overall performance.
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Build Gender-Sensitive Monitoring Into 
Project Design and Implementation

Research Finding No. 22: 
Targeting Mechanisms may be Critical for Project 
Success; Poorly Designed Quotas can Provide 
Incentives to Project Staff to Pressure Certain 
Groups to Seek Loans without Ensuring that 
Project Objectives are Achieved

The example of a fishpond extension program in 
Mymensingh. One of the three agricultural technologies studied 

by IFPRI in Bangladesh was a polyculture fish production program 

in Mymensingh (Bouis et al. 1998). The Mymensingh fishpond pro-

gram covers three types of farmers: demonstration farmers, credit 

farmers, and contact farmers. The credit farmers are supposed to be 

landless or marginal farmers owning up to 100 decimals of land.24 

Among the credit farmers, 30 percent are mandated to be women by 

the production program’s donor, Danida. Despite the explicit female 

quota, women are only minimally involved in the program. For 

example, the female credit farmers from one village did not know the 

size of production or the income from sales. None owned a fishpond. 

In order to achieve the target for female beneficiaries, the exten-

sion officer talked to their husbands without involving the women. 

The women do not know clearly what was discussed between them. 

Once the men were convinced of the benefits of fish cultivation, 

they prepared papers indicating that the women had pond leases. 

Thereafter, the women—either accompanied by their husbands or 

adult sons—attended training and then went to the bank with the 

extension worker to receive a loan. Ultimately, the men carry out the 

project-related activities, and the women’s role is limited to feeding 

the fish. The men also decide when to catch the fish, calling on fish-

ermen to catch and sell the fish in the market. The women were not 

even aware of the size of the catch. Finally, the extension worker and 

male family members deposit the returns from the sale of the fish in 

the bank, so the women were also unaware of how much money was 

received or deposited (Naved 2000). Had a gender-sensitive monitor-

ing system been in place, project implementers would have taken 

note of women’s effective participation in the project (or lack thereof), 

not simply the number of women to whom loans were disbursed.

Research Finding No. 23: 
Gender Issues in Staffing may be Critical for 
Project Acceptability

The example of gender issues in providing health training 
under PROGRESA. The operational evaluation of PROGRESA 

(Adato, Coady, and Ruel 2000) revealed that health education is 

widely available and very popular among beneficiaries, promotoras, 

and health professionals. However, one issue raised in the qualitative 

studies was the problem of male doctors giving lectures on the 

pap smear test or on family planning, which makes women 

uncomfortable. Some clinics have already taken measures to have 

these themes discussed by female staff members. In some cases, 

however, it appears to fall on the promotoras, who do not necessarily 

feel (and are not) qualified for this assignment.

24 	247.1 decimals = 1 hectare; hence 100 decimals constitute less than half a hectare.
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Research Finding No. 24: 
Participants and Service Providers may not 
Necessarily Understand Project Objectives, 
Especially as They Relate to Gender and 
Intrahousehold Issues; Conflicts of Cultural 
Values with Project Objectives may have Negative 
Consequences for Project Performance

The example of nutritional supplements under PROGRESA. 
The distribution and intake of the nutritional supplement by the 

targeted group seems to be the most serious operational problem 

of PROGRESA’s health component (Adato, Coady, and Ruel 2000). 

The targeted infants and young children receive only a fraction 

of the nutrients that the program intends to provide. Part of the 

problem is that many mothers run out of supplement and fail to 

refill immediately. But a more serious problem is the sharing of 

the supplement within the household. Food sharing is strongly 

entrenched in Mexican culture and is basic to their hospitality 

principles. As noted by one doctor, families do not hesitate to offer 

him a glass of supplement when he visits, even though it is clearly 

against the program rules.

Addressing Gender Issues in 
Evaluation

Evaluation is the part of the project cycle that enables project 

implementers to learn from implementation experience. While 

evaluation is a part of “internal learning,” external organizations 

are often interested in establishing the impact of a project on its 

beneficiaries. Paying attention to lessons learned in evaluations 

can increase the impact of an intervention. IFPRI’s gender research 

program did not explicitly test the effectiveness of different evaluation 

methodologies; however, the lessons learned from evaluating 

different projects emphasize the need to adopt a gender perspective in 

conducting evaluations. Thus, this section does not, strictly speaking, 

consist of research findings, but rather, lessons learned from various 

project evaluations.

Paying Attention to Gender in Evaluations 
Can Improve Project Performance and 
General Development Impact

Research Finding No. 25: 
Paying Attention to Gender Issues in  
Operational Evaluations can Enhance Monitoring 
and Evaluation of Human Capital and  
Employment Projects

Operational evaluations aim to identify program elements with 

procedural problems, the sources of these problems, and solutions 

to them for the purpose of improving program performance 

(Adato, Coady, and Ruel 2000). This requires a broad perspective 

of the operational environment, which includes all the policy and 

other actors and stakeholders who can influence the operational 

performance of the program or are affected by it. The operational 

evaluation of PROGRESA included four groups of stakeholders: 

beneficiaries, promotoras, school directors, and health-clinic 

staff. The operational evaluation of health care providers included 

program staff, beneficiary parents, caretakers, and social workers. 

In conducting both evaluations, IFPRI used a mix of quantitative 

and qualitative data collection methodologies. Process indicators 

are a natural component of operational evaluations, but project 
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implementers may gain additional insights by paying attention to 

women’s special needs and constraints.

The example of parents’ demanding more flexible care 
in Guatemala. Focus groups found that beneficiary parents 

were generally happy and positive about the program, extremely 

appreciative of the excellent work of the caretakers, and grateful to 

the program for its assistance (Ruel et al. 2006). They also indicated 

that the cost of the service was low compared with alternatives, 

but they would be unable to pay more. They also had a number of 

suggestions for the program that relate to the often-conflicting roles 

and responsibilities of beneficiary mothers:

1.	 Include Saturday care. The large majority of beneficiary 

mothers work on Saturdays, at least until midday or 2 p.m. 

This is clearly an important issue for the program to consider, 

because benefits may be significantly reduced if parents have to 

pay expensive childcare costs on weekends. 

2.	 Provide health services and assistance when children are 

sick. Most parents risk losing their employment if they are 

absent more than one day per month. Therefore, they have few 

alternatives when their child is sick and unable to attend the 

hogar. In addition, because of their employment, neither the 

program caretakers nor the parents themselves are able to take 

the child to the health center during opening hours (daytime). 

3.	 Include more than one young infant per hogar. The 

program currently cannot include more than one young infant 

per hogar because of the high ratio of children to caretaker. 

However, this problem is especially acute for women who 

are single breadwinners and do not have maternity leave 

benefits—the overwhelming majority of women in the urban 

slums of Guatemala City. Even when maternity benefits are 

provided, they usually cover only the very first few weeks of 

the child’s life. Although the current program does not have 

the capacity to include more than one young infant, it may 

be worth considering an additional childcare modality. For 

example, a similar type of subsidized program, adapted to the 

needs of young infants, could be established to specifically 

target low-income working parents with young infants.

Research Finding No. 26: 
Various Evaluation Methods can be Used; but They 
Should Use Gender-disaggregated Process and 
Outcome Indicators

IFPRI’s evaluations of various programs used a number of evaluation 

methods. These methods are summarized in Boxes 6 to 9. Notable 

in these evaluations is a design choice that is appropriate to the 

program being evaluated as well as the collection of information 

on gender-disaggregated inputs, processes, and outcomes. In all 

cases, this involved designing special modules that focus on gender 

issues and the use of quantitative and qualitative techniques. It is 

important to note that, whichever method is chosen, its ability to 

yield information on gender will depend on the inclusion of gender-

disaggregated process and outcome indicators.
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Box 6. IFPRI’s Evaluation of PROGRESA in Mexico

The strength of the PROGRESA evaluation lies in its methods. Three key 

factors contribute to its rigor: (1) the quasi-experimental design used 

for the evaluation of the program; (2) the collection of repeated obser-

vations on households and their members before and after the program; 

(3) the analytical approaches used in determining whether PROGRESA has 

had an impact; and (4) triangulation of quantitative and qualitative data.

For a proper evaluation of the impact of a program, it is necessary to 

observe a group of households that are similar to beneficiary households 

in every respect possible other than benefiting from the program. In 

the case of PROGRESA, where the evaluation was conceived from the 

outset as part of the program’s design, the solution to this evaluation 

problem is achieved by random assignment of localities into treatment 

and control groups. Annual fiscal constraints and logistical complexities 

associated with the operation of PROGRESA in very small and remote 

rural communities did not permit the program to cover all eligible localities 

at once. Instead, the program covers localities in phases. PROGRESA’s 

quasi-experimental design takes advantage of sequential expansion to 

select a comparable or control group from the set of localities that, while 

eligible for the program, have yet to be covered by it. This practice offers 

the opportunity to conduct a scientifically rigorous evaluation of whether 

the program has had an impact, and if so, of the size of this impact on 

beneficiary households.

The quasi-experimental design of the evaluation combined with the 

availability of repeated observations on households and their members 

before and after the program can provide the most reliable answer to 

the question of whether the program has an impact or not. By examining 

changes over time within treatment and control localities (that is, 

comparing difference-in-difference), evaluators can control for character-

istics that do not change over time within treatment and control localities, 

as well as for characteristics that change over time and are common to 

control and treatment areas.

To evaluate impact, researchers conducted formal surveys, structured 

and semistructured observations and interviews, focus groups, and 

workshops with a series of stakeholders, including beneficiaries, local 

leaders, local and central PROGRESA officials, health clinic doctors, 

nurses and assistants, and schoolteachers. Specifically, the sample used 

in the evaluation of PROGRESA consists of repeated observations (panel 

data) collected for 24,000 households from 506 localities. The data used 

in the evaluation were collected between November 1997 and November 

1999. The communities were located in the seven states that were among 

the first to receive PROGRESA benefits: Guerrero, Hidalgo, Michoacán, 

Puebla, Querétero, San Luis Potosi, and Veracruz. Of the 506 communities, 

320 were designated as treatment and 186 as control communities.

Gender issues were incorporated into the design of the PROGRESA 

evaluation in two ways. First, in addition to individual-level outcome 

variables, the baseline household survey collected information on 

a number of indicators of household decisionmaking and attitudes 

toward women. Successive survey rounds repeated these questions 

so that changes in patterns of decisionmaking could be discerned. 

Moreover, IFPRI designed a special module on assets at marriage and 

family background that was included in the March 1999 survey round. 

This module aimed to collect information on factors that may affect 

the bargaining power of the husband and wife within the household. 

Complementary to this, a qualitative study focusing on women’s 

empowerment and gender issues was conducted in six states. It was 

based on 23 focus groups involving 230 women: 80 beneficiaries, 80 

nonbeneficiaries, and promotoras (community mobilizers) from 70 

communities. 

Source: Skoufias and McClafferty (2001); Adato and Mindek (2000); Skoufias (2005). 
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Box 7. Methodology for Operational Evaluation of the Hogares Comunitarios Program in Guatemala

Operational research (also referred to as process evaluation ) is 

concerned with studying the processes by which programs are 

implemented and interventions are delivered to beneficiaries. The 

main purpose of such evaluations is to identify as early as possible 

any shortcomings in the process that may affect the effective 

delivery of the intervention and thus its potential impact on the 

desired outcomes (Blumenfeld 1985). The main goal is to generate the 

necessary information to enable program planners and implementers 

to design and test potential solutions to improve program delivery, 

leading to the timely implementation of corrective actions (Ruel, 

Arévalo, and Martorell 1996; Adato, Coady, and Ruel 2000).

Objectives

The specific objectives of the operational evaluation of the Hogares 

Comunitarios program were to

•	 review and evaluate the operational aspects of the program;

•	 evaluate the quality of delivery of the interventions; and

•	 evaluate the level of satisfaction with, and the attitudes toward, the 

program of the caretakers, the beneficiary parents, and the social 

workers (direct supervisors of the caretakers in the field).

Methods

The study was carried out in all hogares operating at the time of 

the study in the urban slums of three municipios (townships) of 

Guatemala City. The methods used included

1.	 semistructured interviews with caretakers to collect quantitative 

information on program implementation and operations (n = 206);

2.	semistructured eight-hour observations in hogares to gather both 

qualitative and quantitative information on the quality of care and 

service delivery and the time allocation of caretakers and their 

helpers (n = 183: some hogares had been closed by the time of 

the observations and only single hogares [with a maximum of 10 

children] , as opposed to multiple hogares [with 20–30 children] , 

were included); and

3.	focus-group discussions to gather qualitative information on the 

attitudes, opinions, and the level of satisfaction of the beneficiary 

parents, caretakers, and social workers (two focus-group sessions 

were organized in each municipio for beneficiary parents and 

caretakers, respectively, and one focus group was carried out with 

all 12 social workers responsible for the hogares included in the 

study; the focus group discussions were able to get at the often 

conflicting roles and responsibilities of both the beneficiary mother 

as well as the mother caretaker). 
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Box 8. Methodology for the Impact Evaluation of the Hogares Comunitarios Program in Guatemala

1.	 IMPACT EVALUATION

	 Design

	 The impact evaluation was carried out in one municipio of 

Guatemala City (Mixco). A cross-sectional design with two 

comparison groups was used. The first group consisted of 

beneficiary children 2–5 years of age who were attending 

the hogares on a regular basis. The control group, which 

included nonparticipating children and their households, 

was selected by individually matching neighborhood children 

with beneficiary children based on their age (+ 3 months) 

and maternal employment (all mothers from both groups 

worked outside the home). It was originally hoped that control 

children could be selected from waiting lists available in the 

hogares (to minimize self-selection bias), but this proved 

logistically impossible because of the informality of the 

waiting lists. Control children were therefore selected by 

surveying houses in the area to identify eligible children.

	 Sample size

	 Sample size calculations revealed the need to include 60 hogares 

and 5 participating children per hogar to detect a difference of 

15 percent in individual energy intake between beneficiary and 

nonparticipating children, using a power of 80 percent and an alpha 

level of 5 percent. Thus, the target sample size was 300 children in 

each group. This sample size was judged adequate because it also 

allowed the detection of differences as small as 10 percent in other 

outcomes, such as maternal earnings, with a power greater than 

90 percent. In practice, a sample size of 259 pairs was achieved.

	 Data collection methodology

1.	Household survey methodologies were used to collect data 

on a variety of child, maternal, and household sociode-

mographic characteristics. These included household 

composition, consumption/expenditure, labor force 

participation of mothers and other household members, 

household nonlabor income and productive assets, childcare 

arrangements, and family history and social networks.

2.	Two methods were used to determine child nutrient intake: 

a direct weighing method carried out on weekdays in the 

daycare setting (during 10-hour observations), and recall 

methods to assess weekend and morning and evening 

diets (before and after the 10-hour observations).

3.	Standard measurement and standardization 

techniques were used to determine maternal and 

child anthropometry (weight and height). 

2. Random Sample

	 Design

	 A random sample of households from Mixco 

with children aged 0–7 years was used.

	 Sample size calculations

	 A sample of 1,266 households was found necessary to detect a 

program effect of 25 percent on women’s decision to enter the 

labor force. The actual sample size was 1,363 households.

	 Data collection methodology

	 An abbreviated survey was used, which collected information on 

household composition, labor force participation (of the mother 

only), household nonlabor income and productive assets, and 

childcare arrangements (Monday to Friday only). The random 

sample survey took gender issues into account by obtaining 

indicators of bargaining power within the household, family 

history and social networks of mothers, and indicators of women’s 

access to labor markets. Anthropometric measurements of 

mothers and all children 0–7 years of age were taken. Household 

consumption/expenditure and children’s dietary intakes were not 

measured in the random sample due to the large sample size.

Source: Ruel et al. (2006).
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Box 9. Using Quantitative and Qualitative Methods to Evaluate Agricultural Technologies in Bangladesh

Using Quantitative Methods for “With” and “Without” Comparisons

The Bangladesh case study is an example of a quantitative survey 

based on a with–without comparison of households that received 

the new technologies and a comparable group of households that 

did not. In each of the three sites, selection of households for the 

survey was preceded by a census of households in villages where 

NGOs had introduced the technology, and comparable villages 

where the NGO was operating but had not yet introduced the 

technology. The villages where the NGO had not yet introduced 

the technology form the control villages in this study. In each site, 

three groups of households were selected: adopting households 

(members of the NGO under study), likely adopter households in 

the villages where the technology was not yet introduced, and a 

cross-section of all other nonadopting households representative 

of the general population in the villages under study. A comparison 

of the adopting or treatment households in the villages where the 

technology has been introduced with the control households would 

be valid if characteristics of the treatment and control households 

were similar. Comparisons of means of several variables indicate 

that, apart from technology adoption, the two groups are very 

similar. For households in each of these groups, a four-round survey 

collected detailed information on production and other income 

earning activities by individual family member; expenditures on 

various food, health, and other items; food and nutrient intakes 

by individual family member; time allocation patterns; and health 

and nutritional status by individual family member. In the second 

round, information on parental and sibling background was also 

collected for both the husband and wife. In the fourth survey round, 

a special module on assets at marriage of husband and wife and on 

female empowerment was administered to female respondents.

Between the second and third survey rounds, a parallel study 

using qualitative methods was also conducted in a pair of 

villages (one adopting or program village, and one nonadopting 

or control village) in each of the three sites to elicit group 

members’ views on the effects of the NGOs and the new tech-

nologies on incomes, education and health of children, women’s 

status and empowerment, among other factors (Naved 2000). 

The methods used in this study are described below.

Using Qualitative Before–After Comparisons

In many cases, project evaluators want to obtain information on 

whether conditions have changed after the implementation of an 

intervention but feel that quantitative techniques are unsuitable 

because outcomes are not readily measured quantitatively, or 

because of time and cost constraints. Moreover, quantitative 

baseline data may not exist, making such studies impossible. 

Qualitative research methods have thus become an increasingly 

important form of impact evaluation. They have the flexibility to 

allow respondents to offer interpretations and choose themes that 

broaden the scope of the research and deepen understanding of the 

social processes. Moreover, qualitative methods help researchers 

understand the culture, perception, attitudes, and opinions of 

people and to explore the interpretations of different phenomena 

by people—that is, to gain the “emic” perspective. Also, qualitative 

methods may enable the evaluator to learn something about program 

inputs and the process through which programs are implemented, 

two factors that are highly relevant to program outcomes but are 

more difficult to study using conventional survey techniques.

The Bangladesh study included a qualitative study that used 

a range of data collection techniques, including key informant 

(Box 9. Continued)
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interviews (KII), focus group discussion (FGD), case studies, trend 

analyses, impact flow, observation, historical profile, social maps, 

resource maps, Venn diagrams, and mobility maps (Naved 2000). 

Triangulation among various qualitative techniques was used 

to validate the information gathered. The study villages for the 

qualitative research were selected from among the villages covered 

by the quantitative survey. Only the program villages where 

a complete village census has been conducted were considered for 

this study, which was supposed to enable researchers to combine 

qualitative and quantitative data for analysis and validation of 

the results. Focus group discussions were conducted for (mostly 

female) program participants as well as their spouses to obtain 

different perceptions by gender. The table below illustrates 

the type of technique and the respective respondents.

Box 9. Using Quantitative and Qualitative Methods to Evaluate Agricultural Technologies in Bangladesh  (continued)

Use of qualitative techniques for collecting different blocks of data

Block Technique Who participated

Village profile Transect
Social map
Resource map
Crop calendar
Event calendar
Venn diagram
Mobility maps
Case study
Focus group discussion

Team members
Men from all socioeconomic categories
Men from all socioeconomic categories
Men from all socioeconomic categories
Men from all socioeconomic categories
Program participants
Program participants
Program participants and their spouses
Spouses of program participants

Program profile Key informant interviews
Observation of group meeting
Focus group discussion

Managerial staff of implementing agency
Field level staff of implementing agency
Field level staff of implementing agency

Income, control over 
income, savings and 
investment

Case study
Focus group discussion
Trend analysis
Impact flow chart

Program participants and their spouses
Program participants and their spouses
Program participants and their spouses
Program participants and their spouses

Distribution of  
benefits

Case study
Trend analysis
Impact flow chart
Mobility map
Focus group discussion

Program participants
Program participants and their spouses
Program participants and their spouses
Program participants and their spouses
Program participants and their spouses
Spouses of program participants
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The stages of the policymaking process and the project cycle 

are, effectively, an artificial construct used to facilitate 

our understanding of complex processes by breaking 

them down into their component parts. While allocating research 

findings to specific stages within the overall project cycle was helpful 

in generating practical and usable implications for development 

projects, policy is more complex, requiring systematic consideration 

and application of gender issues across the entire policymaking 

process. For this reason, project implications are presented within 

the phases of the project cycle, below, while integrated implications 

for policymaking follow thereafter. Text boxes within each section 

feature relevant questions for project managers’ and policymakers’ 

consideration, respectively.

Implications of Gender Research  
for Project Managers

Needs Assessment

Gender research can be integrated into project needs assessments. 

Research findings on the nonpooling of household resources and 

differences in men’s and women’s preferences challenge many 

simplifying assumptions made by project designers. Pronounced 

disparities in resource control and outcomes within households, and 

differences in men’s and women’s preferences and perceptions about 

needs, may increase the complexity and design of a development 

project.25 Nevertheless, project designers need to take these 

complicating factors into account at the very beginning of the policy 

or project cycle, or at the very least assess the extent to which reality 

diverges from the conventional wisdom. 

Households Do Not Act as One When  
Making Decisions

•	 Both patterns of decisionmaking and allocation of productive 

resources within the household need to be empirically verified 

at the local level prior to the design of interventions. While a 

gender-disaggregated database would be ideal, detailed databases 

are rarely available in most project and policy contexts. In many 

cases, the only information on resource allocation is likely 

to come from qualitative studies, such as interviews with key 

informants, focus groups, and participant-observation. 

•	 Views of men and women in the community must be solicited 

separately, especially in cultures where women do not feel free 

to speak out in the presence of men. However, other factors 

must also be considered that may mediate the effect of gender, 

especially in highly stratified societies. A woman belonging to a 

high social position may not represent the views of poor women 

well. Other distinctions should be captured, such as age, civil 

status, ethnic makeup, indigenous mixes, and urban versus 

rural locations.

3.	Weaving Gender Research into Project Design and Public Policy: 
Implications of the Research Results

25 While project designers could turn to researchers for information about gender issues to consider in needs assessment, conventional research methods may fail to address gender. Many 
researchers are resistant to modifying their tried and tested methodologies to incorporate gender-sensitive data collection and analysis methods.
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One’s Share of Resources Depends on an 
Individual’s Bargaining Power Within the 
Household

•	 When designing development projects in countries where 

poverty rates are higher for women, the nature and causes of 

poverty in female-headed households and for women in general 

must be taken into account. 

•	 Focusing on female-headed households, without paying 

attention to the underlying cause of female-headship may be 

misleading. Further, a focus on female-headed households 

should not detract attention from the conditions of women in 

general, even those living in male-headed households.

Both Local Norms and Statutory Laws 
Determine Women’s Rights

•	 It is important to know about the formal and informal 

organizations to which men and women belong and the 

criteria for membership. Needs assessments may gain from an 

investigation of the relative costs and benefits obtained from 

membership in these organizations.

•	 Project planners and implementers need to understand the 

degree of men’s and women’s reliance on formal versus 

informal mechanisms for getting their needs heard and met, 

and in coping with shocks.

•	 It is necessary to understand the actual and perceived barriers 

to participation in groups—that is, whether they stem from 

membership rules or perceptions about women’s role in groups. 

For example, stereotypical ideas about men’s and women’s roles 

can function as informal membership criteria.

•	 Project planners need to be aware of the supportive roles women 

play in organizations, even when they are not formal members, 

as well as the informal channels they use to make their needs 

known. Planners should also examine the extent to which 

men’s and women’s needs are perceived as legitimate, and 

ascertain whether channels exist through which these needs 

can be made known to local authorities or governing bodies.

•	 It is important to understand the structure of existing groups 

and the roles of institutions in order to discern whether 

mixed or single-sex groups will be more effective in involving 

stakeholders in a particular intervention and whether gender 

approaches are institutionalized.

•	 Often, it is not legal ownership of a resource but its control that 

is important. The relationship between resource control and 

bargaining power needs to be understood. Women’s bargaining 

power may be eroded in cases where women nominally own 

assets but transfer control of them to their husbands. 

Understanding local norms and the application of customary 

law at the local level is important, especially in the event of conflicts 

or contradictions between customary law and national policy. 

Customary law can affect the ownership and use of land, control of 

other productive resources, access to credit, geographical mobility, 

and tolerance of domestic violence and sexual harassment. Project 

planners must ascertain which rules are followed, in practice, and 

what avenues are used to resolve conflicts among them. Project 

planners must also be aware of formal and informal institutions, 

such as inheritance, marriage, and other institutions that affect 

gender status, since this will affect the relative status of male and 

female project participants (See Box 10).
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Box 10. Essential Needs Assessment Questions for Project Managers

At the start of a project, development practitioners should be  

  gathering information that will inform and challenge project designers 

and diagnose potential problems. The questions in this section derive from the 

research findings presented in Chapter 2.

Households Do Not Act as One When Making Decisions

•	 What are the rights and responsibilities of men and women within the 

household? What is the gender division of labor and decisionmaking? Are 

there spheres of decisionmaking within the household?

•	 Do men and women have different perceptions about local needs and 

solutions to them? Do men and women have different perceptions about how 

to satisfy those needs?

•	 Who participates in community decisionmaking? Do women attend 

meetings? If so, do they get to speak and vote? Are their views taken into 

consideration, or are they expected to agree with their male relatives?

•	 Are women’s and men’s roles changing within the household and community?

One’s Share of Resources Depends on an Individual’s Bargaining Power 

Within the Household

•	 Are there gender disparities in poverty statistics, employment and incomes, 

health outcomes, nutritional status, women’s decisionmaking power, and so 

on, as revealed by national-level statistics or household surveys, that justify 

a special attention to gender? If national statistics mask gender disparities, 

what does the ethnographic evidence reveal?

•	 Do project outcomes of interest differ markedly among individuals within 

the household based on gender, or are differences across different types of 

households more important? 

•	 What is the evidence on men’s and women’s control of productive assets?  

Do women have the right to own land, to obtain credit in their own name, 

or to inherit property? What is the implication of differential control of 

resources on other development policy outcomes? 

•	 Aside from differences in property rights, what other constraints do women 

face in achieving their objectives—for example, in increasing income or  

agricultural productivity?

Both Local Norms and Statutory Laws Determine Women’s Rights

•	 To what kind of formal and informal groups or networks do men and women 

belong? What is their degree of participation in these groups? What do they 

gain from participation? What are the costs associated with participation? 

•	 What are the formal and informal membership criteria for participation in 

groups? Do rules discriminate against specific groups due to lack of asset 

ownership, low class or caste, or gender? Are perceptions of men’s and 

women’s roles limiting factors in women’s participation? Are men or women 

more likely to respond to formal or informal delivery mechanisms?

•	 How can membership rules be modified to make them more inclusive and 

representative of a community’s different stakeholder groups (including 

women of different castes and classes)? How can the structure and conduct 

of meetings be changed to encourage participation?

•	 What are the channels through which men and women make their needs 

known? Are local authorities responsive to these needs? How important are 

social networks in articulating needs and having them met? Who are the 

gatekeepers in the community? How can they be convinced?

•	 Would single-sex or mixed groups be more effective in eliciting participation 

of marginalized groups, or are there other criteria (class, caste, ethnicity) 

for organizing groups? How effective are existing groups? How do they 

distribute benefits? Does inclusion of men have an effect?

•	 What are the local customs and traditions that define men’s and women’s 

property rights? How important is legal title, ownership at the time of 

marriage, control of the asset, or inheritance? What local bodies exist to 

resolve disputes regarding property rights? What is the composition of these 

bodies (by gender, caste, age, and so on)? Do men and women have equal 

access to these bodies and to legal means?

•	 Have there been significant departures from local tradition in the way 

property rights have been assigned or conflicts resolved? What were the 

special circumstances in each case? Do community members feel that 

traditions are changing? If so, in what direction?
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Project Design and Appraisal

IFPRI’s research can help project planners identify constraints to 

implementing projects as well as predict the likely consequences of 

adopting them. For example, the finding that increasing resources 

controlled by women is associated with improved child health and 

nutrition may encourage designers of interventions to improve child 

nutrition to channel resources to women. The finding that different 

modes of disseminating and targeting technology may have different 

impacts on men and women may help project designers choose more 

effective targeting mechanisms (see Box 11).

Increasing Resources Controlled By Women 
Benefits Families

•	 Increasing women’s control of resources (information, assets, 

and other economic resources) is key to attaining many desired 

project outcomes, such as increased education and improved 

health of children. 

Project Design Features Also Have Gender 
Implications

•	 Women’s participation in projects may have unintended 

consequences on time use. Women’s time use needs to be 

adequately projected under different project scenarios. 

•	 Cultural influences on women’s adoption of new technologies, 

such as the gender division of labor or of space, must be 

considered in project design. Design features that do not 

challenge these constraints—such as growing vegetables on 

the homestead plot—enable more women to participate but 

may limit the long-run impact of the project. Project designers 

need to examine tradeoffs between acceptability and long-term 

developmental objectives when designing projects that address 

social and cultural influences on women’s participation. 

•	 Program structure options—for example, targeting approaches 

that dictate whether the program is directed to individuals 

or to groups—may be key to project success. Some features 

of group-based programs may be essential in addressing 

women’s issues. In male-dominated societies where women 

have extremely limited access to internal or external support 

networks, targeting programs to women as individuals 

without providing an alternative source of support may lead 

to the failure of the policy, program or project. At the same 

time, project designers must be aware of circumstances when 

targeting to groups may not work. In some countries, men 

and women do not want to form groups for fear that they may 

be politically controlled. Some types of organizations may 

also have acquired a bad reputation. While group activities 

have many benefits, particularly in women’s credit programs, 

the merits of group versus individual participation should 

be carefully considered. Groups tend to be controlled by the 

dominant cultural group, so minority men or women may be 

reluctant to join.

•	 Possible constraints to women’s participation in projects due to 

domestic responsibilities, or unintended effects on time spent 

on childcare or family relations must be considered in project 

design. This may mean holding group meetings during a time 

that does not conflict with a woman’s domestic responsibilities, 

or making provisions for group childcare. Project designers may 

also want to seek husbands’ cooperation when involving wives 

in a program, and locating meetings where women are more 

likely or able to attend.
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Box 11. Essential Project Design and Appraisal Questions for Project Managers 

Realistic appraisal of the constraints facing stakeholders is  

 essential when attempting to forecast the outcomes of 

alternative types of interventions. Development practitioners will 

need to ascertain why programs may not work and if they might 

work for some groups but not the intended beneficiaries. Are the 

problems organizational, structural, social or political? There are 

many minefields in project appraisal; anticipating those related to 

gender should be an important part of project design. The following 

questions may help to that end.

Increasing Resources Controlled by Women Benefits Families

•	 When is it important to increase women’s control of resources, and 

how can it be done?

•	 Does gender targeting work in practice, or are there implemen-

tation issues that may not be anticipated at the design stage? What 

are the gender implications of program expansion or “scaling up”? 

Because all women are simply not the same, how can targeting be 

refined further for women of a specific group?

•	 What is the potential distribution of benefits and losses from 

the introduction of new technologies? Do technologies increase 

returns to women’s resources? How will new technologies interact 

with the existing structure of property rights?

•	 What are the constraints to increasing investment in human 

capital? Do they differ between girls and boys? What are the 

other demands on the time of children, and of parents—especially 

mothers?

Project Design Features Also Have Gender Implications

•	 How do the target beneficiary populations view poverty and their 

key problems and priorities? Do views differ between men and 

women? Does program choice and design respond to this? If not, 

what complementary programs are needed?

•	 What are the constraints to women’s participation in the program? 

Are there other tradeoffs, for example, time costs or reduced 

childcare time?

•	 What are the implications of targeting poor households in a 

community, versus targeting women in those households? Do 

female-headed households warrant special attention?

•	 What institutional arrangements do the women recommend?

Innovative Ways to Increase Women’s Resources Have Made 

Projects Successful

•	 What are the implications of targeting women for development 

projects? Will there be resistance from husbands and other 

household members?

•	 If a conditional cash transfer program is being considered, does 

a mechanism already exist for distributing transfers? Which form 

of transfer is likely to be more effective given infrastructure and 

other constraints in the project setting? Who within the household 

should receive the transfer? Which mechanism is less likely to be 

subject to leakages and corruption?

•	 In the case of conditional transfer and other programs, such as 

microfinance programs, that require behavioral change, how is 

compliance with behavioral objectives going to be assessed? 

Are these criteria reasonable and not biased against the poor 

or illiterate, bearing in mind that women are likely to have lower 

education and literacy than men?

•	 What are the most important constraints to women’s employment 

outside the home? Are they cultural, or do they have to do with lack 

of childcare?

•	 What aspects of childcare are important to working mothers? 

Distance from home or work place? Flexible hours? Affordability? 

Cultural acceptability? Quality of care?
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•	 Increasing women’s participation in groups may involve 

changing the criteria for group membership as well as 

group operational procedures. This includes the definition of 

membership rules and details regarding membership dues and 

the timing, location, and structure of formal meetings.

•	 Barriers to women’s participation in groups can be reduced 

through literacy training and by increasing women’s exposure 

to group activities. Alternative project options that remove these 

barriers should be considered.

•	 Increasing women’s involvement in groups may improve the 

management of common property resources by giving them 

a say in the setting of rules regarding the management of the 

resource. It is easier to achieve compliance if stakeholders have 

a role in determining the rules of management.

While respecting local custom, project planners must be aware 

that interventions have the potential to alter the balance of power 

between men and women. Interventions must be designed in 

consultation with local communities so that attempts at legal reform 

will not have unintended effects.26

Innovative Ways of Increasing Women’s 
Resources Have Made Projects Successful

•	 When designing human capital interventions, it is important 

to discover the constraints to increasing school attendance, 

retention rates, regularity of health visits, and so on. These 

constraints may be financial, social, or cultural—and they 

may vary by gender. If the constraints are financial, conditional 

transfer programs may be viable. If cultural factors are 

important, information, communication, and education (ICE) 

activities should be incorporated into the program. 

•	 If human capital outcomes are worse for women, design 

features can increase incentives selectively for girls—for 

example, through higher education subsidies for girls, which 

reduce the price of educating girls for parents, provisions for 

girls’ uniforms, and so on.

•	 The choice of vehicle for the transfer program needs to be care-

fully considered. Despite potential leakages, food-based transfers 

can be effective if infrastructure for food distribution already 

exists. Cash-based transfers, while less distortionary, may require 

a more sophisticated disbursement mechanism than is available 

in many poor countries. These options need to be carefully 

addressed to maximize the benefits of transfer programs.

•	 Targeting transfers to women has clearly worked in many 

settings; nevertheless, options should be evaluated carefully for 

possible leakages (to other household members) and risks of 

creating conflict within the household. Program staff should 

be aware of the possibility of these leakages and attempt to 

minimize them by consulting household members who may be 

affected. If leakages cannot be avoided—and indeed, in very 

poor households, women may feel bad denying these resources 

to other family members—project designers would do well to 

factor them into the cost of the project.

26 In India, when the dowry system shifted from a familial obligation to provide a share of family property to daughters at marriage to a de facto right of the bridegroom’s family 
to demand compensation, the Dowry Prohibition Act was passed (1961). Although the law did not ban dowries, it prohibited gifts given or taken in consideration for marriage. 
Unfortunately, it also reduced the willingness of families to provide property to their daughters at marriage, while maintaining preferential rights of male members of joint families over 
inherited properties. In the end, daughters’ claims to family property were severely weakened (Gopal 2001).
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•	 Conditional transfer programs can be potential avenues for 

empowering women if channeled through women. As with 

any intervention that can alter the balance of power within 

the household, unintended consequences must be carefully 

considered, even at the design phase. Making sure that men are 

at least briefed on the program and the benefits it will bring to 

the whole family is an essential requirement for the success of 

most programs primarily targeted to women.

•	 Helping women fulfill domestic responsibilities such as 

childcare may be important to increasing their participation in 

the labor force (and may also free some time of older siblings 

so they can attend school). Project designers should examine 

modalities that work well for working women in different 

settings (for example, urban versus rural and formal versus 

informal sectors).

Project Implementation, Monitoring, 
and Evaluation

Monitoring provides policy-relevant knowledge that assists project 

managers in project implementation. Unintended consequences of 

projects need to be brought to light in order to remove obstacles and 

constraints. The research presented here highlights methods that can 

be used to capture the gender-disaggregated information that feeds 

back into projects and programs (see Box 12). 

Paying Attention to Gender Issues in Program 
Evaluations can Improve Project Performance 
and Overall Development Impacts

•	 Community activities may yield benefits in terms of women’s 

empowerment. While meetings for beneficiaries may be 

intended to transmit basic information about the program and 

answer questions, they may offer opportunities for women to 

communicate and share experiences, problems, and solutions. 

These opportunities can be encouraged or formally structured 

into program design. 

•	 When comparing the costs and benefits of means-based 

household-level targeting versus other means of targeting 

(such as geographic targeting), mechanisms should be 

carefully considered, along with the potential for—and costs 

of—introducing social tensions among beneficiary and 

nonbeneficiary women within communities. If household 

targeting is to be used, communities’ perspectives should 

be solicited as to what type of person is most in need. 

Communities should also be given an opportunity to appeal 

selection decisions.

•	 Obtaining husbands’ cooperation may be critical to the 

success of programs that involve women. Husbands can be 

included in initial beneficiary meetings and in complementary 

interventions, such as adult education—especially on health 

and family planning issues.

•	 Implementation staff should check whether the tasks and re- 

sponsibilities of service providers match their skills. Implementers 

should be realistic about the tasks assigned to providers given 

their level of training and competing demands on their time.
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Box 12. Essential Implementation, Monitoring, and Evaluation Questions for Project Managers

Here, practitioners need to gather information to ascertain 

why outcomes are diverging from the optimal scenario. These 

questions attempt to uncover possible causes and lead development 

practitioners to identify implementation bottlenecks.

Paying Attention to Gender Issues in Program Evaluations can 
Improve Project Performance and General Development Impacts

•	 How important are collective activities in project implementation? 

Are local community organizers trained to use these as avenues to 

tackle broader issues outside the project related to stakeholders’ 

needs (for example, using collective activities to empower women 

and provide venues so they can raise issues and discuss them with 

other women)? Is the project supportive of these activities?

•	 Do collective activities take up too much of participants’ time to the 

detriment of their other activities, possibly increasing resistance to 

their participation? For example, husbands may complain about the 

time costs of collective activities for their wives if these activities 

are perceived to interfere with wives’ domestic responsibilities.

•	 Do community members understand the basis of the beneficiary 

selection system, and have they had an opportunity to comment on 

or appeal the results? Is there evidence of social tensions between 

women resulting from household targeting and are efforts being 

made to reduce these? 

•	 Have male family members been consulted in the design stage of 

the program, or at least before implementation?

•	 Do participants have strong preferences regarding the gender of 

providers? Given the usual shortage of women in trained positions, 

what can be done to respect the desires of participants given the 

staffing mix?

•	 Are there cultural norms or beliefs related to gender and intra-

household issues that may work against project objectives?

•	 Do frontline providers and project staff fully understand the project 

objectives, especially as they relate to intrahousehold issues? 

Are they knowledgeable about the gender dimensions within 

communities and households?

•	 Are there mechanisms for getting feedback from different groups 

of, both male and female, stakeholders to improve implementation?

Build Gender-Sensitive Monitoring into Project Design 
and Implementation

•	 Are process and outcome indicators of program performance 

sensitive to gender-differentiated needs of different stakeholder 

groups?

•	 What methodologies for monitoring and evaluation are more 

effective in making sure that the views of, both male and female, 

stakeholders are heard?
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•	 Project beneficiaries may have strong preferences for the gender 

of providers, a factor that should be taken into account when 

drawing up staffing plans.

•	 Faulty understanding of program objectives may weaken the 

project’s effect, particularly with regard to such sensitive topics 

as gender relations and intrahousehold distribution. Providers 

must understand the objectives so they are better able to explain 

them to beneficiaries. 

Build Gender-Sensitive Monitoring into 
Project Design and Implementation

•	 Quota-based targeting may have unintended effects if field 

workers—who may be evaluated based on the quota—attempt 

to meet it without paying attention to intrahousehold dynamics. 

Targeting based on one objective (gender equity) may at times 

run counter to other program objectives (say, increased yields 

or profits) if women do not have equal access to productive 

resources and if the project does not include specific provisions 

to equalize women’s access to resources.

•	 All projects should include the collection of input, process, and 

outcome indicators—and, if these may vary between men 

and women, they should be sex-disaggregated. Such indicators 

are necessary for routine monitoring of project performance. 

Monitoring systems should also be designed and set up at the 

beginning of project implementation. However, the choice of 

evaluation method depends on the project’s objectives, the 

scale of the project, and resources available for evaluation. 

Much of the gender-disaggregated information needed for 

gender-sensitive monitoring and evaluation can be addressed 

with rapid and cost-effective assessment studies or by including 

additional questions in current research studies, while funders 

of large-scale projects with more resources will probably 

demand quantitative evaluations, particularly if they want 

to quantify the impact of the intervention. Even with limited 

resources, attention can be paid to gender issues.

•	 Increasingly, quantitative studies are being complemented by 

qualitative studies, which provide project planners with direct 

views from different stakeholders. Whether quantitative studies 

can do before–after comparisons, however, critically depends 

on the existence of baseline data. Therefore it is important for 

evaluators to be involved in project design, so that evaluation 

can be built into project implementation and the collection of 

monitoring indicators at the local level.

•	 Implementers should pay attention to feedback from male and 

female stakeholders in designing project modifications. The use 

of participatory methods can help to ensure their continued 

involvement—for example, extended day care hours to increase 

beneficiaries’ time flexibility and hence the value of the program, 

or the accommodation of infants and sick children so that 

working mothers do not have to miss work. In some cases, no 

modification is good modification because programs may indeed 

be capturing the right outcomes if they have been sensitive to 

the gender implications of resource use within households. In 

the case of PROGRESA, the intervention’s design—giving cash 

transfers to women—was not modified when the program 

expanded into urban areas because analysis indicated that 

giving resources to women improved children’s outcomes.
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Implications of Gender Research  
for Policymakers

Policymakers are a rather amorphous group. Who exactly is a policy 

formulator? Where does one find an agenda setter? Therefore, placing 

research findings within the policy analysis framework is an awkward 

fit. Informing policy is more of an art than a science. Thus, it is imper-

ative for policymakers to consider gender and intrahousehold research 

findings as systemic—a lens through which the policy agenda is set. 

This involves asking pertinent questions, scrutinizing policy options, 

determining levels of risk, and monitoring policy outcomes. The 

knowledge, for example, that households do not act as one when mak-

ing decisions applies to the entire policy process, not just an isolated 

stage. In fact, in confining the implications to one stage, opportuni-

ties to address inequity and improve gender outcomes may be lost. In 

this context, the implications of the research findings for policymak-

ers are grouped together, making no distinction of stage or phase.

Households Do Not Act as One When  
Making Decisions

•	 Policymakers should not assume that the household impacts 

of policies will be the same, regardless of whether they are 

targeted to a man or a woman. Who receives tax credits, enrolls 

in social insurance programs, or receives income transfers may 

have different effects within the household.

One’s Share of Resources Depends on an 
Individual’s Bargaining Power Within the 
Household

•	 Development policies in countries where poverty rates are 

higher for women must take into account the nature and 

causes of poverty among female-headed households and among 

women in general.

•	 Policymakers should take care to avoid focusing only on 

female-headed households. It may be more useful to ascertain 

the conditions of women more generally, even those living in 

male-headed households.

Both Local Norms and Statutory Laws 
Determine Women’s Rights Relative to Men

•	 Policymakers should examine the extent to which statutory 

laws regarding property rights discriminate against women. 

At the same time, they should be aware that legal reforms 

may be nullified by customary practice. Even countries with 

highly equitable legal systems may have local customs that 

discriminate against women.

•	 Even when a law is passed, it needs to be publicized, and 

administrative capability put in place. Policymakers need to 

pay attention to the implementation record of laws designed to 

eliminate gender discrimination.

•	 Changes in customary practice may catalyze changes in the 

legal system; grassroots initiatives potentially have a wider 

reach. In order to predict likely responses to proposed changes, 

policymakers need to pay attention to modifications in local 

norms in response to changing circumstances.
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Policy Design Features also have Gender 
Implications

•	 To ensure appropriate policy choices, the priorities of target 

populations should be determined early in the design of anti-

poverty policies. 

•	 When forecasting policy impact, titling or other land legislation 

should be examined for its effect on women’s land rights. 

Men and women should be equally qualified to acquire land 

titles. Women also need to be made aware of their legal rights 

and empowered to claim them. However, attempts to increase 

women’s incomes or agricultural productivity by equalizing 

land rights will only succeed if other constraints facing women, 

such as limited access to credit, labor shortages, and lack of 

seeds and other inputs, are also addressed.

•	 Policymakers need to examine tradeoffs between acceptability 

and long-term development objectives when implementing 

policies whose success may be conditioned on social and 

cultural constraints to women’s participation. 

•	 Increasing women’s involvement in groups may improve the 

management of common property resources by giving them 

a say in the setting of rules regarding the management of the 

resource. It is easier to achieve compliance if stakeholders have 

a role in determining the rules of management.

•	 Innovative ways to increase women’s resources have made 

projects successful.

•	 When designing human capital interventions, it is important 

to ascertain the constraints to increasing school attendance, 

retention rates, regularity of health visits, and so on. These 

constraints may be financial, social, or cultural—and may 

vary by gender. If the constraints are financial, conditional 

transfer programs may be viable. If cultural factors are 

important, information, communication, and education (ICE) 

activities should be part of the program. 

•	 If human capital outcomes are worse for women, design 

features can increase incentives selectively for girls—for 

example, through higher education subsidies.

•	 The choice of vehicle for the transfer program needs to be 

carefully considered. Despite potential leakages, food-based 

transfers can be effective if infrastructure for food distribution 

already exists. Cash-based transfers, while less distortionary, 

may require a more sophisticated disbursement mechanism 

than is available in many poor countries. These options need 

to be carefully addressed to maximize the benefits of transfer 

programs.

Paying Attention to Gender Issues in Policy 
Evaluations Can Improve Policy Performance 
and Overall Development Impacts

Policymakers should invest in an information system that collects 

sex-disaggregated data to enable them to ascertain the gender-

specific impact of policies, track progress in achieving the MDGs, 

and ensure consistency with other national development objectives. 

Thinking of evaluation at the start of policy implementation will 

enable implementers to establish the information system needed to 

track progress. However, the choice of evaluation method depends on 

the developmental objectives, the scale of the policy implementation, 

and resources available for evaluation. Even if resources are limited, 

evaluations can still pay attention to gender issues.
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Build Gender-Sensitive Monitoring into  
the Policy Process

Policymakers should pay attention to feedback from male and 

female stakeholders when proposing changes to existing policies and 

interventions. In some cases, no modification is good modification 

because policies may be achieving the desired outcomes if they 

have been sensitive to the gender implications of resource use 

within households. In the case of PROGRESA, the intervention’s 

design—giving cash transfers to women—was not modified when 

the program expanded into urban areas because IFPRI’s analysis 

indicated that giving resources to women improved children’s 

outcomes (see Box 13).

The science of public policymaking dedicates an entire study 

to problem definition. Hence, it is fitting that this volume 

present questions that can, and in many cases should, give rise 

to problem definitions. Rochefort and Cobb (1994) emphasize 

that the description of a given policy problem can affect its 

rise or fall on the government agenda. Likewise, the questions 

leading to the determination of the exact meaning of a given 

issue, its level of significance, or its policy implications can 

influence whether that issue is perceived as, and eventually 

becomes, a policy issue. Like policymaking, policy questions 

are value-laden and untidy. However, it is hoped that the 

questions presented here can add a level of rationality to various 

points within the policy process and increase the likelihood of 

successful program operation. If nothing else, as pointed out 

by Heineman et al. (1990), the questions arising from research, 

in this case IFPRI’s research on gender and intrahousehold 

resources allocation, can add a degree of enlightenment to 

relevant policymaking.

Households Do Not Act as One When Making Decisions

•	 What is the concept of the family or the household in national 

ideology? Do policymakers recognize that there may be 

different actors within the household?

One’s Share of Resources Depends on an Individual’s 
Bargaining Power Within the Household

•	 Are there gender disparities in poverty statistics, employment 

and incomes, health outcomes, nutritional status, women’s 

decisionmaking power, and so on, as revealed by national-

level statistics or household surveys, that justify a special 

attention to gender? 

76 Using Gender Research in Development

Box 13. Essential Questions for Policymakers

(Box 13. Continued)



 Food Security in Practice 77 Food Security in Practice 77

Box 13. Essential Questions for Policymakers  (continued)

•	 What is women’s legal status in this society? Are women allowed 

to own property, inherit property, and borrow money in their 

own names? Do laws on property rights treat men and women 

equitably? Does this differ across ethnic and religious groups?

•	 What are the provisions of marriage or family law, and what 

resources do women control in the case of marital dissolution?

•	 What are the social barriers that prevent or hinder women or men 

from participating in particular activities? What other social or 

customary aspects may enhance or limit participation?

Both Local Norms and Statutory Laws Determine Women’s Rights

•	 Have there been any successful national policies or local-level 

interventions that have attempted to change property rights? What 

were the ingredients of their success? If there were failures, why 

did they fail?

•	 To what extent does local custom deviate from statutory law, 

particularly in the adjudication of property and marital disputes? 

How do existing laws help women (in particular those related to 

access to land)? Have there been efforts to publicize laws or make 

land registration available to women?

•	 What kind of legal institutions exist to adjudicate women’s rights 

and overall human rights?

Relative to Men, Increasing Resources Controlled by Women 
Benefits Families

•	 Will there be political opposition to programs that transfer 

resources to women?

Policy Formulation and Implementation Also Have Gender 

Implications

•	 When will changes in national or macro policy have gender differ-

entiated impacts?

Innovative Ways to Increase Women’s Resources Have Made 
Projects Successful

•	 Under what circumstances will increasing women’s resources be a 

cost-effective way of achieving project or policy objectives? 

•	 What are the budgetary implications of programs that direct 

transfers to women? Should the additional costs be addressed 

through a special gender fund or be part of the general project 

budget? 

Paying Attention to Gender Issues in Policy Assessment Can Improve 
Policy Effectiveness and General Development Impacts

•	 If a new policy has just been implemented, is it consistent with 

achieving the international development objectives such as the 

Millennium Development Goals? Is progress restricted to one 

sector, or does it recognize that these goals can best be achieved 

by exploiting linkages among sectors—especially true since 

gender issues cut across sectors?

Build Gender-sensitive Monitoring into Project Design and 
Implementation

•	 What methodologies are best for ascertaining policy impact? Do 

these methodologies allow for differential responses between men 

and women? Does the statistical system support gender-sensitive 

policy evaluation? What changes in the national statistical system 

need to be made?
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Description Bangladesh Ethiopia Guatemala South 
Africa Ghana Indonesia Philippines

SAMPLE SIZE

Number of households 955 1,399   1,340/550a 1,200 253 262 275

Number of individuals 5,541 9,483 9,000+ 10,000 1,659 1,116 2,000+

Number of communities/villages 47 15 14 69 10 2 5

Number of rounds 4 4 1 2 2b 1 2

DATA COLLECTED

Income, expenditures, and nonland assets

Household income by source 	 [1] selected sources only I[1] I[1] I I H[1] I I

Household income-generating activities (crafts, off‑farm activities) I I I I I I

Household value of consumed goods by commodity H H H H H H H

Nonland assets 	 [1] current assets  
[2] assets received at marriage I[1,2]

H[1]
 I[2]

H[1] 
MF[2] I[1,2] MF[2] MF[2] H[1] 

 I[2]

Housing H H H H H H H

Land and agriculture

Land operated or owned I I   I I I I

Agricultural production	 [1] inputs 	 [2] outputs
	 [3] by plot 	 [4] by crop

H[1,2,3,4] H[1,2,4] H[1,2,4] H[1,2,3,4] H[1,2,3,4] H[1,2,3,4]

Livestock production I I H H

Family background, marriage, and inheritance retrospective

Family background MF MF F  MF* MF MF MF

Marriage histories MF MF F MF* MF MF MF

Inheritance MF MF F MF* MFC MFC MFC

Divorce/disposition of assets at divorce or death MF MF MF

Household decisionmaking I I I I

Food intake, health, and sanitation

Food intake	 [1] 24 hour recall 	 [2] 48 hour recall
	 [3] direct weighing	 [4] preferences

I[1]  
C[4] C[2,3]

Morbidity and use of health services I I I I

Anthropometry I I FC MF*C

Care module C C

Sanitation HC HC H

Appendix A
Survey and Data Information

Table A1. Sample size and survey data collected

(Table A1. Continued)
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Description Bangladesh Ethiopia Guatemala South 
Africa Ghana Indonesia Philippines

Social capital, credit, and remittances

Social capital and social networks I I I I

Remittances I H I I I I I

Credit and microenterprise	 [1] sources 	 [2] transaction
	 [3] terms 	 [4] use

I[1,2,3,4] I1,2,3 I[1,2,3] I[1,3] I[1] H[4]

Credit given	 [1] sources	 [2] transaction
	 [3] terms 	 [4] use

I[1,2,3] I[1,2] H

Education, employment, and time use

Employment 	 [1] 
Occupation 	 [2]

I[2] I[2] I[1,2] I[2] I[1] I[2] I[2]

Literacy 	 [1] 
Educational attainment 	 [2]
School attendance 	 [3]

I[1,2,3] I[2,3] I[1,2] I[2] I[2] I[2] I[2]

24-hour time recall MF MF

Time spent on household activities I I

Other

Shocks ICm HICm HCm Cm

Women	 [1] detailed employment history
	 [2] fertility 	 [3] mobility

F[2,3] F[1]

Children borne I I I I I I I

Nutrition knowledge 	 [1]
Other knowledge 	 [2]

F[1] MF[2]

Blood for hemoglobin and vitamin A FC

Violence MF MF MF

Community data	 [1] prices 	 [2] NGO activity
	 [3] rainfall 	 [4] institutions

[1,2,3] [1,2,3,4] [1] [1,2,4] [1] [1] [3]

Public works I

Note: C indicates children, preschooler, or index child; Cm, community; H, household only; I, individual information available; M, male household head; F, female household head or spouse of male 
household head; MF*, core respondents (includes other decisionmakers in household).
a These are sample sizes of the two Guatemala surveys.
b The data on land use were collected twice, one year apart. All other data were collected only once.

Table A1. Sample size and survey data collected (continued)
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The following summaries are drawn from the 2003 companion 

volume to this guide, Household Decisions, Gender, and 

Development: A Synthesis of Recent Research, edited by Agnes R. 

Quisumbing, which provides further information, including detailed 

citations and references for the material presented below.

B1. Intrahousehold Allocation and 
Gender Relations: New Empirical Evidence 
from Four Developing Countries1

Agnes R. Quisumbing and John A. Maluccio

Most economic research treats the household as a single agent,  

  assuming that individuals within the household share the 

same preferences or that there is a household head who has the final 

say. This simple framework has proved immensely useful; despite 

a common misperception, it can explain many differences in well-

being or consumption patterns within households. Nonetheless, 

recent empirical research demonstrates that this unitary household 

model is inappropriate in a variety of settings in both developed and 

developing countries. 

Both theoretical concerns and empirical evidence have cast doubt 

on the unitary household model, spawning a variety of alternatives 

that focus on the individuality of household members. Among these 

are so-called collective models that allow differing preferences and 

only assume that allocations result in Pareto-efficient outcomes, 

where it would not be possible to increase the welfare of one 

individual without reducing that of another. A common interpretation 

for collective models is that there is cooperative bargaining within the 

household. This study exploits that interpretation to construct and 

carry out a test of the unitary household model. The basic insight is 

that if preferences are different and bargaining occurs, household 

decisions will vary according to the relative strengths of individuals’ 

bargaining power. 

Measuring individual bargaining power can be quite difficult, 

however. Attempts to do so in the economics literature have focused 

on control over economic resources. Candidate proxies for bargaining 

power have included (1) public provision of resources to a particular 

member of the household and exogenous policy changes that affect 

the intrahousehold distribution of these resources; (2) shares of 

income earned by women; (3) unearned income; (4) current assets; 

(5) inherited assets; and (6) assets at marriage. Any of these mea-

sures might proxy for bargaining power if, for example, the threat of 

withdrawing both oneself and one’s assets from the household grants 

the owner of those assets some power over household decisionmaking.

We choose assets at marriage as our indicator of bargaining 

power for several reasons. First, assets brought to marriage are 

determined before or at the time of marriage and are not affected 

by decisions made within marriage, even if they may be influenced 

by factors that led to this specific couple’s being matched (marriage 

market selection). Second, in many cultures, marriage is one of 

Appendix B
Study Summaries

1	 For details, see Quisumbing and Maluccio (2000, 2003a, 2003b).
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two key occasions during an individual’s lifetime when assets are 

transferred across generations (the other is the death of the parent). 

Third, assets transferred at marriage may have a symbolic meaning 

over and above their economic value. Recognizing the cultural 

specificity of asset transfers and marriage customs, we designed 

and pretested survey modules on assets and related transfers at 

marriage in each of the study countries. In most of the countries, the 

household survey was informed by a qualitative study (Bangladesh, 

Ethiopia, South Africa) or by community interviews on marriage 

customs and transfers at the time of marriage (Sumatra). Using a 

broad definition of assets at marriage to include human capital, we 

also treat the educational attainment of each spouse as a proxy for 

the human capital they each bring to the marriage.

We apply a single methodological framework to test the unitary 

model in four countries with very different social and economic 

conditions: Bangladesh, Ethiopia, Indonesia, and South Africa. 

Applying the common framework to the design and analysis of 

household surveys while paying attention to country-specific nuances 

has provided many important insights. For example, although women 

appear to bring far fewer assets to the marriage (Table B1.1), the role 

these assets play in household decisionmaking varies substantially 

across countries. 

Table B1.1—Assets at marriage and human capital of husband and wife

Country/Asset

Husband Wife

Mean Standard deviation Mean Standard deviation

Bangladesh

Assets at marriage (1996 taka) 81,929 145,584 7,064 8,472

Transfers at marriage (1996 taka) 4,053 15,014 5,856 11,646

Years of schooling 3.18 4.03 1.68 2.78

Ethiopia

Land and livestock assets at marriage (1997 birr) 2,739 7,188 461 2,023

Total assets at marriage (1997 birr) 4,194 8,272 978 2,424

Years of schooling 1.90 1.90 1.30 1.10

Indonesia (Sumatra)

Area of paddy land (hectares) 0.18 0.30 0.25 0.62

Area of forestry land (hectares) 0.90 1.64 0.42 1.03

Years of schooling 6.83 3.60 6.23 3.40

South Africa

Count of assets at marriage 2.10 1.60 0.72 0.97

Years of schooling 5.22 3.78 5.03 3.53
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Specifically, we test whether assets brought to marriage by 

each spouse have differential effects on household- and individual-

level outcomes. The household-level outcomes are expenditure 

shares of food, education, health, children’s clothing, and alcohol 

and/or tobacco.2 The individual-level outcomes are two measures 

of educational attainment: the deviation in the child’s completed 

schooling from the cohort mean, which measures how well the 

child is doing relative to other children the same age, and years of 

schooling completed.3

The results for the expenditure share analysis show that, on the 

whole, the unitary household model is rejected in all four countries 

(Table B1.2). This finding is stronger in the Asian countries than in 

the African ones, however. Across countries, the most consistent effect 

is that higher relative resources controlled by women tend to increase 

the shares spent on education. Although it is tempting to say that 

mothers are more altruistic than fathers, this behavior may have a 

sound economic basis. Since women are younger at marriage and 

expect to live longer, they may invest in the education of their children 

more heavily because they are more likely to rely on them for old-age 

support. Furthermore, in societies where key assets that assure lifetime 

consumption-smoothing are controlled by men, women may attempt 

to meet the same long-term needs with other instruments, such as 

investment in the human capital of healthy and educated children.

To explore how the increased resources devoted to education play 

out in the household, we examine educational outcomes for children 

(as mentioned above, we examine both years of schooling completed 

and the deviation of the child’s schooling from the cohort mean). 

The results for both schooling outcomes provide further evidence 

against the unitary household model. The patterns underlying the 

earlier results differ substantially, however, across the case studies. 

2	 To test our model using household-level outcomes, we estimate the following expenditure function:

wj = αj + β1j lnpcexp + β2 j (lnpcexp)2 + β3 j lnsize + β4 j ln Ah + β5 j ln Aw

+ΣK-1
k=1 δkj demk + ΣS

s=1 ϕsj zs + e j,

where wj is the budget share of the jth good; lnpcexp is the natural logarithm of total per capita expenditures, and (lnpcexp)2 is its square; lnsize is the natural log of household size; 
lnAh and lnAw are the natural logs of assets owned by the husband and wife, respectively; demk is the proportion of demographic group k in the household; zs is a vector of dummy 
variables indicating location and survey round; ej is the error term; and αj, β1j, β2j, β3j, β4j, δkj, and ϕsj are parameters to be estimated. Controlling for levels of household income (as 
proxied by per capita expenditure), if the unitary model holds in a static framework, assets of husband and wife should have no effect on allocations, so β4 j = β5j = 0. In a more general 
(for example, dynamic) framework, however, the equality of husband’s and wife’s effects to zero may not hold. We therefore use a more general version of the test of the unitary model, 
namely that the difference between the husband’s and wife’s asset effects is equal to zero.

3	 We estimate the child’s schooling outcome as a function of child characteristics (gender, age, and age squared) and parental characteristics at the time of marriage: education of the 
husband and wife and assets at marriage of the husband and wife. That is,

	 E*
i j = ß0 + ß1Xcij + ß2Xfj + ß3Xmj + ß4Gij × Xfj + ß5Gij × Xmj + ei j,

where E*
ij is the educational outcome of child i in family j; Xc is a vector of child characteristics such as sex, age, and age squared; G is the daughter dummy; Xf and Xm are vectors 

of exogenous father’s and mother’s human and physical wealth, respectively; and eij is the error term in each equation. Following some tests of the unitary model, which include both 
human and physical capital as assets brought to marriage, father’s and mother’s wealth at the time of marriage enter separately into the regressions.
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In both Bangladesh and South Africa, evidence indicates that 

more assets in the hands of women have a positive impact on the 

educational budget shares. Yet in Bangladesh, father’s schooling (for 

the 6- to 10-year-olds) and assets (for the 11- to 15-year-olds) has a 

negative impact on girls’ schooling, whereas in South Africa, it is the 

opposite. Father’s schooling has a positive effect on girls’ schooling, 

whereas mother’s assets have a negative impact. In South Africa the 

pattern may be partly justified using the old-age security hypothesis 

outlined earlier—mothers favor sons who are more likely to provide 

for them—but in Bangladesh, different preferences are more likely 

Table B1.2—Signs of coefficients on male and female assets, expenditure share regressions

Indicator

Indonesia South Africa

Bangladesh Ethiopia Paddy Forest (Africans only)

Food share regression

Wife assets — Positive — — —

Husband assets — — Negative — —

Wife–husband assetsa — Positive Positive Positive —

Education share regression

Wife assets Positive — Positive — Positive

Husband assets — — — Negative —

Wife–husband assetsa Positive — — — Positive

Health share regression

Wife assets — — Positive — —

Husband assets — — — — —

Wife–husband assetsa Negative — Positive — —

Child clothing share regression

Wife assets Positive — — — —

Husband assets — — — — —

Wife–husband assetsa — — — — —

Alcohol and/or tobacco share regression

Wife assets — — — — —

Husband assets — Positive Positive — —

Wife–husband assetsa — Negative Negative — —

Note: Dash indicates not significant.
aDifference between wife and husband asset coefficients.
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the underlying cause. Wealthier Bangladeshi fathers may attach a 

higher premium to marrying their daughters off earlier, an effect 

opposite that of better-educated mothers. 

Nevertheless, programs designed to transfer assets to women 

should be carefully scrutinized. First, although more assets in the 

hands of women lead to higher budget shares for education, the 

beneficiaries of these gains in terms of girls versus boys are different 

across countries. These differences appear to be driven by both 

differences in preferences and underlying economic rationales—an 

understanding of which is an important ingredient in policymaking 

aimed at exploiting these differences. Second, different types of assets 

may have different implications for bargaining power if status or 

prestige is attached to a particular asset. Indeed, the special meaning 

or significance attached to ritual transfers, such as dowries or bride 

price, should act as a warning against designing asset-transfer 

interventions without paying attention to cultural contexts. Last, 

we must also remember the possibility of compensatory (or even 

retaliatory) action by nonrecipients. 

The results also show that influences on intrahousehold 

allocation are operating at different levels, with different implications 

for policy. In the Ethiopian case, site-specific characteristics, 

ethnicity, and religious differences have a stronger effect than 

husband’s or wife’s assets. This finding shows that variations across 

communities and ethnic groups may be larger than variations in the 

asset position of men and women within those groups. In this case, 

legal reforms that affect property rights across groups might have a 

larger impact on intrahousehold allocation than redistribution within 

each group. In the Bangladesh case, on the other hand, differences 

in asset positions of men and women within sites are large enough to 

warrant interventions to increase women’s assets relative to men’s.

B2. The Importance of Women’s Status 
for Child Nutrition in Developing 
Countries1 

Lisa C. Smith, Usha Ramakrishnan, Aida Ndiaye, 
Lawrence Haddad, and Reynaldo Martorell

One in every three preschool-age children living in developing 

countries is malnourished. This disturbing, yet preventable, 

state of affairs causes untold suffering and, given its wide scale, is a 

major obstacle to the development process itself. Volumes have been 

written about the causes of child malnutrition and the actions that 

can be taken to reduce it—ranging from community-based feeding 

programs to accelerated economic growth. Until recently, too little 

attention has been paid to an obviously relevant yet little noticed 

issue: the role that the capabilities and well-being of children’s 

caretakers, usually their mothers, play in children’s nutritional well-

being. This issue is the subject of this study.

The study’s overall goal is to understand the links between 

women’s status and child nutrition in developing countries. Women’s 

status is defined as women’s power relative to men’s.2 Compared with 

their higher-status counterparts, women with low status tend to have 

1	 For details see Smith et al. (2003a, 2003b).

2	 Three aspects of the definition of women’s status are worth noting. First, it is considered to be relative to men’s status rather than absolute or relative to other women’s status. Second, it 
is founded on the concept of power, defined as the ability to make choices. Third, the definition has an intrahousehold and an extrahousehold dimension—and thus takes into account 
the influence of customs and norms that may dictate differential roles, acceptable behaviors, rights, privileges, and life options for women and men.
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weaker control over resources in their households, tighter constraints 

on their time, more restricted access to information and health 

services, and poorer mental health, self-confidence, and self-esteem. 

Yet these factors are thought to be closely tied with women’s own 

nutritional status and the quality of care they receive and, in turn, 

children’s birth weights and the quality of care provided to children.

The study sets out to answer three main questions, focusing 

on South Asia, Sub-Saharan Africa, and Latin America and the 

Caribbean. First, is women’s status an important determinant of child 

nutritional status in the three regions? Second, if yes, what are the 

pathways through which improved status operates? The particular 

pathways considered are women’s own nutritional status, the quality 

of care for women, and the quality of care for children.3 The specific 

caring practices analyzed are prenatal and birthing care for women; 

breast-feeding and complementary feeding of children; health-

seeking behaviors for children, including illness treatment and 

immunization; and the quality of children’s substitute caretakers. 

The third question the study sets out to answer is, why is South Asia’s 

child malnutrition rate so much higher than Sub-Saharan Africa’s? 

The wide gap in the regions’ malnutrition prevalences has recently 

been termed the “Asian Enigma,” because, mysteriously, South Asia 

is performing better than Sub-Saharan Africa in many of the long-

accepted determinants of child nutritional status. These determinants 

include national income, democracy, food supplies, health services, 

and education. One hypothesis suggests that the extremely low status 

of women in South Asia compared with Sub-Saharan Africa is at the 

root of the region’s nutritional status gap.

To answer these questions, this report brings together data on 

117,242 children under three years old from 36 developing countries. 

These data were collected under the auspices of the Demographic and 

Health Surveys. Table B2.1 lists the countries and the number of chil-

dren and women in the study sample for each country. Two measures 

of women’s status are employed. The first measure, at the household 

level, is women’s decisionmaking power relative to their male part-

ners, usually their husbands. This measure is based on four underly-

ing indicators: whether a woman works for cash, a woman’s age at 

first marriage, the age difference between a woman and her husband, 

and the education difference between a woman and her husband. The 

second measure, at the community level, is societal gender equality. 

It is based on girl–boy differences in nutritional status and preven-

tive health care, as well as gender differences in adult education. 

This additional measure is included to capture the effects of gender 

discrimination that may face women when they leave their homes. In 

the case of the first measure, the study sample is restricted to women 

with husbands. The children included are only those in two-parent 

households. Both women’s status measures are constructed by com-

bining the underlying indicators into an index ranging from 0 (lowest 

status) to 100 (highest) using factor analysis. The main empiri-

cal technique is country fixed-effects multivariate regression, with 

controls for child, woman, and household characteristics. Separate 

analyses are carried out for each region. Two pathways through which 

women’s status may affect child nutritional status—food security and 

maintenance of a sanitary health environment—are not considered 

in the study because of lack of data. Table B2.2 lists the measures of 

child nutritional status, women’s nutritional status, and caring prac-

tices for women and children employed in the study.

3	 According to the International Conference on Nutrition, “care” is defined as “the provision in households and communities of time, attention, and support to meet the physical, mental, 
and social needs of the growing child and other household members.”
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Region/country
Year of  

collection
Number of 
children

Number of 
women

South Asia

Bangladesh 1997 2,767 2,633

India 1998 24,360 22,149

Nepal 1996 3,692 3,349

Pakistan 1991 2,497 2,203

Total 33,316 30,334

Sub-Saharan Africa

Benin 1996 2,199 2,043

Burkina Faso 1993 2,398 2,283

Cameroon 1998 1,391 1,253

Central African Republic 1995 1,921 1,716

Chad 1996 3,235 2,958

Comoros 1996 841 729

Côte d’Ivoire 1994 2,504 2,297

Ghana 1998 1,495 1,391

Kenya 1998 2,410 2,129

Madagascar 1997 2,328 2,095

Malawi 1992 1,827 1,638

Mali 1996 4,355 3,980

Mozambique 1997 2,500 2,345

Namibia 1992 948 858

Niger 1997 3,683 3,367

Region/country
Year of  

collection
Number of 
children

Number of 
women

Nigeria 1990 3,294 2,965

Rwanda 1992 2,285 2,085

Senegal 1997 2,205 2,007

Tanzania 1996 2,692 2,459

Togo 1998 3,218 3,010

Uganda 1995 3,032 2,625

Zambia 1996 2,988 2,655

Zimbabwe 1994 1,753 1,627

Total 55,502 50,515

Latin America and  
the Caribbean

Bolivia 1997 3,230 2,814

Brazil 1996 2,004 1,793

Colombia 1995 2,254 1,979

Dominican Republic 1996 1,856 1,595

Guatemala 1995 4,816 4,052

Haiti 1995 1,370 1,201

Nicaragua 1998 3,205 2,818

Paraguay 1990 1,925 1,551

Peru 1996 7,764 6,915

Total 28,424 24,718

Total from all three regions      117,242   105,567

Table B2.1—Description of data sets employed and study sample sizes
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Table B2.2—Dependent variables of the study

Variable

Child nutritional status

 Child’s height-for-age Z-score

 Whether child is stunted

 Child’s weight-for-age Z-score

 Whether child is wasted

 Child’s weight-for-age Z-score

 Whether child is underweight

Proximal determinants of child nutritional status

 Woman’s nutritional status

 Woman’s body mass index

 Whether woman is underweight

 Whether woman is overweight

Prenatal and birthing care for woman

Whether woman received any prenatal care

Whether woman with any prenatal care had at least three visits

Number of months before birth at which woman had first prenatal visit  
(for women with any prenatal care)

Whether woman gave birth in a medical facility

Child feeding practices

Breastfeeding

Whether breastfeeding was initiated within one day of birth

Whether child 0–4 months is exclusively breastfed

Whether child 0–4 months did not receive anything from a bottle (last 24 hours)

Duration of breastfeeding (months)

Complementary feeding

Whether child 6–12 months has received complementary foods

Whether child >6 months received a high quality food in the last 24 hours

Number of times child >6 months received anything to eat in the last 24 hours

Health of and health-seeking behaviors for children

Whether child had diarrhea, fever, or cough in the last two weeks

Whether child with diarrhea was treated

Whether child has ever been vaccinated

Whether child received recommended vaccinations for his or her age

Caretaker of child

Whether child has adult caretaker while woman works
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Figure B2.1 shows the percentage of underweight, stunted, and 

wasted children by region.4 By all measures, malnutrition is worst 

in South Asia, followed by Sub-Saharan Africa and Latin America 

and the Caribbean. Figure B2.2 compares women’s status across the 

three regions. Both measures indicate that South Asian women have 

the worst status relative to men, followed by Sub-Saharan Africa 

and Latin America and the Caribbean. Note that women’s status is 

very low in both South Asia and Sub-Saharan Africa compared with 

women’s status in Norway, the country where women are considered 

to be most equal to men.

The regression results leave no doubt that women’s status has a 

significant, positive effect on children’s nutritional status in all three 

regions. Further, they give strong supporting evidence confirming 

that one of the reasons why women’s status improves child nutrition 

is that women with greater status are better cared for themselves, 

have better nutritional status, and provide higher quality care to 

their children. The strength of the influence of women’s status, 

however, differs widely across the regions. Women’s status has the 

most influence where it is lowest. The strongest effect is found in 

South Asia followed by Sub-Saharan Africa, while the weakest effect 

is in Latin America and the Caribbean. Figure B2.3 illustrates these 

differences. It shows the predicted rate of child malnutrition at each 

level of the women’s status indexes for the three regions. The sharp 

predicted drop-off in child malnutrition in South Asia as women’s 

relative decisionmaking power increases is particularly striking.

4	 The underweight prevalence indicates the general nutritional status of a population 
of children; stunting indicates a state of chronic malnutrition, whereas wasting 
indicates a state of acute malnutrition.
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Figure B2.1—Percentage of underweight, stunted, and wasted 
children, by region

Figure B2.2—Women’s status indexes, by region

Note: Stunting is low height-for-age; wasting is low weight-for-height.
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The pathways through which women’s status influences child 

nutrition differ across the regions as well. In South Asia, increases 

in women’s status have a strong influence on both long- and short-

term nutritional status, leading to reductions in both stunting and 

wasting. The malnutrition costs of inequality in the statuses of 

women and men in the region are high. The study estimates that if 

such status were equalized, the rate of underweight among children 

under three years old would drop by approximately 13 percentage 

points, which represents a reduction of 13.4 million malnourished 

children. As women’s status improves in the region, improvements 

in women’s nutritional status—as measured by body mass index 

(BMI), prenatal and birthing care for women, complementary 

feeding practices for children, treatment of illness and immunization 

of children, and the quality of substitute caretakers—occur as well. 

These, then, are among the pathways through which women’s status 

influences child nutrition in the region.

As in South Asia, women’s status in Sub-Saharan Africa has 

positive effects on both the long- and short-term nutritional status 

of children. The costs of inequality between women and men in 

the region are not as high as those in South Asia, but they are still 

substantial. Equalizing the status of the genders is estimated to lead 

to a decline of nearly 3 percentage points in the region’s malnutrition 

prevalence, or a reduction of 1.7 million children under the age of 

three. The pathways through which improvements in women’s status 

raise child nutritional status are largely the same as in South Asia. 

The main differences are that women’s status increases women’s 

BMI only among those women with very low decisionmaking power 

relative to their husbands, and it has no influence on the treatment 

of illness in children.
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Figure B2.3—Predicted child malnutrition (underweight), by in-
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The Latin America and the Caribbean region exhibits quite a 

different pattern from South Asia and Sub-Saharan Africa. Women’s 

status has a positive effect only on children’s short-term nutritional 

status. The effect is strong only for households in which women’s 

relative decisionmaking power is very low. Women’s status has a 

distinctly negative influence on women’s BMI in this region, where 

overweight is an emerging public health problem. The effect probably 

reflects the greater tendency to “weight watch” among higher status 

women and is likely not to be harmful to children’s nutritional 

status. The caring practices identified as pathways through which 

improvements in women’s status affect child nutrition are prenatal 

and birthing care for women, complementary feeding of children, 

feeding frequency, immunization of children, and the quality of their 

substitute caretakers.

With regard to the Asian Enigma, the study identifies three broad 

socioeconomic factors contributing to the gap in nutritional status 

between South Asia and Sub-Saharan Africa. The first, making by 

far the greatest contribution among the three, is women’s status. One 

reason for this—congruent with the hypothesis of Ramalingaswami 

and peers—is that women’s status is lower in South Asia than in 

Sub-Saharan Africa (see Figure B2.2). Women’s status, especially 

women’s relative decisionmaking power, is extremely low in both 

regions, however, and the difference between them is not large. More 

important is that the costs in terms of child malnutrition that result 

from women’s lower status are far higher in South Asia than in Sub-

Saharan Africa. This is because, as this study has shown, women’s 

status exerts a stronger influence on child nutritional status in South 

Asia (see Figure B2.3). In short, the main reason that women’s status 

places a wedge between the prevalence of child malnutrition in South 

Asia and Sub-Saharan Africa is that women’s low status in South Asia 

is more harmful to children’s nutritional well-being than it is in Sub-

Saharan Africa. Two additional socioeconomic factors that contribute 

to the regions’ nutritional status gap are differences in sanitation and 

urbanization. 

A deeper analysis reveals that conditions in South Asia are worse 

than those in Sub-Saharan Africa for a host of more proximal 

determinants of child nutrition. These determinants include women’s 

nutritional status, prenatal and birthing care for women, the 

quality of complementary feeding practices for children, and child 

immunizations. The study also finds that other factors not measured 

in this study, such as some national characteristics of South Asian 

countries, have a strong negative impact on child nutrition and 

further widen the wedge between malnutrition rates in the two 

regions. These characteristics may be related to climate, population 

densities, or culture. 

The clear implication of the study’s empirical results is that, 

in the interests of sustainably improving child nutritional status, 

women’s status should be increased in all regions, but this need is 

especially urgent for South Asia, followed by Sub-Saharan Africa. 

Options for effecting this change include policy reform to eradicate 

gender discrimination and policies and programs that seek to reduce 

power inequalities between women and men by proactively promoting 

“catch-up” for women. Examples include targeting women for access 

to new resources, implementing cash transfer programs that promote 

girls’ entry into education and health care systems, introducing 

labor-saving water and fuel technologies, providing subsidies for 

childcare for working parents, and initiating programs to improve 

the nutritional status of adolescent girls and young women. It should 
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be noted that improvements in women’s status are likely to improve 

child nutrition in all of the South Asian countries. The effect of 

improving women’s status in Sub-Saharan Africa and Latin America 

and the Caribbean, however, varies widely among countries. In some 

countries it is positive and in a few, negative. Thus, for these regions, 

it is particularly important that more knowledge be acquired for each 

country before devising policy.

The study raises one important red flag: improvements in 

women’s status are likely to have a harmful effect on one care 

practice for children, and that is breast-feeding. Breast-feeding is of 

critical importance to children’s nutritional status because it both 

provides them with optimal nutrition and protects their health. It is 

thus vital that efforts to promote women’s status be accompanied by 

simultaneous actions to protect, support, and promote breast-feeding. 

These efforts should include measures to improve the image of and 

attitudes toward the breast-feeding woman.

In areas where women’s status is known to be low and efforts to 

increase it are met with resistance, strategies to promote children’s 

nutritional status can include actions to mitigate the negative effects 

of power inequalities favoring men. For example, the study finds that 

gender inequality at the community level influences child nutrition 

primarily by reducing the use of health services for women and 

children. Thus it is not only household decisions that limit women’s 

access to such services but also the availability of health services in 

communities. Efforts to protect child nutrition can include targeting 

health services to areas where women’s status is known to be low. 

This strategy provides an opportunity to break the link between 

women’s status and child nutrition where improvements in women’s 

status are particularly difficult to bring about.

One final important finding of the study is that in all three 

regions, women’s relative decisionmaking power has a stronger 

positive influence on child nutritional status in poorer households 

than in rich ones. Efforts to improve child nutritional status by 

improving women’s status are likely to be most effective when 

targeted to poor households.

In sum, this study shows that taking the policy decision to 

improve women’s status offers significant benefits. Woman’s own 

nutritional status improves, but so too does the nutritional status of 

her young children. Improving women’s status today is a powerful 

force for improving the health, longevity, capacity, and productivity of 

the next generation of young adults.

B3. Gender Differentials in Farm 
Productivity: Implications for 
Household Efficiency and Agricultural 
Policy1

Harold Alderman, John Hoddinott, Lawrence 
Haddad, and Christopher R. Udry

For complete text, see the print version of this publication.

1	 For details, see Alderman et al. (1996, 2003).
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B4. Supply Response of West African 
Agricultural Households: Implications 
of Intrahousehold Preference 
Heterogeneity1

Lisa C. Smith and Jean-Paul Chavas

Traditional models of household economic behavior have 

portrayed households as unified entities. They assume that 

household members agree on decisions and share resources in 

the most equitable way. More recently, however, economists have 

come to view households as domains of difference, where multiple 

decisionmakers may have different preferences and, in many cases, 

control separate sets of resources. This new approach has greatly 

improved the understanding of household resource allocation 

behavior. It has demonstrated that heterogeneity among members 

affects a variety of individual, household, and economywide 

outcomes. Recent research on West African households, in particular, 

has shown that gender differences in resource allocation behavior 

result in inefficiencies that reduce overall household production  

and income.

This study seeks to deepen understanding of the implications of 

gender-based intrahousehold heterogeneity by asking what role it 

plays in the effects of agricultural price policies. In particular, the 

study analyzes how differences in women’s and men’s preferences in 

rural Burkina Faso affect the production response of farm households 

to increased cash crop prices. Price policies that give households 

incentives to increase cash crop production are considered important 

instruments for accelerating agricultural and economywide growth, 

reducing poverty, and improving the well-being of rural people. 

Policymakers and researchers, therefore, have great interest in better 

understanding how households will react to price incentives.

Explaining Household Supply Response  
to Price Changes

Conventional wisdom holds that semi-subsistence households in 

developing countries have a positive but weak production response 

to price changes. Sitting on the market–nonmarket divide, these 

households have shown low levels of responsiveness to price incentives 

and opportunities to adopt productivity-enhancing technologies for 

cash crop production.

Considerable debate surrounds the underlying causes of this 

sluggish supply response. One school of economic anthropology 

attributes it to the “peasant-specific” desire to satisfy survival needs 

only or to ensure “simple reproduction” rather than maximize 

income. A countering, structuralist explanation says that labor and 

food market failures make households dependent on their own labor 

and home-produced food, constraining their ability to respond to 

price incentives. The structuralist explanation also sees other factors 

as constraints that stifle supply response: poor infrastructure and 

technological development, unavailability of irrigation and productive 

inputs, missing credit markets, seasonal labor shortages, and lack 

1	 For details, see Smith and Chavas (1999, 2003).
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of industrial consumer products that might motivate efforts to earn 

cash income. Furthermore, risk-averse agricultural households may 

be unwilling to rely exclusively on food purchases to meet their food 

needs in volatile markets. The exposure to food price risk may also 

weaken supply response.

Insights gained from studies of household behavior that take an 

intrahousehold approach further deepen the supply response debate. 

These studies reveal that where individual household members con-

trol resources, increases in cash crop prices can alter the opportunity 

sets of female and male household members in different ways. Price 

changes bring with them conflict-laden negotiation over who gains 

the (income) benefits and who bears the (labor) costs of increased 

cash crop production. The conflict manifests in bargaining over 

transfers of income to women from men and over women’s labor con-

tributions to the production of the crop whose price has changed. That 

conflict may play a role in stifling a household’s supply response. The 

studies suggest that (1) decisionmaking in households is not necessar-

ily a joint effort, and members value individual control over resources; 

and (2) preference heterogeneity between spouses can have real 

consequences for the changes in household production, income, and 

welfare that accompany changes in the economic environment.

This study brings these new insights from the intrahousehold 

literature to bear on the supply response debate. It proposes a game 

theoretic model that reflects the “semi-cooperative” nature of 

Burkinabé household decisionmaking as described. The model is the 

basis for a simulation analysis of the supply response to increased 

cotton prices resulting from agricultural liberalization in Burkina 

Faso. The analysis focuses only on monogamous households, 

assuming a two-decisionmaker household made up of a woman and 

her husband. The simulations are undertaken using the nonlinear 

mathematical programming solver MINOS in GAMS (the General 

Algebraic Modeling System). The data employed to parameterize the 

model come from a survey conducted in Burkina Faso by ICRISAT 

and from secondary sources.

Different Resource Allocations Depending  
on Preference Heterogeneity

The simulation model explicitly allows for the process of bargaining 

over income transfers from husbands to wives and over wives’ labor 

contributions to male-controlled agricultural production. Bargaining 

is governed by (1) the degree of difference in the spouses’ preferences 

and (2) their relative bargaining powers. Because of measurement 

difficulties, it is not easy to pinpoint an exact level of these 

parameters for any given population. When simulation techniques 

are used, however, it is possible to consider a wide range of alternative 

scenarios that differ along the two dimensions.

A continuum of six preference divergence cases are considered, 

denoted as “one” (for preference homogeneity—that is, the spouses 

have the same preferences), “two” through “five” (for cases of 

increasing preference heterogeneity), and “six” (for preference 

independence, where the spouses’ preferences are very different). 

Within each of the preference divergence cases are embedded six 

relative bargaining power cases, denoted as “a” through “f.” In case 
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“a,” the man has much greater bargaining power than his wife; 

in cases “b” through “e,” bargaining power becomes more equal; 

and in case “f,” the spouses’ bargaining powers are approximately 

equal. In sum, the 36 scenarios range from “(one, a),” in which the 

husband’s and wife’s preferences are the same and bargaining power 

greatly favors the man, to “(six, f),” in which preferences diverge 

greatly and bargaining power is equal.

Figure B4.1 illustrates the fundamental role of preference 

heterogeneity in influencing household resource allocation. It 

traces the model’s output for optimal levels of income transfers (on 

the horizontal axis) and women’s time spent in male-controlled 

agricultural production (on the vertical axis) under different 

assumptions regarding the degree of preference heterogeneity within 

the household. Under preference independence (left-most curve)—in 

which a husband and wife do not share the same preferences—the 

outcomes vary greatly depending on each spouse’s bargaining power. 

The lower the wife’s bargaining power is relative to her husband’s, 

the higher the amount of time she spends in male-controlled 

production and the lower the income transfer to her. Under preference 

homogeneity, by contrast, bargaining power does not matter: 

because spouses agree on how resources are to be allocated, power 

imbalances between them make no difference.

Simulation of Agricultural Price  
Liberalization in Burkina Faso

The simulation analyzes the production impact of a 60 percent 

increase in the price of cotton and a 120 percent increase in the price 

of fertilizer that took place during 1982–85 as part of a structural 

adjustment program. Because the analysis allows for a number of 

alternative preference divergence scenarios, it is possible to determine 

the independent influence of preference heterogeneity on the 

production response to price changes. One of the relative bargaining 

power cases, case “d,” in which the wife has a fairly high degree of 

bargaining power yet still lower than her husband’s, is chosen for this 

exercise based on a validation analysis using the ICRISAT data. The 

validation exercise also tests for the appropriate degree of preference 

heterogeneity applicable to Burkina Faso and finds it to be case “six,” 

or preference independence.
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Figure B4.1—Relationship between woman’s time spent in male-
controlled agricultural production and income trans-
fers from man to woman under alternative scenarios 

Note: Cases “a” through “f” represent the relative bargaining power of the woman and man. In case “a,” 
the man has much greater bargaining power than the woman; in case “f,” bargaining power is equal.
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Figure B4.2 reports the predicted increases in cotton production 

over the four years. Production increases in all cases. The percentage 

increase declines, however, as preference heterogeneity increases—

from 56.7 percent under preference homogeneity to 40.3 percent 

under preference independence. The increase in cotton production 

over the four years under preference homogeneity is 607.5 kilograms; 

it is 456 kilograms in the case of preference independence. Thus, the 

simulation model predicts the cotton supply response of monogamous 

Burkinabé households to be 25 percent below that for households 

employing the same technology and facing the same resource 

limitations but whose members have identical preferences.

Conclusion

The principal conclusion of this study is that the difference in 

preferences between women and men in nonresource-pooling West 

African households mutes the supply response. The simulation 

analysis suggests that the influence of intrahousehold preference 

heterogeneity, in the presence of bargaining power imbalances, 

may be quite significant quantitatively. It can thus be added to the 

list—along with market failures, poor infrastructure, and risk 

aversion—of potential structural constraints to agricultural supply 

response in West Africa.

This study shows how an intrahousehold approach can contribute 

to a better understanding of the effects of price policies, which depend 

on the manner in which individuals in households—rather than 

households as a whole—respond to price changes. The response, in 

turn, depends on how the price changes are likely to affect the control 

of resources within households. Furthermore, resource control is 

influenced by the individual’s ability to bargain with other household 

members over the benefits (and costs) flowing from the price changes. 

By taking these realities into account, policies designed to improve the 

supply response can be both more effective at reaching their goal and 

more beneficial to households and all the individuals in them.
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B5. Commercial Vegetable and 
Polyculture Fish Production in 
Bangladesh: Impacts on Income, Food 
Consumption, and Nutrition1

Howarth Bouis

In rural areas of Bangladesh, poverty is pervasive and associated 

with high rates of malnutrition, especially among preschool 

children and women. Apart from low levels of energy intakes, 

it is increasingly recognized that rice-dominated diets such as 

those consumed by most poor people in the countryside may not 

supply all micronutrients required for a healthy life and productive 

activities. Children and women are particularly vulnerable to 

these micronutrient deficiencies because they face relatively 

higher requirements for growth and reproduction, respectively. In 

Bangladesh, as in other countries in South Asia (see Section B2 of 

this appendix), a pro-male bias in food distribution resulting from 

women’s low status and bargaining power within the household may 

underlie women’s inability to meet their micronutrient requirements.

Poor dietary quality is a primary cause of micronutrient 

deficiencies. Low intake of vegetables, fruits, pulses, fish, and animal 

products are compounded by frequent attacks of diarrhea and other 

infectious diseases in a spiral of increasing deficiencies. Nonstaple 

foods, particularly animal products, are rich sources of bioavailable 

minerals and vitamins but too expensive for poor people to buy in 

sufficient quantities.

There is considerable interest in food-based strategies to alleviate 

micronutrient malnutrition—that is, interventions that can 

complement supplementation and fortification programs and seek to 

improve dietary quality directly. Promotion of polyculture fish and 

vegetable production, two foods relatively rich in micronutrients, 

holds potential for improving micronutrient status in Bangladesh (1) 

by increasing the supply of micronutrients to the general population, 

thereby lowering or maintaining constant prices in the face of rising 

demand due to population and income growth, and (2) by directly 

improving household incomes and intakes of fish and vegetables of 

producing households.

This study examines three NGO programs that promoted 

the production of polyculture fish and commercial vegetables by 

providing NGO credit and training programs directed to women:  

(1) commercial vegetable production on homestead plots in Saturia; 

(2) polyculture fish production in household-owned ponds in 

Mymensingh; and (3) polyculture fish production in group-managed 

ponds in Jessore. In Bangladesh, programs that combine new 

technologies with credit targeted to women can potentially increase 

women’s bargaining power within the household (see Section B6 of 

this appendix). In Saturia and Jessore, the new technologies were 

disseminated through groups that specifically targeted women. 

In Mymensingh, project and Department of Fisheries extension 

agents provided training in fishpond cultivation to relatively well-off 

households; they also provided the same training, combined with 

credit, to relatively poorer households. This program was intended 

for both men and women, though in practice there were more male 

1	 For details, see Bouis et al. (1998) and Bouis (2003).
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beneficiaries. There was a quota, however, for credit targeted to 

female beneficiaries. 

The Effects of Adoption on  
Household Income

Although apparently highly profitable compared with rice, the two 

technologies studied contribute rather modestly to overall household 

incomes. Because of the high profitability of the polyculture fish and 

commercial vegetable production on a per acre basis, the potential 

exists for much higher impacts on household income, if land devoted 

to production and other inputs were to be increased. Researchers 

should give priority to identifying the constraints to more intensive 

adoption by adopting households.

Income, Food Prices, and Food Expenditures

Rice consumption does not vary significantly by income group, 

suggesting that consumers at all income levels give high priority to 

satiating hunger first through rice consumption. In contrast, animal 

and fish consumption rises rapidly with income on a proportional 

basis, roughly doubling between low- and high-income terciles for the 

surveyed households. Consumption of nonstaple plant foods rises by 

a slower rate compared with income. There is roughly a 50 percent 

increase in intakes of nonstaple plant foods between low- and high-

income terciles. Although animal and fish consumption accounts 

for, on average, only 3 percent of total energy intake, because of their 

high cost, animal and fish consumption accounts for 20–25 percent 

of food budgets, on average.

Intrahousehold Food Distribution

Preschoolers appear to be favored in intrahousehold distribution of 

food. Preschool boys in particular receive a disproportionate share 

of animal and fish products, which are the most expensive sources 

of energy and account for a high percentage of foods purchased at 

the margin as income increases. Because of the pro-male bias in 

food distribution and women’s low status within the household, adult 

women tend to receive disproportionately lower shares of preferred 

foods. Although the energy intakes of adult women are, of course, 

substantially greater than those of preschool children, consumption 

of animal and fish products, an important source of iron, is about 

equal between adult women and preschool boys. This situation occurs 

despite women’s higher biological requirements for micronutrients 

such as iron. 

The Effects of Adoption on  
Own-Consumption

The adoption of the polyculture technology does lead to greater 

consumption of large fish but not of total fish. There is apparently a 

one-for-one substitution of large fish for small fish in nonadopting, 

fishpond-owning households. Small fish are more nutritious gram-

for-gram than large fish, however, so the impact on dietary quality 

is negative, although the magnitude of the substitution is small. If 

scientifically feasible, there would seem to be a large opportunity for 

profitable production of small fish in privately owned fishponds if 

these small fish could be harvested from February to August, when 

small fish prices are seasonally high.
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Similar to the results for polyculture fish production, produc-

ers of vegetables—developed by the Asian Vegetable Research and 

Development Center (AVRDC) and targeted to female NGO mem-

bers—do not consume disproportionately high amounts of either the 

AVRDC-target vegetables or vegetables in total. A plausible explanation 

is that demand for vegetables does not increase with income—that 

is, there is no latent, unsatisfied demand to be met. Production and 

marketing efforts need to concentrate primarily on extending growing 

seasons in order to dampen seasonal price fluctuations and perhaps 

secondarily on improving marketing channels so that vegetables may 

move cheaply and freely about the country in order to take advantage 

of differential regional growing seasons.

The Effects of Technology Adoption on 
Nutritional Outcomes

There is little reason to believe that adoption of the two technologies 

under study has improved the micronutrient status of members of 

adopting households through better dietary quality. There was no 

finding of disproportionately high own-consumption of fish and 

vegetables by adopting households. Impacts on overall household 

income, although positive, are not strong.

It is consumers in general, in both nonadopting and adopting 

households, who benefit nutritionally from research, extension, and 

credit programs, such as those in this study, to increase the market 

supply of vegetables and fish. All other things being equal, increased 

market supply will lower prices for these foods. Demand estimates 

demonstrate that consumers are price-responsive. Consumption 

of these foods will increase if prices decline. Conversely, if policies 

are not undertaken to increase supply, prices of nonstaple foods 

will almost certainly continue to increase in the face of population 

growth, and nutritional status will be further compromised.

Improvements in Household Income and 
Implications for Agriculture

Rural incomes are quite diversified. No single new technology will 

raise the incomes of a high proportion of low-income households 

by several multiples in just a few years. A range of new technologies 

must be continually improved and refined through research. Farming 

households must be taught to use the new technologies and to learn 

to adapt them to their specific conditions.

Commercial vegetable and polyculture fish production are 

promising, viable components of an overall agricultural development 

strategy, which perhaps might now best rely on nonstaple food 

products as key sources of productivity growth. Although not analyzed 

in depth, the livestock sector emerged as an important source of 

income to rural households as well as a key source of micronutrient-

status-improving food products. For various types of livestock, it is 

useful to compare profitability, labor use, and constraints to increased 

production with rice, vegetable, and polyculture fish production. 

Livestock raising is especially important for women, who use livestock 

as an avenue for asset accumulation. 

Because poor nutrition results in high losses to productivity and 

individual welfare and can be improved only gradually through 

income increases generated by agricultural development, specific 

interventions to improve micronutrient status in the short- to 

medium-term can provide a high return to investment. With respect 

to improving iron status, this study finds no evidence that diet-based 

interventions could be successful. The cost of animal and fish products 
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is simply too high with respect to consumer purchasing power. 

Diet-based interventions, however, may well be possible for 

improving vitamin A status because vegetable sources of beta-

carotene are well within the purchasing power of poor consumers. 

The problem would appear to be one of creating consumer motivation 

by informing and convincing consumers of the benefits of pro-

vitamin A consumption and providing the knowledge of which 

vegetables are rich sources. Education is key because there does not 

appear to be the strong, latent demand for vegetables that there is for 

animal and fish products, as income increases.

 

B6. Intrahousehold Impact of the 
Transfer of Modern Agricultural 
Technology: A Gender Perspective1

Ruchira Tabassum Naved

Micronutrient malnutrition is a serious problem in developing 

countries. It is well established that micronutrient requirements 

are greater for women and children because of their special needs 

for reproduction and growth, respectively. Yet they suffer the most 

from such deficiencies, which impair the cognitive development of 

young children, retard physical growth, increase child mortality, and 

contribute to the problem of maternal death during childbirth.

Need for this Study

The intrahousehold distribution of micronutrients largely depends on 

the relative bargaining power of household members. In the context 

of asymmetry in gender relations, the distribution of micronutrient-

rich and costly food is most likely to favor the male members of 

the household. This likelihood calls for intrahousehold analysis of 

the gender-differentiated impact of programs that seek to improve 

the micronutrient status of poor people and promote production of 

micronutrient-rich food.

Purpose and Methodology of the Study

With a goal of obtaining results rapidly and at a low cost, this study 

compared the effects of agricultural programs targeted to improving 

women’s household income. First studied was the commercial 

production of improved varieties of vegetables developed by AVRDC, 

adapted by the Bangladesh Agricultural Research Institute, and 

disseminated by an NGO in Saturia. Second was the polyculture fish 

technology developed by the World Fish Center and disseminated in 

Mymensingh and Jessore. 

The study sought to assess the “emic” perspective on four 

questions: (1) Has income been increased from the implementation 

of new technology, and if so, who controls the additional income 

generated? (2) Has micronutrient-rich food intake increased as a 

result of the transfer of new technology, and if so, how are these 

foods distributed by gender and what are the factors that explain the 

distribution pattern? (3) How are other benefits from implementation 

1	 For details, see Naved (2000, 2003).
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of new technology distributed within the household and across 

gender? And (4) What is the impact of the implementation of new 

technology on gender relations?

Results

This study found that, for most women, income gains from adoption 

of the improved vegetable seeds were not substantial. Moreover, even 

though women were targeted for the project, their ability to benefit 

was limited for several reasons. The land tenure system is not in 

their favor, and the strict enforcement of purdah means that women 

themselves cannot cultivate the land, negotiate directly in the market 

for labor and other inputs, or sell the produce. Thus, their male repre-

sentatives gain de facto control over the land and its produce. Second, 

the gender division of work space between men and women validated 

by the system of purdah does not allow women to grow vegetables in 

the cultivable land owned by the family. Some women ended up imple-

menting the new technology in their homesteads—the traditional 

domain of female activities. Thus, production of the improved vegeta-

bles neither contradicted traditional norms nor challenged the existing 

gender division of labor and work space. Another implication is that 

because use of the new technology was limited to the homestead plots, 

the resulting production and income were both quite small.

The adoption of fish production technology by women’s groups 

appeared to promise better results in challenging the gender division 

of work space. The internalization of this division by women, 

however, still hinders use of this opportunity, which is apparent 

because they were reluctant to increase the size of the operation if it 

would require a substantial increase in their mobility, making them 

work farther away from their houses. 

The improvements, however, depended on how the programs 

were structured. In one village, ownership of ponds was transferred 

to individual women and, in another, to groups of women. Though 

the income earned by an individual woman was by no means greater 

than that earned by those implementing the improved vegetable 

technology, the fishpond project had some important advantages. 

First, it encouraged groups of poor women to actively participate in 

the production, effectively involving men at different stages but never 

ceding control to men. This was because the “negotiation” took place 

at a higher level than the household—men had to negotiate with 

groups of women who were backed by an NGO. Thus, men did not 

have direct access to the income.

Another important dimension of the fish production by groups 

of women is that it challenged the traditional gender division of 

labor and work space. Involvement of women in production outside 

the home initially met with negative reactions from the community, 

but when the project proved successful in bringing a financial 

return, women’s position within households and communities was 

strengthened.

The periodic sale of fish brought in an income that is not 

negligible for a rural woman. In contrast to the vegetable growers, 

who tended to spend their small earnings instantly, the women who 

raised fish usually saved the amount and used it for investment or 

emergency purposes.
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Analysis and Recommendations

The success of the fishpond project was largely due to the group 

approach in project implementation. In fact, in male-dominated 

societies where women have extremely limited access to internal or 

external support networks, targeting programs to women as individu-

als without providing an alternative source of support is bound to fail 

in its gender goals. When intrahousehold dynamics were disregarded 

in the design of the programs analyzed in this study, women were 

minimally involved and the projects soon became fully controlled 

by men. Moreover, at times women were found to be providing labor 

input into the project without directly gaining any benefits. Greater 

care is needed to ensure that development interventions do not lead to 

increased male control of female labor and earnings.

While fish cultivation did have benefits, it also clearly failed to 

improve the traditional pattern of intrahousehold food distribution, 

which continued to favor males. The scale of fish production was 

not large enough to allow females to consume this food after the 

males had had enough. The projects promoting the adoption of 

improved seeds and vegetables did lead to increases in the intake of 

micronutrient-rich vegetables by women, but this was mainly due to 

the intrahousehold dynamics of food distribution, whereby women 

primarily tend to consume low-status food. (The vegetables were not 

perceived to be as tasty or as desirable as more traditional vegetables.) 

Although group-based fish production does not immediately result 

in increased intake of micronutrient-rich fish by women, it still 

seems to be an effective strategy in the long run, because it earns 

more income over which women have greater control, it strengthens 

women’s position, and it may provide them with greater access to 

micronutrient-rich food in the future.  

B7. Resource Allocation and 
Empowerment of Women in Rural 
Bangladesh1

Bénédicte de la Brière, Kelly Hallman, and  
Agnes R. Quisumbing

The bargaining power of men and women crucially shapes the 

resource allocation decisions households make. Husbands and 

wives often use their bargaining power to express different priorities 

about how resources should be allocated. Understanding these 

differences and their effects is critical if policymakers are to improve 

livelihoods. Increasing the bargaining power of one gender rather 

than another can mean the difference between policy failure and 

policy success.

Like their counterparts in many other parts of the world, rural 

Bangladeshi females face severe discrimination. For example, as the 

proportion of women and preschool girls in a household increases, 

the household’s food expenditure share decreases. Similarly, the share 

of household expenditure going to health decreases as the proportion 

of elderly women, as opposed to elderly men, increases. Boys are twice 

as likely as girls to be educated in rural Bangladesh.

These allocation outcomes can be altered through a large range 

of policy options that empower individuals by improving access to 

common property resources, credit, public works schemes, and legal 

1	 For details, see Quisumbing and de la Brière (2000), Hallman (2000), and de la Brière, Hallman, and Quisumbing (2003).
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and institutional rights. The group-based economic empowerment 

promoted by the Grameen Bank is one model that has been 

followed in Bangladesh. NGOs have often gone beyond economic 

empowerment by emphasizing legal rights, political participation, 

and contraceptive use. All these and other means of empowerment 

affect the bargaining position of men and women within households.

As previously discussed, IFPRI used household survey data 

covering 47 villages in Saturia, Jessore, and Mymensingh to study 

how bargaining power affects decisionmaking in Bangladesh. Agents 

target both men and women, but men more often than women. From 

the entire sample of almost 1,000 households, individuals from 826 

monogamous households with intact marriages were interviewed 

about the assets they owned at the time of and during marriage and 

about their parental backgrounds.

How Much Do Men and Women Own at 
Marriage and During Marriage, and What 
Determines Their Level of Assets?

Assets at the time of marriage are a useful indicator of bargaining 

power because they represent the most important occasion of wealth 

transfers to the couple by their parents during their lifetime and 

because such assets have significant symbolic value over and above 

their economic value. Thus, both ownership of current assets and 

the assets men and women bring to marriage indicate degrees of 

bargaining power.

Survey data reveal that women’s premarital assets are much less 

valuable than men’s assets. Brides mostly bring food and durables to 

the marriage. Cattle accounts for the bulk of men’s premarital assets, 

and land, seldom owned before marriage, generally accounts for the 

smallest proportion. Grooms with education past primary schooling 

own more valuable assets at marriage, but, strikingly, a bride with 

more than primary schooling seems to own less. A bride whose in-

laws have larger landholdings than her parents brings more valuable 

assets to marriage, but this relationship does not hold true for the 

groom. The characteristics of the origin families strongly determine 

assets at marriage and current assets. Parents’ landholdings, in 

particular, influence both asset measures, suggesting that extended 

families not only arrange marriages but may also have substantial 

influence on outcomes within marriages.

On average, wives’ total current wealth represents only about 10 

percent of household wealth, with land being the most unequally 

distributed asset. Women generally do not inherit land, or, if they 

do, they give it up to their brothers. Husbands’ and wives’ assets at 

marriage do not seem to bear any significant relationship to their 

current assets, though parents’ assets do determine the assets of their 

respective married children. The number of brothers a wife has and 

the level of education her husband has attained both influence the 

wife’s level of current assets.

How Do Assets at Marriage Affect Household 
Decisionmaking?

Even in a patriarchal society where husbands control most of the 

resources, husbands’ and wives’ assets do differ and, accordingly, 

their ability to prioritize particular allocation outcomes differs as 

well. Husbands and wives deploy the bargaining power that comes 

with ownership of assets at and during marriage to different ends. 

Women’s assets at marriage, for example, have a positive and 

significant effect on children’s clothing and education expenditures; 
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they also reduce the morbidity of female children. Husbands’ assets 

at marriage significantly (and negatively) affect expenditure on fuel. 

Higher dowry payments to men, however, reduce child morbidity, 

regardless of sex. This last result is consistent with the findings of 

other studies showing that lower dowry payments increase wife-

beating and reduce child caloric intake.

What Role Do Current Assets Play in 
Household Decisionmaking?

Husbands’ current assets have a positive effect on food expenditure 

and a negative effect on expenditure on men’s and women’s clothing, 

services, durables, and personal care. Women’s current assets 

continue to be positively associated with expenditure on children’s 

clothing and education.

A closer look at the surprising positive relationship between 

men’s assets and expenditure on food reveals that men’s current 

assets positively influence spending on cereals. The reverse holds 

true for women. But neither men’s nor women’s assets influence 

expenditure on plant- and animal-based food products (women and 

men may well have similar preferences with respect to purchasing 

the animal-based food products). These results may point to factors 

specific to Bangladesh. In several other countries where women’s 

assets positively influence food expenditures, women are responsible 

for food crop production or have independent sources of income. In 

Bangladesh, however, men control the production and marketing of 

rice, the major staple, and they also purchase most of the food.

In terms of health, the higher the mother’s current assets, the 

greater the reported illness days for boys. The reverse is true in the 

case of the father. Extended families play an important role in child 

health. The number of living brothers that the mother has positively 

influences the health of both boys and girls. This finding reflects the 

cultural practice of females’ transferring their inheritance to male 

siblings in exchange for future brotherly support for themselves and 

their children.

Implications for Policy

These findings show concretely that the identity of the transfer 

recipient will affect the outcome of a policy intervention. According 

to the study, improving a woman’s bargaining power and access 

to resources will increase household expenditure on children’s 

education, but improving the same for a man generally will not. 

Increasing maternal control over household resources should improve 

the health of female children. Given that women in Bangladesh face 

disadvantages with respect to both asset ownership and education, 

it is possible that the greatest impact of interventions that increase 

resources under women’s control will be felt by the next generation.

Although one could easily recommend transferring assets 

to women, programs designed to increase assets held by women 

should first investigate the likely consequences of such transfers 

on intrahousehold relations. Different assets may have different 

implications for bargaining power if status or prestige is attached to 

a particular asset. Individuals may also act in compensatory (or even 

retaliatory) fashion when receiving assets. Some Bangladeshi women 

have borrowed on behalf of their husbands when given greater 

access to credit. Even more disturbing is the possibility of increased 

domestic violence toward women if income transfer programs were 

to radically alter the distribution of power between husbands and 

wives. A study of female participants in microcredit schemes in 
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Bangladesh, however, reports an overall reduction of the incidence 

of violence against women. Women’s participation in the expanded 

set of social relationships due to membership in credit organizations, 

rather than their economic contribution per se, explains most of 

the reduction in domestic violence. With these words of caution in 

mind, the significant differences found in the asset positions of rural 

Bangladeshi men and women warrant interventions that increase 

women’s assets relative to men’s. 

B8. Social Capital and Gender in South 
Africa, 1993–981

John A. Maluccio, Lawrence Haddad, and  
Julian May

The concept of social capital, well grounded in the sociological 

and anthropological literatures, is increasingly being analyzed 

and used by economists and other development policy practitioners. 

This research adds a gender dimension to the debate providing 

empirical evidence on the role of social capital. The goal of the 

research is to determine whether men and women have social 

capital to the same degree and whether men’s and women’s social 

capital, proxied by membership in formal and informal groups, had 

differential effects on household welfare in South Africa in  

the 1990s.2 

We hypothesize three mechanisms by which social capital 

affects household welfare, as measured by household income. First, 

it may reduce the costs of transactions by improving information 

flows about new opportunities and potential shocks, improving 

the diffusion of innovations, and improving knowledge about the 

comparative performance of local government agents. Second, it may 

promote consultative decisionmaking as well as collective action that 

minimizes negative externalities and encourages the production of 

public goods. Third, it may foster time-sensitive exchanges for mutual 

benefit by developing norms of civic behavior, trust, and reputation 

dissemination. Moreover, in times of crisis, this last mechanism may 

serve as informal insurance. It is very possible that these mechanisms 

may differ by gender.

There are a number of reasons we might expect social capital 

to be important for income generation in South Africa in the 1990s. 

First, the notion of social capital has some resonance with the 

traditional institution of ubuntu, which means, “I am because 

you exist” and is seen as an expression of community life and 

collective responsibility.3 Years of apartheid, however, appear to have 

undermined this institution to some extent. Second, the flagship 

economic policy of the first democratic government explicitly 

recognizes the important role played by local community institutions 

in the implementation of policy. Last, serious crime and politically 

motivated violence, while still very high post-1994, have declined 

somewhat in recent years. Since the 1994 national democratic 

elections, then, it is possible that the returns to (and therefore stocks 

of) social capital have risen.

1	 For details, see Maluccio, Haddad, and May (2000, 2003).
2	 Two recent studies use survey information on household membership in groups as a proxy for social capital. Both studies find large, positive, and significant effects of this measure of 

social capital on household welfare.
3	 The concept of ubuntu, an Nguni (language group of Zulu and Xhosa) word, is recognized in many parts of southern and East Africa.
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Data

The research draws on a recently collected panel data set of 1,200 

households interviewed in 1993 and then again in 1998 in KwaZulu-

Natal, South Africa’s largest province, containing one-fifth of a popula-

tion of 40 million. During the mid-1980s and again in the early 1990s, 

there was substantial political unrest and violence in KwaZulu-Natal. 

As a result, it is an especially interesting place to study social capital, 

which may have been partly eroded during periods of unrest. Prior to 

the collection of the second round of the panel, a qualitative study on 

social capital, gender, and economic shocks was conducted. This study 

included six community focus groups and 30 short household case 

studies in three rural communities.

Drawing on the results of the qualitative study, the main survey 

asked individuals about membership in 20 different specific groups 

in 1998 and retrospectively in 1993. The groups included financial, 

production, sports and music, community service, religious, and 

political organizations. Financial and religious organizations 

dominated, but membership in all types of groups grew substantially 

over the period. In addition, certain characteristics of the groups 

were reported, including whether they were of mixed gender and the 

household’s rating of group performance. 

Social Capital and Gender

Findings from the qualitative study suggest that there are different 

types of social capital and that men and women may accumulate 

social capital in different ways. Social networks can be classified by two 

types: the individual’s “bound” network includes his or her relatives, 

who are connected by strong obligations based on kinship roles, and 

the “achieved” network includes all the members of an individual’s 

personal list of contacts, who are gained through experience rather 

than being born into a web of kinship. In addition to personal net-

works based on past experience, membership in institutionalized 

groups and community-based organizations often serves as the basis 

for voluntary mutual help among individuals. The two types of net-

works seem to fulfill different functions: bound networks help to limit 

downward mobility in the face of shocks, while achieved networks help 

with upward mobility. Bound networks may be especially important for 

women, who often bear the burden of crisis situations more than men, 

particularly for consumption crises. Women, however, have less effec-

tive economic options to fall back on than do men. Women’s social 

capital networks are wider than those of men but are less deep in that 

they mobilize fewer economic resources. Women’s social contacts also 

tend to be among other women, while men’s are among men.

The quantitative survey confirms these findings from the quali-

tative study. We use the following indicators of social capital: group 

membership, membership in family and nonfamily networks, degree 

of civic engagement, degree of trust, and concern about violence.

Women are more likely to be members of any group than men. 

In 1993, 30 percent of women and 23 percent of men reported 

belonging to any group. In 1998, the proportion of women belonging 

to any group had increased to 39 percent, while the proportion for 

men increased to 29 percent. Women tend to be concentrated in 

religious groups (29.4 percent compared with 20.3 percent for men) 

and financial groups (14 percent versus 6.8 percent for men). Women 

tend to belong to same-sex groups, however, whereas men are more 

likely to belong to mixed groups. Men also tend to have longer tenure 

in groups. Other characteristics, such as performance and meeting 

attendance, do not differ by gender.
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Women also have wider family networks. Both adult men and 

women are equally likely to report that their parents would help them 

in an emergency. More adult women, however, report that children 

are likely to help, especially in rural areas. Twenty percent of rural 

women say that their children would help them, compared with only 

12 percent of rural men. In urban areas, 22 percent of women and 20 

percent of men say that their children would help—not a significant 

difference. These potential networks correspond to the percentage 

of those reporting remittance receipts: 13 percent of adult women 

in rural areas report receiving remittances compared with only 2 

percent of men.

Despite their higher group membership, women are slightly less 

involved in civic affairs. Equal proportions of men and women voted 

in the national and local elections (95 percent). Although both men 

and women attend “few” community meetings, women attend fewer. 

Women are also less likely to read newspapers (32 percent versus 45 

percent) and to listen to radio or television news programs (83 percent 

versus 89 percent).

Men and women report equal levels of trust, based on a five-point 

scale for a number of actors. Both had high levels of trust in their 

extended families, neighbors, and (surprisingly) the media; medium 

levels of trust in local leaders and local government officials; and low 

levels of trust in strangers and the national government. Levels of trust 

increased in rural areas between 1993 and 1998 but remained flat in 

urban areas. In general, rural residents reported higher levels of trust.

Women and men also report equal concern for changes in violence. 

Although we are unable to disaggregate reports of violence by gender, 

in rural areas in 1998 both men and women feel safer outside the 

home than in 1993, but 60 percent feel less safe in urban areas. There 

are no gender differences in perceptions of safety outside the home.

Table B8.1—Determinants of individuals’ group membership, 1993 and 1998

Indicator

Number of groups an individual belongs to

1993 1998

Men Women Men Women

Race (1 = African; 0 = Indian) –0.33 –0.43 0.16 0.47

Dummy = 1 if individual is the household head 0.14*** 0.17*** 0.26*** 0.31***

Years of schooling 0.01*** 0.01*** 0.02*** 0.01***

Age –0.00 0.02*** –0.00 0.03***

Age squared 0.00 –0.00*** 0.00*** –0.00***

Constant 0.041 0.23 0.01 –0.77

Number of observations 2,844 3,433 2,844 3,433

F-statistic 31.73*** 88.39*** 45.46*** 129.18***

Notes: Regressions include cluster fixed effects. *** indicates significance at the 1 percent level. 
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Social Capital and Household Welfare

What kinds of individuals are more likely to accumulate social 

capital? Table B8.1 presents regressions on the determinants of 

individual social capital, estimated separately for men and women. 

The indicator of individual social capital is the number of groups 

to which an individual belongs. In both 1993 and 1998 both men 

and women are more likely to belong to more groups if they are the 

heads of their respective households. Better-educated individuals also 

belong to more groups. In 1998, however, household heads belong to 

almost twice as many groups as in 1993—indicating that there may 

be greater returns to investing in social capital in the post-apartheid 

regime.

To explore gender effects of social capital on household welfare, 

we estimate, at the individual level, relationships between household-

level per capita expenditures and individual characteristics, including 

group membership. For each individual, there are two observations, 

one measured in 1993 and the other in 1998, and the estimation 

sample is restricted to individuals 20 years of age or older who were 

present in both 1993 and 1998. The dependent variable is logarithmic 

per capita monthly expenditure (a proxy for income) less the costs 

of group membership. The regressors include a dummy for race, 

a dummy for whether the person is the head of the household, the 

person’s years of schooling, age and age squared, a dummy for an 

urban location, cluster dummies, and the number of groups to which 

the person belongs. Standard errors allow for clustering at the house-

hold level. Why would the effect of social capital differ by gender? 

First, social capital may be analogous to assets at marriage and other 

variables that affect bargaining power and may have differential 

effects by gender. Second, even if women and men belong to the same 

Table B8.2—Determinants of per capita monthly expenditure, as a function of social and human capital

Indicator

Log per capita monthly expenditure,  
net costs of group membership

1993 1998

Men Women Men Women

Number of groups to which individual belongs 0.02 –0.01 0.07*** 0.07***

Race (1 = African; 0 = Indian) –0.01 –0.12 0.28** 0.15

Dummy = 1 if individual is the household head 0.13*** 0.01 0.12** 0.00

Years of schooling 0.03*** 0.03*** 0.05*** 0.06***

Age 0.01 0.01*** 0.01*** 0.02***

Age squared –0.00 –0.00** –0.00* –0.00

Urban location 1.02*** 0.84*** 0.35 0.47***

Constant 4.20 4.28*** 3.78*** 3.68***

Number of observations 1,912 2,531 1,912 2,531

Notes: Regressions include community fixed effects and robust standard errors. *indicates significance at the 10 percent level; **, significance at the 5 percent level; and ***, significance at the 1 
percent level.
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groups, they may derive different benefits from membership. Last, 

men and women may belong to different groups altogether.

Our results show that in 1993 neither men’s nor women’s 

membership in groups is a significant determinant of per capita 

household expenditures (Table B8.2). In 1998 both women’s and men’s 

membership in groups positively affect household expenditures, and to 

the same degree (the point coefficients are identical). Because women’s 

participation is greater, however, the elasticity is greater for women’s 

social capital—that is, the percentage increase in per capita household 

expenditure is greater for a percentage increase in women’s group 

membership compared with men’s.4

Put a different way, those with stocks of either social or human 

capital in 1993 appear to have benefited from them over time. The 

structural and other changes in the South African economy appear 

to be changing the returns to various factors, possibly indicating 

greater levels of efficiency. While returns to social capital were less or 

insignificant compared with returns to schooling in 1993, they were 

about equal in 1998. Thus, the impact of social capital on per capita 

expenditures appears to be as important as that of human capital.

Conclusions

South Africa’s economy is in transition, undergoing the economic, 

political, and social changes effected by the transition to democratic 

governance. The opening of new opportunities, in part due to the lifting 

of the various legal restrictions on labor and capital markets, property 

rights, and residential location that underlay the policy of apartheid, 

suggests that there will be structural shifts in the economy and, as a 

result, changes in the returns to various factors of production.

Estimating household-level logarithmic per capita expenditure 

functions, with a focus on the differential returns to men’s and 

women’s social capital, we find that there were substantial changes over 

the period. Whereas individual social capital had no apparent return 

for households in 1993, it does yield substantial returns in 1998. In 

conjunction with increased mobility, these findings are consistent with 

changes leading to a more efficient economy. An important concern 

in this analysis is the direction of causality between income and the 

measure of social capital based on group membership. Although 

joining groups may help augment one’s income, it is also possible that 

some groups are akin to consumption goods and, thus, persons with 

more income tend to join more groups. Women, having fewer resources, 

may tend to join groups that can mobilize fewer resources than men’s.

Social capital cannot be measured directly. In this study, we use 

membership in formal and informal groups to construct a proxy index 

measure. Although group membership certainly captures some ele-

ments of social capital, clearly there are other possible measures. An 

important area for future research is to consider such alternatives and 

their interaction with the group membership measures. The KwaZulu-

Natal Income Dynamics Study (KIDS) survey attempted to quantify 

social capital in several ways other than via group membership. One 

of these is through measures of family networks and their use. It 

may be that family networks and group memberships are substitute 

mechanisms in the household’s set of strategies. On the other hand, 

those with large family networks may be the best at building other 

4	 In 1993, women belonged to 0.42 groups, on average, whereas men belonged to 0.27. In 1998, women belonged to 0.62 groups, while men belonged to 0.38.
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group-based networks. Other possible measures of social capital in the 

survey include measures of trust, civic engagement, and violence. We 

have already shown that men and women belong to groups, rely on 

family networks, and are involved in civic activities to different degrees. 

We have yet to investigate, however, whether returns to participation in 

family networks have differential returns for men and women.

Arguably different sorts of proxy measures will capture different 

aspects of social capital. Furthermore, it seems likely that these 

different aspects will influence different types of outcomes. A second 

direction for future research, then, involves examining alternative 

outcomes (for example, different measures of household welfare 

including labor market participation and health indicators or the 

role social capital plays in dealing with economic shocks). Doing 

so not only will document whether social capital is associated with 

these outcomes but should also provide further clues for a better 

understanding of its underlying pathways of influence.

B9. Gendered Participation in Water 
Management: Issues from Water Users’ 
Associations in South Asia1

Ruth Meinzen-Dick and Margreet Zwarteveen

For complete text, see the print version of this publication.

B10. Control and Ownership of Assets 
within Rural Ethiopian Households1

Marcel Fafchamps and Agnes R. Quisumbing

There is renewed interest in the intrahousehold allocation 

of welfare, particularly among economists studying poor 

countries where even slight differences in the allocation of household 

resources can have dramatic consequences on child and female 

nutrition, morbidity, and mortality. The evidence collected so far 

tends to demonstrate that the allocation of consumption and leisure 

among household members varies systematically with their relative 

contributions to household total income. These results, however, 

provide no guidance about which policies affect intrahousehold 

outcomes. Various efforts have been made to fill this gap, focusing 

on the determinants of intrahousehold resource allocation. Some 

research has emphasized the influence that “threat points”—the 

utility each spouse has outside marriage—are likely to have on 

spouses’ bargaining power and hence on intrahousehold welfare. If 

this approach is correct, one may hope to affect intrahousehold welfare 

by improving the “exit options” of disadvantaged groups. 

The literature has proposed two main categories of threat points, 

namely noncooperation within an existing household and separation 

from the household. Control over assets during marriage, including the 

right to decide how to allocate one’s own labor effort, has been shown 

to affect the individual income of African women. Some research has 

also demonstrated that the attribution of welfare funds to specific 

household members affects consumption patterns. Unfortunately, 

progress has been hampered by the lack of hard evidence on the 

1	 For details, see Meinzen-Dick and Zwarteveen (1998, 2003).

1	 For details, see Fafchamps and Quisumbing (2002, 2003).
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noncooperative options open to women in developing countries. 

Contrary to advanced economies where patrimonial laws regarding 

the control and ownership of assets within households are relatively 

uniform and well known, poor countries are characterized by a mix of 

state and customary legal systems that singularly complicate analysis. 

This is particularly true of patrimonial law where legal principles 

inherited from colonial times or introduced by enlightened elites often 

conflict with traditional practices and customs, especially in rural 

areas. The end result is a complex and opaque system in which the 

rules determining the ownership, control, and disposition of productive 

assets within households vary by location, ethnicity, and religion 

within the same country.

Using data from the 1997 Ethiopian Rural Household Survey 

(ERHS), this study documents how the control, ownership, and 

disposition of productive assets within households is de facto organized 

in rural Ethiopia. To our knowledge, this is the first effort to document 

patrimonial customs using a large household survey and rigorous 

statistical analysis. It complements previous efforts by legal experts and 

anthropologists to describe customary rules regarding marriage and 

assets in rural Ethiopia.

Ethiopia is an ideal place for this type of research because of 

its wide diversity of cultures and patrimonial traditions. Different 

religions, with widely divergent views regarding matrimonial issues 

in general and the status of women in particular, are well represented 

and, in fact, tend to dominate different parts of the country. 

Anthropological evidence seems to indicate that as one moves from 

north to south in Ethiopia, women’s status, and therefore possibly their 

bargaining power, declines. Although the ERHS captured much of this 

diversity, generalizations should be viewed cautiously, given that the 

ethnic, cultural, and geographic makeup of the country is extremely 

varied and fragmented.

Theory predicts that the bargaining power of household members 

depends on expected utility upon divorce (which is determined by the 

devolution of assets) and expected utility in a noncooperative marriage 

(which presumably depends on control over assets within marriage). 

To identify these factors, researchers have typically used a variety of 

measures, such as dowry and bride-price, ownership of assets at and 

during marriage, control during marriage, and legal rules regarding 

the disposition upon dissolution due to divorce or death. Because of 

data limitations, these measures have typically been regarded as closely 

related. Very little empirical evidence, however, is available on the 

extent to which dowry, bride-price, and assets brought to marriage can 

be used to predict control during marriage and division of assets upon 

divorce or death—the two processes thought to influence bargaining 

power. This study fills this gap using the data from Ethiopia.

Marriage and Assets in Rural Ethiopia

The 1997 ERHS covered approximately 1,500 households in 15 villages 

all across Ethiopia, thus capturing much of the diversity described 

earlier. Whereas sample households within villages were randomly 

selected, the villages themselves were chosen to ensure that the major 

farming systems are represented. Thus, although the 15 villages 

included in the sample are not statistically representative of rural 

Ethiopia as a whole, they are quite diverse and include all major 

agroecological, ethnic, and religious groups.

Most marriages—the majority of which are arranged—are 

celebrated traditionally. Fewer than 10 percent of all rural marriages 

are celebrated in the church or municipality. Unions are formalized 

using a variety of customary contracts, which can be written or oral 

in nature. Marriage contracts vary systematically with ethnicity and 

religion, nevertheless with a lot of variation around the norm.
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Since marriage typically marks the beginning of a new farm 

production unit, the bride and groom bring with them start-up capital 

in the form of land, oxen, livestock, household utensils, and grain 

stocks. The survey recorded all transfers to and from the bride, the 

groom, and their respective parents, together with all assets brought to 

marriage. The great majority of the new couple’s assets are brought by 

the newlyweds themselves, with grooms bringing more than 10 times 

as much start-up capital as brides. Assets brought to marriage vary 

dramatically among couples, however, with a median of zero for most 

asset categories except livestock and jewelry/clothing/linen. 

Contrary to the preconception that marriage is the time at which 

parents endow their offspring with farmland, most of the land brought 

in by grooms was already theirs prior to marriage. This finding 

may be specific to Ethiopia, given that the state nominally owns all 

land. User rights over land are supposed to be allocated by Peasant 

Associations (PA), the local administrative unit in rural areas. Indeed, 

of the land user rights held by the household, two-thirds actually 

come directly from the PA. Family is thus not the dominant source of 

land for surveyed households. Of the land that comes from the family, 

however, most ultimately comes from the husband’s parents. Women 

do, however, occasionally receive land from the PA, thereby suggesting 

a political willingness to depart from rural norms in the allocation of 

land to women.2

Determinants of Control, Ownership, and 
Disposition of Assets

We then examined the distribution of control and ownership of 

productive assets—land and livestock—between husband and wife. 

Ethiopian rural households essentially operate farms as centralized 

units under the control of a single individual, irrespective of the 

intrahousehold division of asset ownership.3 This situation is consistent 

with Boserup’s hypothesis that as households move from hoe to plow 

cultivation, farm management becomes centralized because of returns 

to scale in management and experience.

Contrary to what is often assumed in empirical work on intra-

household issues, the evidence shows that ownership of assets, control 

within marriage, and disposition upon death or divorce only partially 

overlap. Rules regarding divorce and inheritance vary across locations, 

with more patriarchal rules prevalent in the Muslim and Protestant 

south and more egalitarian rules prevailing in the Orthodox north. 

These differences are illustrated in Table B10.1 with the help of 

regression analysis. The table examines the disposition of the two 

main productive assets—land and jointly owned livestock—upon 

no-fault divorce.4 Results show that location accounts for 79 percent of 

the explained variation in rules of disposition upon divorce.5 Northern 

locations are, in general, more generous toward women. There is 

systematic variation across ethnic or religious groups, but the variables 

2	 It should be noted, however, that some traditional land tenure systems in Ethiopia did recognize women as having a right to inherit from their parents. In the case of the rist land tenure 
system, which was prevalent in the northern part of the country, sons and daughters had an equal right to inherit land. Children of both sexes were allowed to trace their lineage through 
their father as well as their mother to claim land (cognatic descent). In practice, however, women’s rights to land were often ignored or implicitly traded in exchange for family support.

3	 Important exceptions include enset-growing areas, where women seem to play a more central role in cultivation. It should be noted that, unlike cereal crops, enset cultivation does not 
rely on animal traction. It does rely heavily on animal manure for fertilizer.

4	 We focus on the three dominant modes of devolution: all to husband, all to wife, and shared equally between spouses. The dependent variable is the wife’s share, which by construction 
can only take three values: 0, 0.5, and 1. For this reason, ordered probit is used as estimator.

5	 This figure was calculated as the ratio of R2 of regression of disposition on village dummies divided by the R2 of the regression using all the regressors included in Table B10.1. By 
coincidence, we obtain the same ratio for livestock and land.
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are jointly nonsignificant once we control for village effects. This result 

suggests that the single best predictor of expected disposition of assets 

is the average disposition rule in the village, consistent with the idea 

that the disposition of assets is governed by location-specific norms. 

Moreover, communities may have their own ways of protecting women 

and other vulnerable groups; local councils may also mediate the 

distribution of assets should a dispute arise.

Part of the variation in rules of disposition can also be attributed 

to differences in marriage contracts, although the effect is jointly 

significant only in the case of land. The presence of a marriage 

contract in general protects women, but the effect becomes less 

significant once we control for location, ethnicity, and religion. We also 

investigate whether expected rules of disposition upon divorce vary 

systematically with assets brought into marriage, inherited assets, and 

individual ownership of assets at the time of the survey. To the extent 

that premarital assets and individually owned assets are earmarked to a 

particular spouse, we would expect this to be reflected in the disposition 

of assets upon divorce. Such a scenario is important because, if spouses 

recover their premarital and inherited assets when they separate, exit 

options and thus threat points are largely determined in the marriage 

market. In this case the position of women during marriage is likely to 

be weakened by the fact that they are disadvantaged in the attribution 

of premarital assets. In contrast, if premarital assets fall into a 

common pool, women should fare better, on average. Of course, even if 

the woman recovers her share of assets upon divorce—say livestock—

she may be forced to remarry to gain access to other complementary 

assets such as land. Results show that land inherited or brought 

into marriage by one of the spouses affects the disposition of land 

and livestock upon divorce. Women expect to receive more land and 

commonly held livestock upon divorce if they brought in some land. 

Conversely, they expect to get less if their husband brought a lot of land 

into the marriage. Ownership of productive assets at the time of the 

survey also affects rules of disposition. Women who individually own 

more livestock and hold user rights on a larger share of the household’s 

land expect to receive more upon divorce. Since individual ownership 

of productive assets during marriage is closely related to control and 

management of these assets, and thus to female headship in married 

couples, this situation implies that female heads of household expect to 

receive significantly more productive assets upon divorce than women 

in male-headed households. Once we control for assets, personal 

characteristics of the spouses such as their age and education have little 

effect on disposition upon divorce, except that better-educated wives 

expect to receive more land.

 We also examine the determinants of inheritance. Since the 

surviving spouse nearly always inherits part or all of the land and 

livestock acquired during marriage, we focus on whether wives inherit 

all land and livestock or have to share with other heirs, principally 

children. Given that the dependent variable is dichotomous, logit is used 

as estimator. Coefficients are presented in the form of an odds ratio: a 

ratio smaller than one means that the variable reduces the chance of 

inheritance; a ratio greater than one increases it. Because there is less 

variation in the dependent variable, some regressors have to be dropped. 

In this case, we did not include the assets at marriage variables because 

they were not significant. In contrast to the case of divorce, assets 

brought to marriage do not significantly affect disposition at death.

Results are less conclusive than for divorce, but they nevertheless 

show large differences across locations and between various ethnic and 

religious groups, although religion dummies are not jointly significant 

(Table B10.2). Location alone accounts for 65 percent of the explained 

variation in inheritance. Women in the south, principally among the 

various south-central ethnic groups, are less likely to inherit land and 

livestock. This situation is partly compensated by the fact that non-

Orthodox women are more likely to have exclusive inheritance rights 

to land and livestock.
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Indicator

Share of livestock 
going to wife  
(coefficient)

Share of land 
going to wife 
(coefficient)

Personal characteristics
	 Husband’s age 0.004 0.016
	 Wife’s age 0.008 –0.005
	 Husband’s education –0.015 0.015
	 Wife’s education 0.070 0.116**
Children and marriage history
	 Number of children from 

current union –0.006 0.017

	 Husband’s children from 
previous union –0.003 0.028

	 Wife’s children from 
previous union 0.007 –0.034

	 Whether wife was 
previously married 0.026 –0.388**

Number of observations 751 775
Pseudo R-squared 0.373 0.589

Joint significance tests Chi-square  
statistic

Chi-square 
statistic

	 Assets brought to marriage 
by husband 2.15 8.11*

	 Assets brought to marriage 
by wife 14.96*** 23.33***

	 Asset ownership during 
marriage 16.23*** 25.51***

	 Marriage contract 7.23 10.28*
	 Personal characteristics 5.26 8.44*

	 Children 0.11 1.52

	 Ethnicity 3.55 1.85

	 Religion 2.32 4.09

	 Village fixed effects 75.81*** 50.53***

Notes: Regressors include dummy variables for ethnicity, religion, and villages. * indicates significance at the 10 percent level; ** , significance at the 5 percent level; and ***, significance at 
the 1 percent level.

Table B10.1—Regression analysis of disposition of assets upon divorce (currently married households only;  
	            estimator is ordered probit)

Indicator

Share of livestock 
going to wife  
(coefficient)

Share of land 
going to wife 
(coefficient)

Assets brought to the marriage 
(log value +1)
	 Premarriage land of 

husband –0.023 –0.056***

	 Premarriage livestock of 
husband 0.002 0.013

	 Other assets brought to 
marriage by husband –0.003 0.019

	 Inherited land of husband –0.010 –0.016
	 Premarriage land of wife 0.100** 0.210***
	 Premarriage livestock of 

wife –0.018 –0.031

	 Other assets brought to 
marriage by wife –0.017 –0.102

	 Inherited land of wife 0.094*** 0.008
Asset ownership during 
marriage
	 Share of land user rights of 

wife 0.600* 1.244***

	 Share of livestock owned by 
husband alone –0.449*** –0.738***

	 Share of livestock owned by 
wife alone 0.727** 0.444

Marriage contract dummies
	 Samanya (always written) 0.582** 0.236
	 Nika (written or verbal) 0.052 –0.271
	 Cheb (written or verbal) 0.334 0.560
	 Kalkida (verbal) 0.619** 1.219***
	 Other contract (written or 

verbal) 0.490* 0.608
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The presence of children from previous marriages has a strong 

effect on inheritance expectations: women with children of their own 

are more likely to inherit all land and livestock, while those whose 

husband has children of his own are less likely to inherit. This finding 

is consistent with the idea that women with children from previous 

unions are allocated land as a form of childcare provision. Ownership 

of assets during marriage has little effect on inheritance expectations, 

except that women are less likely to inherit all household land if their 

husband owns more of the household livestock. Surprisingly, most 

marriage contracts are correlated with weaker inheritance rights for 

women. The effect, however, is generally not significant. One possible 

interpretation is that the presence of a marriage contract signals an 

intention to create a stable marriage and to have children, and is thus 

related to the expectation that a surviving wife will share household 

assets with children upon the death of her husband.

Personal characteristics also affect inheritance. Women married 

to older men expect to get more land, possibly because they plan 

to take over the farm. Older wives anticipate getting fewer assets, 

perhaps because they are supposed to be taken care of by their 

grown-up children. Educated women expect to receive fewer assets as 

well. The reason is unclear. Perhaps they can support themselves in 

other ways such as nonfarm work, but this is far from certain, given 

the very low level of nonfarm activities in rural Ethiopia. This topic 

deserves more research.

Control over productive resources tends to be centralized into the 

hands of the household head, be it a man or a woman, irrespective of 

ownership at or after marriage. Having control over productive assets 

has a strong effect on disposition rules in the sense that the spouse 

with greater control over an asset gets a larger share upon divorce or 

death. This result holds true even after we control for assets brought 

to the marriage. This finding is important because it brings to light 

another way by which the bargaining power of women may be 

affected. It is also what one would expect if households wish to provide 

sufficient incentives for the farm manager to take good care of land 

and to invest in productive assets such as oxen and livestock.

 Policy Implications

Our findings suggest that assets brought to marriage, eventual 

control of the asset, and local norms are important in determining 

the distribution of productive assets between husband and wife in the 

case of divorce. Policy can influence women’s control over assets. For 

example, in their land allocation function, local administrations have 

been willing to grant user rights to women, though perhaps reluctantly. 

This is so even though in local customs, women hardly ever inherit 

land from their lineage. The government’s “land to the tiller” policy 

thus allowed—or may even have facilitated—the attribution of user 

rights over land to women. This attribution, however, nearly always 

results from conditions internal to the household, such as separation or 

death of the husband; in most cases women’s access to land remains 

conditional upon the absence of a suitable male head of household.

Another indication that external intervention may have an impact 

on local customs is the observed link between the concept of fault-based 

divorce and conversion to a non-Orthodox Christian faith. The spread 

of Catholicism and Protestantism to rural Ethiopia is indeed fairly 

recent, particularly in the south. Yet it seems to be correlated with a 

fault-based concept of divorce—or more precisely with the perception 

that fault plays an important role in financial settlement upon divorce.

Finally, to get a complete picture of women’s welfare in rural 

Ethiopia, women’s individual rights, which we covered here, must be 

considered in combination with informal entitlements that take care 

of women in more roundabout (and paternalistic) ways. These issues 

will be the objects of future research.
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Notes: Regressors include dummy variables for type of marriage contract, religion, and villages. * indicates significance at the 10 percent level; **, significance at the 5 percent level; and ***,  
significance at the 1 percent level. Virtually identical results are obtained using conditional logit.

Table B10.2—Regression analysis of disposition of assets upon death of husband (currently married households only;  
	 estimator is logit; coefficients are reported as odds ratios)

Indicator
Odds that wife will inherit all jointly  

owned livestock Odds that wife will inherit all land

Children and marriage history

	 Number of children from current union 1.022 0.987

	 Husband’s children from previous union 0.913** 0.907***

	 Wife’s children from previous union 1.318*** 1.304***

	 Whether wife was previously married 0.828 0.744

Asset ownership during marriage

	 Share of land user rights of wife 0.812 0.634

	 Share of livestock owned by husband alone 0.703 0.586**

	 Share of livestock owned by wife alone 0.781 1.016

Personal characteristics

	 Husband’s age 1.012 1.022*

	 Wife’s age 0.977 0.965**

	 Husband’s education 1.008 1.043

	 Wife’s education 0.896 0.886*

Ethnicity

	 Amhara 0.889 0.713

	 Oromo 0.507 0.425

	 South-Central ethnic groups 0.132*** 0.119***

	 Other ethnicity 0.348* 0.306*

Number of observations 783 804

Pseudo R-squared 0.129 0.212

Joint significance tests Chi-square statistic Chi-square statistic

	 Asset ownership during marriage 2.38 5.56

	 Marriage contract 10.94** 3.14

	 Personal characteristics 4.77 7.59

	 Children 13.98*** 13.78***

	 Village fixed effects 47.34*** 74.16***

	 Ethnicity 11.69** 11.00**

	 Religion 1.29 4.91
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B11. Women’s Land Rights in the 
Transition to Individualized Ownership: 
Implications for the Management of Tree 
Resources in Western Ghana1

Agnes R. Quisumbing, Ellen Payongayong,  
J. B. Aidoo, and Keijiro Otsuka

This study explores the impact of changes in land tenure 

institutions on women’s land rights and the efficiency of 

tree resource management in western Ghana, where cocoa is the 

dominant crop. Although communal land tenure aims to provide 

equitable access to land for all households, women’s land rights in 

the region are weaker than those of men, as is often the case under 

customary land tenure systems. If women are blocked from having 

secure land rights, and therefore from individualized investment in 

land, the resulting barrier to increased productivity will diminish 

their incentives to sustain resource use over time.

Communal land tenure institutions may evolve toward greater 

individualization and more secure individual land rights because 

of population pressure and the need to intensify agricultural 

production. The Akan households in the region, for example, have 

granted relatively strong individual ownership rights to those who 

plant trees. Under such institutional rules, a community member 

who has acquired family land through inheritance and allocation 

may have strong incentives to plant trees in order to obtain secure 

land rights. Whether these rights differ between men and women may 

have important consequences for equity and the efficiency of forest 

resource management.

Land Tenure in Western Ghana

This study is based on an extensive survey of 60 villages in the 

most active cocoa-growing regions in Ghana. The whole area is 

under customary land tenure, and all land is ultimately controlled 

by the village chief on behalf of the community. The dominant 

ethnic group in these villages is the Akan (87 percent of sample 

households). While Akans have traditionally followed matrilineal 

inheritance, the mode of land transfer has been evolving over time. 

Appropriated village land is increasingly being transferred directly 

to wives and children, and even family land is often transferred to 

them with the consent of family members, particularly after the land 

is planted either wholly or partially with cocoa trees. Such “inter 

vivos” transfers (that is, while both parties are still living) are termed 

“gifts” in the study areas, and individual rights on such land are 

firmly established.

Land rights are more clearly individualized among migrants, 

who either have nuclear families or practice patrilineal inheritance, 

by which a relatively small number of sons within a single family 

are qualified to inherit the father’s land. Women’s inheritance rights 

were strengthened by the passing of the Intestate Succession Law 

(ISL) in 1985, which allows children and wives to gain access to 

land previously denied them under traditional law. Under the ISL, 

the estate of a man who dies without leaving a will is divided as 

follows: three-sixteenths to the surviving spouse, nine-sixteenths to 

the surviving children, one-eighth to the surviving parent, and one-

eighth in accordance with customary inheritance law. The common 

interpretation of the ISL, however, is one-third each for the spouse, 

children, and matrilineal family.

1	 For further details, see Quisumbing et al. (2001a, 2001b, 2003).
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Determinants of Land Tenure and Acquisition

Analysis of what determines land tenure at the village level shows that 

population pressure first induces institutional innovation toward indi-

vidualized land tenure. Gifts, moreover, allow villagers to circumvent 

the traditional inheritance rule in matrilineal society by allowing wives 

and children to receive property directly from husbands. The patrilin-

eal migrant population, however, acquires cultivation rights mainly by 

renting land or sometimes by purchasing land from indigenes.

The study also shows what determines land acquisition 

at the household level. A Ghanaian man follows a sequential 

decisionmaking process with respect to land acquisition over his life 

cycle: if forest land is available, he acquires it through clearance 

when he is young; he acquires the family land through inheritance, 

allocation, and gift when he gets married; and later he acquires 

the additional land through renting and private purchase. Table 

B11.1 presents regressions on the determinants of land acquisition 

at the village level, controlling for unobserved village-level factors. 

These regressions show that women have a relative disadvantage in 

acquiring land through forest clearance because it is a male activity. 

Female heads of households are also significantly less likely to have 

obtained land through purchase and rental, suggesting that they 

may be disadvantaged, relative to men, in land sales and rental 

markets. Female heads of households appear disadvantaged in all 

modes of land acquisition, although their relative disadvantage is less 

significant for acquiring family land.

Table B11.1—Determinants of land acquisition at the household level: Tobit regression with village fixed effects

Indicator Forestland All family landa
Purchased, rented, or borrowed  

non-forestland

Forestland –0.41*

Family land –0.71*

Age of household head 7.65** 0.17* 0.15

Year of first marriage of household head –0.98 0.11* –0.35

Dummy for household head born outside of village 54.39* –5.16** 9.41*

Years of schooling of head –6.42* 0.44** 0.39

Dummy for female-headed household –65.08* –0.79 –16.98

Dummy for patrilineal household –87.20** –4.83** 0.90

Chi-square 30.4 222.2 30.3

p-value 0.0 0.0 0.0

Number of observations 386 386 386

Notes: Least absolute deviations estimator. ** indicates significance at the 1 percent level; *, significance at the 5 percent level (one-tailed tests).
a Family land includes allocation, inheritance, and gifts.
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Table B11.2—Determinants of proportion planted to cocoa and cocoa production per hectare at the parcel level,  
	            selected coefficients

Indicator

Proportion planted to cocoa on plots with 
mature cocoa 

(Tobit with household dummies)

Yield (production/ 
cocoa area)

Household fixed 
effects

Household random 
effects 

Distance to parcel 0.156 –18.364* –11.123*

Parcel size (hectares) –0.028** –3.483 –1.584

Dummy for female-held parcel –0.049 –74.902 –74.147

Percentage cocoa area at acquisition 0.453** –46.308 –53.337

Land tenure dummies

Dummy inherited and patrilineal –0.228 –90.667 39.370

Dummy allocated family land 0.214* –147.425* –116.241*

Dummy allocated family and patrilineal –0.182 –98.569 –13.576

Dummy land received as gift 0.103 –87.839 –55.874

Dummy gift and patrilineal –0.171 48.031 15.412

Dummy appropriated village land 0.191 –128.019 –88.430

Dummy purchased village land 0.210 –98.686 –16.767

Dummy privately purchased land 0.247* –156.347 –98.131

Dummy rented land 0.206 * –167.470* –133.855*

Dummy ownership through renting 0.379** –99.311 –69.391

Log-likelihood –73.92

Chi-square 393.47

(0.00)

Breusch-Pagan Langrangian Multiplier Test 34.12  
(0.00)

Hausman Specification Test 21.90  
(0.29)

Number of observations 391 391

Notes: Regressions included controls for tree characteristics in the yield regressions, years since acquisition of the parcel, percentage forest area at acquisition, and the real cocoa farmgate 
price at acquisition, and, for the random effects specification, family-level variables such as sex and age of the household head, years of schooling of the household head, a dummy for a patrilineal 
household, household size, and the total landholdings of the household. ** indicates significance at the 1 percent level; *, significance at the 5 percent level (one-tailed tests); p-values are shown in 
parentheses.
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Determination of Cocoa-Tree Planting

How does land tenure affect the management of land in terms of 

the proportion of area planted to cocoa and yield per unit of cocoa-

planted area? We hypothesize that cocoa-tree planting is more 

profitable than shifting cultivation and that higher cocoa yields 

indicate higher production efficiency, both of which seem reasonable 

in view of the continued expansion of cocoa area. We assume that the 

distribution of parcels by land tenure type is predetermined for each 

household but may differ within each, depending on the gender of 

the parcel owner and the mode of land acquisition.2

Table B11.2 presents regressions on the proportion of cocoa-

planted area as well as cocoa yields at the plot level. Parcel size is 

shown to have an extremely significant and negative effect on the 

proportion planted to cocoa, implying that an inverse correlation 

exists between parcel size and tree planting. This finding shows that 

the land rental market, not to mention the land sales market, is 

imperfect because some portions of the parcel could have been rented 

for tree planting if the land rental market worked effectively.

A more important finding is that the dummy for allocated 

family land has a positive and significant effect on tree planting. It 

seems that the expected strengthening of land rights associated with 

tree planting provides strong incentives to plant trees on allocated 

family land. Dummies for land parcels with strongly individualized 

ownership, that is, gift, appropriated village land, purchased village 

land, and purchased private land, all have positive coefficients, 

but only the dummy for purchased private land is significant. The 

dummy for a female parcel owner has a negative but insignificant 

effect on the proportion of area planted to cocoa, suggesting that 

there is no significant difference between male and female parcel 

owners with respect to tree planting. If women receive land only 

after a large portion of it has been planted to cocoa, as our field 

observations suggest, subsequent observations will not reveal any 

difference in the probability of planting cocoa between male and 

female parcel owners. The percentage of parcel area planted to cocoa 

is positively related to the percentage of cocoa area at acquisition.  

The importance of previous tree planting as a prerequisite for 

receiving gifts, however, appears to differ by gender. Other results 

show that men had to plant only 20 to 25 percent of a parcel of land 

with cocoa trees before the land was transferred to them as a gift. 

Women, however, had to plant between 40 and 50 percent of land to 

cocoa before acquiring it as a gift. 

We also estimated cocoa yield functions with household fixed 

and random effects. The estimation results of the cocoa yield 

function contrast markedly with those of tree planting. First of all, 

for both fixed- and random-effects results, the dummy for allocated 

family land is negative and significant. Thus, tree planting density 

and subsequent management intensity of cocoa trees are lower in 

allocated family land, even though the proportion of tree-planted 

area is larger. Such behavior is understandable if one plants trees in 

order to obtain permission to transfer land as a gift. This finding is 

confirmed by field interviews that suggest the practice of “strategic 

planting” of cocoa trees to preserve permanent rights, even if the 

farmer cannot maintain the trees.

2	 To control for possible correlation between land tenure variables and unobservable household characteristics (which may affect the distribution of parcels by tenure), we applied the 
household-level fixed-effects model for both the proportion of area planted to cocoa and cocoa yields. For comparison, and to test for the importance of parcel-level heterogeneity, we also 
applied the random effects model to the estimation of the cocoa yield function.
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Second, the coefficient of the dummy variable for current 

renting is negative and significant in both fixed- and random-effects 

specifications. Contrary to conjecture, share tenancy in Ghana’s 

cocoa fields is found to be inefficient. This finding is consistent 

with the finding of an inverse correlation between parcel size and 

the proportion of area planted to trees, because it is not necessarily 

advantageous for a landowner to rent out a portion of a large parcel 

to a tenant if tenancy is inefficient.

Third, the coefficients of dummy variables representing gift, 

appropriated and purchased village forest land, and purchased private 

land are all negative, even though none of them are significant. If 

stronger land tenure security leads to sufficiently greater incentives 

to invest in management of trees, the coefficients of these dummy 

variables ought to be positive and significant. It may well be that once 

cocoa trees are planted, individual land rights are enhanced such 

that management incentives do not differ significantly among various 

land tenure institutions.

Last, the dummy for female-owned parcels is negative, though 

only weakly significant in the random-effects specification. This 

finding shows that, controlling for differences in land tenure and 

accounting for unobserved heterogeneity, female parcel managers 

obtain lower yields on their cocoa plots. Although this result may 

indicate greater credit and labor constraints faced by female farmers, 

it also suggests inefficiencies in intrahousehold resource allocation, 

since the household could have increased aggregate yields by 

reallocating resources across male- and female-managed plots. It 

may also reveal that female parcel owners may concentrate more on 

the food crops grown on cocoa plots rather than on cocoa itself.

To sum up, the contrasting estimation results of cocoa tree 

planting and cocoa yield functions can be understood only if land 

rights are enhanced by tree planting, so that incentive structures 

are different for tree planting and management of trees. Incentive 

structures may also be different for male and female farmers within 

the same household.

Conclusions

The evolution toward individualized land-tenure systems in western 

Ghana has been facilitated by the stipulation of customary land 

tenure institutions that those who exert efforts to clear forests and 

plant trees will receive individual parcels of land. Some researchers 

argue that such evolutionary changes have detrimental effects on 

women’s traditional land rights. Although this argument may be true 

in some societies, this study shows that in western Ghana, a wife who 

labors on a husband’s cocoa plot usually receives a gift of land. This 

method is the most important mode of land acquisition for women. 

Legal reform has also provided women a means of obtaining access 

to the husband’s land should he die intestate.

Given the need for agricultural intensification to meet demand 

and growth objectives, a major question arises: What types of policies 

can assist such evolutionary changes in a manner compatible with 

efficient and equitable development of rural areas? Land titling 

is feasible only if land rights are sufficiently individualized, but 

implementation of land-titling programs must pay special attention 

to gender issues. If men are traditionally owners of land, as in 

western Ghana, land titling may strengthen their land rights at 

women’s expense. To be fair, men and women should be equally 

qualified to acquire land titles. Judging from the experience of 

Ghana, the promulgation of the 1985 Intestate Succession Law is 

likely to be an effective policy option for facilitating less gender-biased 
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land inheritance systems in customary land areas. But attempts to 

equalize land rights of men and women will lead to gender equity 

and the improved efficiency and productivity of women farmers only 

if other constraints faced by women are also addressed.

B12. Is PROGRESA Working? Summary of 
the Results of an Evaluation by IFPRI1

Emmanuel Skoufias and Bonnie McClafferty

Targeting its benefits directly to the population in extreme 

poverty in rural areas, PROGRESA seeks to alleviate current 

poverty through monetary and in-kind benefits, as well as to reduce 

future levels of poverty by encouraging investments in education, 

health, and nutrition. This study summarizes 24 months of 

extensive IFPRI research designed to evaluate whether PROGRESA 

has been successful in achieving its goals. The evaluation analyzes 

PROGRESA’s impact on education, health, and nutrition as well as in 

other areas, such as women’s status and work incentives (see Section 

B13 of this appendix).

Program Overview

PROGRESA began operations in August 1997. As part of an overall 

strategy for poverty alleviation in Mexico, PROGRESA works in 

conjunction with other programs that are aimed at developing 

employment and income opportunities. At the end of 1999, PROGRESA 

accounted for slightly less than 20 percent of the federal government’s 

budget allocated to poverty alleviation. Unlike other programs, 

PROGRESA’s multisectoral focus provides an integrated package of 

education, nutrition, and health services to poor families. Rather than 

being simply a cash transfer program, PROGRESA requires active 

participation by the recipient households in exchange for the benefits.

At the end of 1999, PROGRESA covered approximately 2.6 million 

families or about 40 percent of all rural families and one-ninth of 

all families in Mexico. At that time the program operated in almost 

50,000 localities in more than 2,000 municipalities and 31 states. 

PROGRESA’s budget of approximately 777 million Mexican pesos 

in 1999 was equivalent to 0.2 percent of Mexico’s gross domestic 

product. Mexico is implementing an effective program that is serving 

as a model and beginning to take hold across Latin America in 

countries such as Argentina, Honduras, and Nicaragua.

To reach the poor households, PROGRESA first selects 

communities using a marginality index based on census data. 

Then, within the selected marginal communities, households are 

chosen using socioeconomic data collected for all households in the 

community. The education component of PROGRESA is designed to 

increase school enrollment by making education grants available to 

pupils’ mothers, who then are required to have their children attend 

school regularly. In localities where PROGRESA currently operates, 

households that have been characterized as poor and have children 

enrolled in grades three through nine are eligible to receive these 

education grants every two months. The levels of these grants were 

determined taking into account, among other factors, what a child 

would earn in the labor force or contribute to family production. The 

1	 For details, see Skoufias and McClafferty (2001, 2003) and Skoufias (2005).
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education grants are slightly higher at the secondary level for girls, 

given their propensity to drop out at earlier ages.

In the area of health and nutrition, PROGRESA brings basic 

attention to health issues and promotes health care through free 

preventive interventions, such as nutritional supplements and 

education on hygiene and nutrition, as well as monetary transfers for 

the purchase of food. Receipt of monetary transfers and nutritional 

supplements are tied to mandatory health care visits to public clinics. 

This aspect of the program targets its benefits to children under five 

years old, and pregnant and lactating women. It is administered 

by the Ministry of Health and by IMSS-Solidaridad, a branch of 

the Mexican Social Security Institute, which provides benefits to 

uninsured individuals in rural areas.

Nutritional supplements are given to children ages four months 

to two years and to pregnant and breast-feeding women. If signs 

of malnutrition are detected in children ages two to five years, 

nutritional supplements are also administered. The nutritional 

status of beneficiaries is monitored by mandatory visits to the clinic 

and is more frequently monitored for children five years old and 

under, and pregnant and lactating women. Upon each visit, younger 

children and lactating women are measured for wasting (low weight-

for-height), stunting (low height-for-age), and weight-for-age. An 

appointment monitoring system is set up, and a nurse or doctor 

verifies adherence. Every two months health care professionals submit 

certification of beneficiary visits to PROGRESA, and this certification 

triggers the receipt of bimonthly food support.

PROGRESA is primarily a demand-side program. Its main 

objective is to induce households (through cash transfers and 

conditions associated with the receipt of these cash transfers) to make 

more intensive use of the existing educational and health facilities. 

The program is accompanied by complementary efforts and resources 

directed at strengthening the supply and quality of the educational 

and health services, but these efforts serve only an auxiliary role as a 

means of easing potential capacity constraints that might arise as a 

result of the more intensive use of the existing facilities.

PROGRESA gives benefits exclusively to mothers. The concentra-

tion and value of this transfer in the hands of the mother and the 

enormous scale of the program suggest that this program has signifi-

cant potential to alter the balance of power within Mexican families. 

How the Evaluation Was Conducted

The strength of the PROGRESA evaluation lies in its methods. Three 

key factors contribute to its rigor: (1) the quasi-experimental design 

used for the evaluation, (2) the collection of repeated observations of 

households and their members before and after the program, and (3) 

the analytical approaches used in determining whether PROGRESA 

has had an impact.

For a proper impact evaluation of a program, it is necessary 

to observe a group of households that are similar to beneficiary 

households in every respect possible but that do not benefit from the 

program. In the case of PROGRESA, where evaluation was conceived 

from the beginning as part of the design of the program, the solution 

to this evaluation problem is achieved by random assignment 

of localities into treatment and control groups. Annual fiscal 

constraints and logistical complexities associated with the operation 

of PROGRESA in very small and remote rural communities did not 

permit the program to cover all eligible localities at once. Instead, 

localities are covered by the program in phases. PROGRESA’s quasi-

experimental design takes advantage of sequential expansion to select 
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a comparable or control group from the set of localities that, while 

eligible for the program, have yet to be covered by it. This practice 

offers the opportunity to conduct a scientifically rigorous evaluation 

of whether the program has had an impact, and if so, the size of this 

impact on beneficiary households.2

The quasi-experimental design of the evaluation, combined with 

the availability of repeated observations on households and their 

members before and after the program, can provide the most reliable 

answer to the question of whether the program has an impact or 

not. By examining changes over time within treatment and control 

localities (that is, comparing difference-in-difference), evaluators 

can control for characteristics that do not change over time within 

treatment and control localities, as well as for characteristics that 

change over time and are common to control and treatment areas.

To evaluate impact, researchers conducted formal surveys, 

structured and semistructured observations and interviews, focus 

groups, and workshops with a series of stakeholders, including 

beneficiaries, local leaders, local and central PROGRESA officials, 

health clinic doctors, nurses, and assistants, and schoolteachers.

The sample used in the evaluation of PROGRESA consists of 

repeated observations (panel data) collected for 24,000 households 

from 506 localities in the seven states of Guerrero, Hidalgo, 

Michoacan, Puebla, Queretaro, San Luis Potosi, and Veracruz.  

Of the 506 localities, 320 localities were assigned to the treatment 

group and 186 localities were assigned as controls. Specifically, the 

320 treatment localities were randomly selected using probabilities 

proportional to size from a universe of 4,546 localities that were 

covered by phase II of the program in the seven states mentioned.3 

Using the same method, the 186 control localities were selected 

from a universe of 1,850 localities in these seven states that were 

to be covered by PROGRESA in later phases. The data used in the 

evaluation were collected between November 1997 and November 

1999. As originally planned, the localities serving the role of a control 

group started receiving PROGRESA benefits by December 2000. 

Findings on PROGRESA’s Education and 
Health Benefits and Costs

The majority of the evaluation findings suggest that PROGRESA’s 

combination of education, health, and nutrition interventions into 

one integrated package has a significant impact on the welfare and 

human capital of poor rural families in Mexico. The initial analysis 

2	 An analysis of the randomization procedure used in the evaluation reveals that the randomization was adequately done. PROGRESA’s approach ensures that there is only a small known 
probability that the differences between treatment and control groups are due to unobserved factors. Thus, researchers were able to infer whether the changes observed in individual 
outcomes, such as school enrollment or health and nutritional status, were due to the program or other factors.

3	 In addition to the seven states mentioned, the second phase of PROGRESA’s expansion included the states of Campeche, Chiapas, Chihuahua, Coahuila, Guanajuato, and Oaxaca. The 
evaluation sample did not include localities from these six states for a variety of reasons. For example, the sociopolitical problems in the state of Chiapas led to exclusion of this state 
from sample group. Although the two poorest states of Chiapas and Oaxaca were excluded from the pool of seven states used to select the evaluation sample, this exclusion does not affect 
the results of the evaluation. The evaluation might be compromised if Chiapas and Oaxaca had been included in the pool of seven states but excluded from the evaluation sample after 
performing the “random selection.” Because neither state was included in the evaluation sample, however, the estimated impact cannot be said to hold in Chiapas or Oaxaca or in any 
locality outside the evaluation sample. 
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of PROGRESA’s impact on education shows that the program has 

significantly increased the enrollment of boys and girls, particularly 

of girls and particularly at the secondary school level.

Most of the increase in school enrollment for boys takes place as 

a result of boys’ working less. The evaluation finds that enrollment 

of girls in secondary school increases by as much as 14 percent. The 

results imply that children will have, on average, about 0.7 years 

of extra schooling because of PROGRESA, although this effect may 

increase if children are more likely to go on to senior high school 

as a result of PROGRESA. Given that higher schooling is associated 

with higher levels of income, the estimations imply that the lifetime 

earnings of PROGRESA children could be 8 percent higher than they 

otherwise would have been thanks to the education benefits they have 

received through PROGRESA.

As a result of PROGRESA, both children and adults are also 

experiencing improvements in health. Specifically, children 

receiving PROGRESA’s benefits have a 12 percent lower incidence of 

illness as a result of the program’s benefits, and adults report a 19 

percent decrease in sick or disability days. In the area of nutrition, 

PROGRESA has had a significant effect on reducing the probability of 

stunting for children aged 12 to 36 months.

PROGRESA has also had important effects on food consumption. 

Program beneficiaries report higher calorie consumption and more 

diverse diets, including more fruits, vegetables, and meat. The program 

is also found to have no apparent effects on the work incentives of 

adults, while the award of the cash benefits to mothers in beneficiary 

households appears to have led to the empowerment of women.

A detailed cost analysis of the program also provides strong 

evidence that the program is generally administered in a cost-effective 

manner. For every 100 pesos allocated to the program, 8.9 pesos 

are “absorbed” by administration costs. Given the complexity of the 

program, this level of program costs appears to be quite small, especially 

when compared with the numbers for roughly comparable programs.

Discussion and Recommendations

The findings from IFPRI’s evaluation also suggest that there is 

considerable room for improvement in some of the structural 

components and the operation of the program. For example, 

the program was found to have no measurable impact on the 

achievement test scores of children in beneficiary localities or 

on their regular school attendance. This finding suggests that if 

the program is to have a significant effect on the human capital 

of children, more attention needs to be directed to the quality of 

education provided in schools. 

Enrolling in and attending school regularly are necessary but 

not sufficient conditions for the improvement of children’s human 

capital. Currently the award of PROGRESA’s educational benefits is 

conditional on regular school attendance but not performance. It may 

be possible to attain considerable improvements by linking benefits 

to performance, such as granting bonuses to encourage successful 

completion of a grade, or linking benefits with other programs.

It is also important to find ways to maintain and improve the 

quality of the information provided to beneficiaries. Although the 

targeting of households within poor marginal communities may be a 

source of more social tensions than social benefits, there is no doubt 

that if PROGRESA were to expand in urban areas, some form of 

targeting must take place. Better alternatives to the current reliance 

of PROGRESA on reported income include the use of household 

consumption as a measure of poverty. 
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Whether the vicious circle of intergenerational poverty is indeed 

broken can be determined only by continuing with PROGRESA 

and continuing to evaluate its impact on the livelihood of Mexico’s 

poor in the medium and long term. The possibility of expanding 

PROGRESA coverage to poor households in urban areas implies that 

there is an opportunity to draw on the results of program evaluation 

to adapt some of the components of the program to suit the needs 

of households in different environments. Mexico’s policy leaders are 

encouraged to capitalize on the innovative precedent established by 

PROGRESA and to consider program evaluation an indispensable 

component of all social policies.

 

B13. The Impact of PROGRESA on 
Women’s Status and Intrahousehold 
Relations1

Michelle Adato, Bénédicte de la Brière,  
Dubravka Mindek, and Agnes R. Quisumbing

Since 1997 Mexico has provided poor families with cash benefits 

linked to children’s school attendance and regular clinic 

attendance, as well as in-kind health benefits and nutritional 

supplements, through PROGRESA. Unlike previous social programs 

in Mexico, this nationwide antipoverty program targets transfers 

to the mother of the family. Planners deliberately decided to give 

transfers directly to the mother because of the growing literature 

that finds that resources controlled by women are more likely to be 

manifested in greater improvements in child health and nutrition 

than resources controlled by men. Program staff argue that the 

design of the program may also empower women by increasing their 

control over resources and thus their bargaining power. 

The size of the amount transferred by the program, corresponding 

to a 22 percent increase in the income levels of the beneficiary 

family, the concentration of this transfer in the hands of the mother, 

and the enormous scale of the program suggest that the program 

has great potential to alter the balance of power within Mexican 

families. This study examines how the program has affected women’s 

status and intrahousehold relations. We use both quantitative and 

qualitative methods to analyze this issue. The quantitative analysis 

seeks to ascertain whether or not the implementation of PROGRESA 

contributed to an increase in women’s bargaining power, controlling 

for family background variables, the distribution of bargaining power 

within the household before the program, and variables capturing 

the family’s eligibility for PROGRESA, location in control or 

program communities, and transfers disbursed by the program. The 

qualitative analysis aims to gain a deeper understanding of selected 

issues related to women’s empowerment. In the qualitative part of 

the study, women explain in their own words how they and others in 

their communities experience PROGRESA, and they suggest ways to 

improve the program to contribute further to women’s empowerment 

and to better respond to their concerns and aspirations.

1	 For details, see Adato et al. (2000, 2003).
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Quantitative Study

Owing to the randomized design of the evaluation surveys, one way 

of evaluating the impact of PROGRESA would be to compare the 

means of PROGRESA beneficiaries with those of eligible households 

in control communities before and after the implementation of 

the program. Additional insights can also be gained, however, by 

controlling for individual and family characteristics, particularly 

characteristics that may affect each spouse’s bargaining power. 

Following recent work in the intrahousehold literature, this study uses 

characteristics of the husband and wife at the time of their marriage 

as a measure of each spouse’s bargaining power.

Multinomial logit regressions were performed with responses to 

questions regarding who should make certain decisions within the 

household as the dependent variable, with the following choices: 

husband alone, wife alone, or both spouses jointly. These decisions 

were the following: seeking medical attention for the child, telling 

the child to attend school, giving the child permission to go out, 

expenditures on child clothing, food expenditures, house repairs, 

durables purchases, and the disposition of women’s extra income.

Our results show that characteristics of husband and wife are 

the most consistent determinants of decisionmaking patterns. The 

husband is more likely to be the sole decisionmaker if his wife 

is less educated, has less work experience before marriage, does 

not speak Spanish, or speaks an indigenous language. Husbands 

who speak an indigenous language are also more likely to be the 

single decisionmaker, suggesting that women’s roles may be more 

traditional in indigenous societies.

Among poor households, residing in a PROGRESA locality 

does not have as predictable or strong an effect on patterns of 

decisionmaking as individual characteristics do. Transfer amounts, 

however, decrease the incidence of husbands’ sole decisionmaking for 

five of eight outcomes.

One of the most noteworthy outcomes is the effect of PROGRESA 

transfers on poor households’ decisions regarding the disposition 

of women’s extra income. PROGRESA transfers have a small but 

significant negative effect on the probability that the woman lets 

her husband decide how to spend her additional income. The 

probability that women decide on the use of their own income also 

increases through time, but this occurs in both PROGRESA and 

non-PROGRESA communities. We also find that spillover effects of 

PROGRESA on the decisionmaking patterns of nonpoor households 

living in PROGRESA communities are negligible.

Qualitative Study

The qualitative research, conducted in six states, was based 

on 23 focus groups involving 230 women: 80 beneficiaries, 80 

nonbeneficiaries, and 70 promotoras (beneficiaries elected by other 

beneficiaries to liaise between PROGRESA offices and communities). 

The results show that women strongly support the principle of 

designating women as beneficiaries. The main reasons given were that 

women are more responsible with money and thus more will be spent 

on the family and that women are more concerned with the welfare 

of their children. In a majority of responses, women mentioned that 

men are likely to spend money they receive on alcohol. An additional 

reason given was that PROGRESA is for household needs such as 

food, and women know best what the household needs.

Most men accept women’s role in the program because the benefits 

help the husband, too, and the family as a whole. They allow their 
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wives to spend the time necessary to fulfill their PROGRESA require-

ments because the benefits they receive compensate. Some men, how-

ever, are unhappy with the time that women spend on their PROGRESA 

responsibilities. Women say they minimize conflict by making sure 

that their household responsibilities are taken care of before they leave. 

Including men in initial PROGRESA general meetings where benefi-

ciary responsibilities and program activities are explained has been 

helpful in increasing men’s acceptance of the program.

The focus group discussions also focused on expenditure 

decisions. Both beneficiaries and nonbeneficiaries said that women 

made decisions on their own about food expenditures, whereas men 

alone or couples jointly decided about larger household expenditures. 

Participation in PROGRESA does not appear from these discussions 

to notably alter the domains of decisionmaking. There are four 

ways, however, in which respondents suggest that PROGRESA can 

increase women’s autonomy with respect to household expenditure 

decisions: (1) she does not need to ask her husband for money 

whenever she needs something, she can make independent purchases 

with her money from PROGRESA; (2) because she receives this 

additional household income, she has more confidence in her 

ability to determine whether there is enough money to buy things 

she thinks they need, whereas when her husband held the money, 

he was in a better position to judge; (3) if with PROGRESA there is 

more money available for the family to spend on food, which is part 

of her domain, women can now make more decisions about such 

expenditures even if the types of decisions have not changed; and (4) 

PROGRESA money may potentially increase the domain of women’s 

decisionmaking in some instances.

Although PROGRESA’s mode of assistance centers on the 

individual beneficiary and does not involve local organizations, the 

program does involve activities where women gather in groups and 

have the opportunity to communicate with each other. Monthly 

meetings with promotoras are officially for giving program-

related information to beneficiaries, but in some communities they 

also provide a space for women to talk about other concerns and 

problems. At health pláticas, health issues of importance to women 

are discussed. In addition, faenas are communal work activities 

not officially associated with PROGRESA, but they are organized 

by doctors or promotoras and often involve beneficiaries. These 

collective activities, as well as the trips the women make to pick up 

their cash transfers, are also opportunities for them to leave their 

homes and their communities without their spouses.

Promotoras and beneficiaries described personal changes 

that are forms of empowerment, including increased freedom of 

movement, self-confidence, and “opening their minds.” The type 

of changes reported fall into three categories: (1) women leave the 

house more often; (2) women have the opportunity to speak to each 

other about concerns, problems, and solutions; and (3) women 

are more comfortable speaking out in groups. Such changes were 

more pronounced for promotoras than beneficiaries, though some 

beneficiaries had similar experiences. Some beneficiaries reported 

no such changes, however. These reported changes suggest ways in 

which PROGRESA can potentially contribute to longer term social 

development, even if in small ways, and thus the importance of these 

collective activities. 

Another way in which PROGRESA contributes to women’s 

empowerment is through the content of what they learn in the health 

pláticas. Beneficiaries refer in general to “knowing more” now and to 

a wide range of new knowledge in the areas of sanitation, nutrition, 

illnesses, and other health-related issues. They also report changes 
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that have occurred in women’s relationships with men as a result of 

what they have learned, for example, in the area of family planning. 

The research thus suggests that women are benefiting from a 

new recognition of their importance in the family; new freedom 

of movement; and some increased confidence, awareness, and 

knowledge, without paying a major price in terms of intrahousehold 

harmony. Nevertheless, the changes in intrahousehold relations 

brought about by the program appear to be modest. This finding 

should not come as a surprise or disappointment. Change in 

this domain is necessarily slow as well as complex, as women 

make strategic choices involving challenge, conformity, and 

accommodation. PROGRESA gives women new resources and 

information with which to approach these choices.

General Conclusions

If material poverty and poor health and nutrition are obstacles to 

the empowerment of women, then overcoming these obstacles is the 

main way in which PROGRESA contributes to women’s empowerment. 

The program contributes in other ways as well, by putting additional 

resources under women’s control, giving women more opportunities 

to leave the house, educating them on health and nutrition issues, 

providing new spaces in which to communicate with other women, 

and educating girls to improve their position in the future. These 

aspects of the program appear to have had some impacts on personal 

empowerment (for example, self-esteem and “sense of self in a 

wider context”), though more modest impacts on intrahousehold 

relationships. More generally, the program is introduced with messages 

about women’s importance, and beneficiary and nonbeneficiary 

families notice the government recognition that PROGRESA’s design 

gives to women. This approach has fostered, if at a low level, a 

discourse within PROGRESA communities around gender issues.

PROGRESA could strengthen its impact on women’s 

empowerment. In addition to its health and child education 

strategies, PROGRESA policy originally envisioned a number of other 

program features that represented a more holistic and developmental 

approach to poverty reduction. Revisiting some of these ideas 

(for example, adult education, productive projects, community 

participation), as well as learning from women’s suggestions (such 

as health education for men) or from ways in which the program 

has been adapted in communities with good results (for example, 

encouraging promotoras to use the monthly meetings as a forum 

for women to discuss problems and solutions) would strengthen the 

program’s short-term benefits and its long-term potential to reduce 

poverty and promote development. 
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B14. Subsidized Childcare and Working 
Women in Urban Guatemala1

Marie T. Ruel, Bénédicte de la Brière,  
Kelly Hallman, Agnes R. Quisumbing, and  
Nora Coj de Salazar

With increasing urbanization, the percentage of women 

participating in the labor force and the percentage of 

households headed by single mothers have increased. Reliable and 

affordable childcare alternatives are thus becoming increasingly 

important in urban areas. The Hogares Comunitarios Program 

(HCP) was established in Guatemala City in 1991 as a direct response 

to the increasing need of poor urban dwellers for substitute childcare. 

This government-sponsored pilot program was designed as a strategy 

to alleviate poverty by providing working parents with low-cost, high-

quality childcare within their community.

This study summarizes preliminary findings from an evaluation 

of the HCP carried out in 1998 in urban slums of Guatemala City. 

The study evaluated both the program’s operations and its impact on 

children’s dietary intakes and women’s earnings. 

Program Background

The model of the HCP is that a group of parents elects a woman from 

their neighborhood to act as the caretaker mother, which implies 

that she will care for up to 10 children in her home, 12 hours a day, 

5 days a week. During their stay in the hogar (day-care center), the 

children receive care and affection, hygiene, early child stimulation, 

and food (two meals and two snacks). The program provides initial 

training for the caretaker mothers, as well as furniture, cooking 

equipment, and supplies for 10 children. On a monthly basis the 

program gives approximately US$1 per child per day to the caretaker 

for purchasing food, gas, and educational material. The program 

also gives the caretaker an incentive of US$3 a month for each child 

who attends, which is complemented by a US$5 per child monthly 

contribution from the parents.

Operational Evaluation

The operational evaluation had three objectives: (1) to review and 

evaluate the effectiveness of implementation of the program; (2) 

to assess the quality of the services provided by the caretakers; and 

(3) to evaluate the level of satisfaction and the attitudes of the 

program’s main implementers (caretakers and their supervisors) 

and main users (the beneficiary parents). We used both qualitative 

and quantitative methods, including semi-structured interviews 

with caretaker mothers, eight-hour observations in the hogares, and 

focus groups with caretakers, beneficiary parents, and program field 

supervisors. The evaluation was carried out in 206 hogares operating 

in three zones of Guatemala City.

Findings show that the program is generally well designed and is 

operating effectively. Delays in cash transfers for food, the insufficient 

1	 For details, see Ruel et al. (2002, 2003, 2006) and Hallman et al. (2003).
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amount of the transfer, and the lack of participation of parents were 

the key operational constraints identified. The quality of services 

provided by the caretakers with respect to hygiene, safety, and their 

interaction with children was good overall, but it varied significantly 

between hogares. Caretakers consistently failed to allocate the 

required amount of time to educational activities, largely because 

of time constraints, but also because they did not feel adequately 

trained, motivated, and remunerated. Caretakers were generally 

grateful to the program for the opportunity to work while taking care 

of their own children (or grandchildren). Beneficiary parents were 

extremely positive about the program. They appreciated the caretakers 

and the program for the assistance received and reported that the 

program was affordable. They suggested the addition of Saturday care 

and an increased emphasis on preventive and curative health.

When a new central government administration took over the 

program in 2000, it included in the new four-year plan concrete 

actions to address many of the constraints identified by our 

evaluation. These actions included increasing the amount of the 

cash transfers, strengthening preventive and curative health services, 

hiring educators to ease the time constraints of caretaker mothers, 

and strengthening human resources through additional training.

Impact Evaluation

The impact evaluation was carried out in one zone of Guatemala 

City and included (1) a case-control design of approximately 250 

beneficiary children matched with control children of the same age 

and neighborhood whose mothers also worked outside the home; 

and (2) a random sample of approximately 1,400 households with 

children zero to seven years of age. The main objective was to assess 

the impact of the program on children’s dietary intakes, on maternal 

wages and employment conditions, on household expenditure 

patterns, and on older siblings’ school attendance. Only preliminary 

findings of the impact of the program on children’s dietary intakes 

are presented here. The purpose of the random sample was to 

examine aspects of targeting, coverage, patterns of use of other types 

of childcare, and their cost and to control for self-selection biases (of 

mothers into the labor force and into the program).

Beneficiary mothers tended to be slightly less educated, have 

fewer assets, and live in lower-quality housing than (working or 

nonworking) mothers from the random sample. Beneficiary mothers 

were also much more likely to be single: 40 percent were single 

compared with 29 percent of working mothers and 17 percent of all 

mothers from the random sample. Beneficiary mothers had smaller 

sized households but a higher mean number of preschoolers and thus 

a higher dependency ratio than women from the random sample.

Children of beneficiary mothers were more likely to be stunted 

and had lower height-for-age Z-scores than children from the 

random sample. Since stunting is a cumulative indicator of long-

term growth retardation, it is likely that these children had suffered 

chronic growth retardation throughout their young childhood 

(possibly starting in utero) as a result of a combination of  

factors, including poverty, food insecurity, poor health, and poor 

maternal care.

Beneficiary mothers, on the other hand, were more likely to be 

employed in the formal sector and to work in factories than other 

working mothers and to receive work-related social and medical 

benefits. The income of beneficiary mothers in the previous month 

was also 30 percent higher than the income of working mothers from 

the random sample.
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Thus, the program appears to be reaching its targeted population: 

poor families with working parents, and especially single mothers 

with childcare responsibilities. It is likely that the program, because 

it provides reliable and affordable childcare for 12 hours a day, allows 

single mothers to engage in more formal, and possibly more stable, 

employment, which also offers them a higher wage and more social 

and medical benefits. The low coverage of the program (only 3 

percent of working mothers in the random sample used the program) 

seems to result from lack of supply rather than low demand.

Among nonbeneficiary families, the most commonly used 

childcare arrangements involved household and extended family 

members. Even compared with these informal alternatives, the HCP 

was one of the lowest-cost alternatives, ranking second, after resident 

household members. Nonresident relatives were more costly than 

the HCP, as were neighbors, other private arrangements, and formal 

childcare.

Impact on Children’s Diet

The program is having a significant and positive impact on children’s 

nutrient intake and dietary diversity: children participating in the 

program consume, on average, 20 percent more energy, proteins, and 

iron and 50 percent more vitamin A than control children. Moreover, 

a greater proportion of the key micronutrients (iron and vitamin A) 

consumed by beneficiary children came from animal products—a 

more bioavailable (more easily absorbed) form. Because the 

home diet of beneficiary children was also slightly more nutritious 

compared with control children, the net nutritional impact of the 

program is positive and significant.

Impact on Women’s Labor Force 
Participation and Earnings

The low percentage of working mothers participating in the program 

made it impossible to evaluate the impact of the program itself on 

labor force participation and earnings. Using the random sample 

data, however, we evaluated the impact of childcare availability—in 

terms of both prices and travel time—on the choice between formal 

and informal care, taking into account a woman’s joint decision 

to work and to choose the type of childcare. In Guatemala City 

women’s decision to work was significantly affected by their age and 

the demographic characteristics of their household—particularly 

the availability of substitute caregivers. Women were also less likely 

to work if they had children below three years of age. Although 

education did not affect women’s decision to work, it was significantly 

associated with greater use of formal day care. Use of formal care was 

also greater among women who had children three to seven years 

of age. Although the price of day care (either formal or informal) 

was not associated with the choice of day-care alternatives, longer 

median travel time between home and formal day care was negatively 

associated with its use.

After controlling for selection into the labor force, we found 

that women’s education was the most important factor affecting 

their wages, hours worked, and total earnings. Education increased 

women’s hourly wages and total earnings but decreased their hours 

worked, possibly through a wealth effect. Controlling for endogeneity 

of labor market participation and formal day-care use, the price of 

formal day care had negative but insignificant impacts on mothers’ 

earnings. This suggests that interventions to increase the availability 

and lower the time costs of formal day care in poor urban areas 
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have the potential to raise labor force participation rates of mothers 

residing in such neighborhoods, but not necessarily their earnings 

conditional upon their having entered the labor force.

Conclusions

The government-sponsored HCP in Guatemala provides affordable and 

good-quality childcare for extended hours, thereby providing needed 

support to vulnerable urban households, namely single mothers. 

The program relieves one of the key constraints to women’s labor 

force participation in urban areas, while at the same time improving 

children’s nutrition. Thus, expansion and continued strengthening of 

this type of program could significantly contribute to reducing urban 

poverty, food insecurity, and childhood malnutrition.

 

B15. Investment in Women and Its 
Implications for Lifetime Incomes1

Agnes R. Quisumbing, Jonna P. Estudillo, and 
Keijiro Otsuka

This study examines the implications of gender differences in 

wealth transfers—farmland and education—on the lifetime 

incomes of men and women in the rural areas of Ghana, the 

Philippines, and Sumatra (Indonesia). Based on household surveys 

of three generations, we tested the hypothesis that parents bequeath 

their wealth to their sons and daughters in accordance with their 

comparative advantages in lowland and upland farming and in 

nonfarm jobs. Therefore, if sons and daughters have comparative 

advantages in lowland farming and nonfarming activities, 

respectively, we expect that sons receive a greater area of farmland, 

whereas daughters receive more schooling, since schooling is 

particularly important in nonfarm jobs.

Egalitarian bequest motives of parents, however, do not assure 

that “equal” outcomes between men and women will prevail in terms 

of lifetime or permanent income. If women face discrimination in 

making use of land or education, parents would rationally transfer 

their wealth to sons, even though the parents may be basically 

egalitarian. Eradicating discrimination may thus increase returns to 

women’s physical and human capital and encourage parents to invest 

in daughters.

Research Findings

Land Inheritance
If land bequest decisions are made in accordance with the 

comparative advantages of sons and daughters in farming, land 

will be bequeathed to men and women depending on their relative 

contribution to farm labor. Men inherit more land than women 

in the Philippines, where rice farming is intensive in male labor. 

Supportive evidence was also obtained from Sumatra, where 

matrilineal inheritance has traditionally been practiced. In Kerinci, 

Sumatra, where both men and women work more or less equally 

1	 For details, see Quisumbing, Estudillo, and Otsuka (2003, 2004).
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on lowland paddy fields and upland agroforestry fields, men and 

women currently inherit both types of land equally. In Bungo Tebo, 

Sumatra, where men work primarily on rubber agroforestry and 

women specialize in lowland paddy production, men inherit rubber 

fields and women inherit paddy fields. Furthermore, in Ghana where 

uterine matrilineal inheritance has traditionally been practiced (see 

Section B11 of this appendix), wives and daughters began to acquire 

landownership through gifts from the husband or father, provided 

that they helped establish cocoa agroforests. It is no coincidence 

that at present women contribute about 30 percent of labor in cocoa 

farming and own nearly 30 percent of cocoa land. Thus, the relative 

importance of men’s and women’s labor inputs is an important 

determinant of the land transfers to men and women.

This finding does not imply, however, that women have never been 

discriminated against in intergenerational land transfers. In Ghana 

social discrimination against women persists, even though it has been 

weakened considerably over time. There is also the incidence of paren-

tal discrimination against daughters in land transfers. In contrast, 

there are cases of land transfers from the parents’ to the respondents’ 

generation in which mothers who own large land areas prefer to trans-

fer their land preferentially to their daughters, as in the Philippines 

and Sumatra. The extent of discrimination against daughters in land 

transfers, however, seems to have decreased over time.

Schooling Investments
It may be misleading to analyze land transfers or schooling 

investment independently since both are alternative forms of 

intergenerational transfers. In the Philippines, among children 

20 years of age and older, sons inherit more land, but daughters 

receive more schooling. This result shows that land inheritance and 

schooling are close substitutes. Schooling may also be increasing in 

importance in the Philippines, where younger sons and daughters 

receive almost equal levels of schooling at present, despite larger 

areas of expected land transfers to sons.

Evidence supporting a substitutable relationship between land 

inheritance and schooling, however, was not found in the Ghana 

and Sumatra studies. Both men and women are equally treated in 

land inheritance and schooling investments in the respondents’ 

and children’s generations in the Kerinci and Bungo Tebo sites. In 

contrast, women are disfavored in both land transfers and schooling 

in Ghana, even though the extent of such gender bias has reduced 

appreciably over time. These differences may be due to differences in 

women’s participation in nonfarm jobs. In the Philippines, women 

work primarily in nonfarm jobs, where educated women and men 

are equally treated. In the other two sites, both men and women work 

mostly on farms.

Overall Effects of Wealth Transfers on Men’s and  
Women’s Income

We examined the consequences of gender differences in land 

inheritance and schooling investments on the lifetime or permanent 

income of men and women. We assessed the effects of schooling 

and the gender composition of household members on income from 

agricultural production and household expenditure, a proxy for 

permanent income.

We find that schooling is not an important determinant of agri-

cultural income, regardless of whether it is food crop farming or tree 

crop farming. Thus, we should not expect that increased schooling 

has significantly positive effects on agricultural incomes and efficien-

cy, unless technological changes enhance returns to schooling.
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Women’s schooling, but not men’s schooling, has positive and 

significant effects on per capita household expenditures in the 

Philippines, whereas the opposite correlation holds in Ghana. This 

difference may occur because women are more educated in the 

Philippines and tend to work in nonfarm jobs, where returns to 

schooling are higher. In contrast, Ghanaian women in rural areas do 

not readily participate in nonfarm labor markets—a fact that, in turn, 

is likely to discourage investment in daughters’ schooling in Ghana.

Based on these results, we estimated lifetime or permanent 

incomes of men and women. In the Philippines, the smaller farm 

income of daughters due to the smaller area of inherited paddy land 

is almost exactly compensated for by their larger nonfarm incomes 

due to their higher schooling attainments. In both Sumatra sites, 

sons’ and daughters’ incomes are largely equalized, reflecting the 

rough equality of agricultural land inheritance and the equal level 

of schooling between sons and daughters. In the case of Ghana, how-

ever, women’s income is significantly lower than men’s. Such a per-

sistent and significant income gap can be largely attributed to social 

discrimination against females in land transfers and schooling.

Policy Implications

Our three-country study suggests that efforts to improve the distribu-

tion of income and resources between men and women in rural areas 

will not be successful without policies to improve income-earning 

abilities and opportunities for women. In particular, we advocate poli-

cies to (1) extend and strengthen schooling systems in rural areas; 

(2) promote competition in nonfarm labor markets to eliminate 

discrimination against women; (3) reform property rights systems, 

in general, to be more equitable toward women; and (4) develop 

agricultural technologies that increase the returns to female labor, 

whether through increased demand or increased labor productivity.

Improve Schooling Systems in Rural Areas
Increasing women’s educational attainment is an important part 

of any long-term strategy to improve gender equity in rural areas. 

Although the gender gap in schooling has closed in the Philippines 

and Sumatra sites, it continues to be an issue in rural Ghana, similar 

to other poor and isolated areas in other developing countries. 

Approaches to promoting gender equality in education have revolved 

around (1) reducing prices and increasing physical access to services, 

(2) improving the design of service delivery, and (3) investing in 

time-saving infrastructure (World Bank 2001).

Reducing prices and increasing physical access to educational 

services is important because parents’ decisions to invest in girls’ 

education is more sensitive to the price of education than their 

decision to invest in boys’ education. Since girls’ schooling is 

more sensitive to direct and opportunity costs, reducing the cost of 

schooling offers some of the most promising policy interventions to 

promote female education, such as school stipend programs, tuition 

subsidies, and scholarships for girls.

Parents’ demand for girls’ education also appears to be more 

sensitive than their demand for boys’ education to the quality of 

schooling, the extent of learning, and teacher attitudes. To this end, 

training staff, reviewing and revising school curricula, and educating 

parents can all play important roles in ensuring that gender stereo-

types are not perpetuated in the classroom and in the community.

Finally, investments that reduce distance to school and 
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investments in basic water and energy infrastructure can help female 

enrollment rates in part by reducing the opportunity cost of schooling 

for girls. Similarly, increasing access to local health care facilities 

reduces the time women and girls need to spend on in-home care for 

sick family members. These investments mean fewer interruptions 

to women’s paid work and to girls’ schooling. To promote schooling 

of girls, however, these interventions are not sufficient. It is critically 

important to raise the return to investments in girls’ schooling. The 

analysis in this study, as well as in others, shows that returns to 

schooling in farm production are low.2 Returns to female schooling 

are even lower or negative. With such low returns, it is not surprising 

that resistance to investing in girls’ education persists in many rural 

areas without adequate access to nonfarm employment.

Remove Barriers to Female Participation in Nonfarm 
Labor Markets

Given the limited labor absorption capacity of the agricultural 

sector, realizing the returns to female education in the long run 

will increasingly depend on women’s ability to find nonfarm 

employment. Low or even negative returns to women’s schooling in 

agriculture may act as a deterrent to parental investment in girls’ 

education, as in our Ghanaian case study. The higher probability of 

obtaining nonfarm employment has gone hand-in-hand with higher 

educational attainment of girls in the Philippines. Thus, increasing 

competition and reducing barriers to female entry to nonfarm labor 

markets will be key to enabling women to realize the returns to their 

education. Some of the barriers to entry can be removed through 

legislation that prohibits explicit discrimination against women. But 

some of the other barriers may lie in the opportunity cost to women 

of participating in the nonfarm labor market. Women already tend 

to work longer hours than men, when both productive and domestic 

work are considered, and in virtually all countries, women perform a 

disproportionate share of household maintenance and care activities. 

Investments in time-saving infrastructure can reduce women’s 

opportunity costs of participating in the labor market, while provision 

of childcare enables women to work and older daughters to continue 

schooling rather than care for younger siblings.

Policies also need to change the way employers and educators 

think about women’s employment. Hard numbers must be used to 

dispel myths about the expense of employing women. For example, 

recent International Labour Organization (ILO) research provides 

evidence from four Latin American and Caribbean countries that 

the “extra costs” of employing women, such as maternity leave or 

childcare, turn out to be quite insignificant. Indeed, bearing these 

costs in the short run reduces the long-run cost of absenteeism and 

job turnover and permits firms to retain more experienced female 

workers. Finally, to promote competitive labor markets, policies to 

strengthen market competition among enterprises should be adopted. 

Those enterprises that discriminate against women are less likely to 

survive in competitive market environments. Moreover, it is important 

to recognize that the promotion of competitive labor markets will 

stimulate investments in the schooling of female children.

2	 This finding is also supported by the majority of the existing literature, although there are a few exceptions.
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Reform Property Rights Systems
The reform of property rights systems and the legal framework is 

crucial to attaining gender equity. Legal reform is necessary to 

change statutory laws to strengthen women’s entitlements and to 

increase the enforceability of their claims over natural and physical 

assets. Gender disparities in natural and physical capital persist partly 

because the legal framework supports property rights systems that are 

biased against women.

Land titling is often mentioned as a solution to gender disparities 

in land rights. Land titling is feasible, however, only if land rights 

are sufficiently individualized, and many programs have failed 

largely because of premature implementation. To be fair, men and 

women should be equally qualified for acquiring land titles, or, 

if appropriate, titles could be awarded jointly to men and women. 

Judging from the experience of Ghana, the promulgation of the 

Intestate Succession Law—which stipulates how property should be 

bequeathed to the spouse, children, and other family members—is 

likely to be an effective policy option to facilitate less gender-biased 

land inheritance systems in customary land tenure areas. Its 

effectiveness also depends, however, on women’s knowledge of the 

provisions of the law and their ability to enforce their claims in court.

Develop Technologies to Increase Returns to Women’s Labor
While returns to education are higher in the nonfarm sector, the task 

remains to improve incomes of those who remain in the agricultural 

sector. To this end, agricultural research can be directed toward 

technologies to increase the returns to women’s labor. In labor-

abundant economies, such as those of Asia at the time of the Green 

Revolution, these technologies could take the form of labor-intensive 

technologies that increase the demand for women’s labor. In labor-

constrained economies, these technologies could be those that make 

women’s labor more productive—such as technologies to improve 

the efficiency of food processing or fuel collection. These technologies 

could also consist of new crops that are more profitable and offer a 

higher return to women’s labor.

It is important that women are empowered to be able to benefit 

from the increased value of their time. The development literature 

is replete with stories of interventions that aimed to increase 

women’s income-earning capabilities, raise the return to labor, or 

even improve the productivity of women’s crops, but failed because 

they did not take into account intrahousehold dynamics as well as 

possible resistance from men. Gender equity is not incompatible with 

productive efficiency. It is possible that technologies that increase the 

returns to women’s labor will also serve to improve the value of their 

outside options, thereby increasing their bargaining power within the 

family and enabling them to take advantage of new opportunities. 
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