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Abstract
This article applies feminist critiques to investigate how agri-food and nutritional 
development policy and interventions address gender inequality. Based on the anal-
ysis presented of global policies and examples of project experiences from Haiti, 
Benin, Ghana, and Tanzania, we find that the widespread emphasis on gender equal-
ity in policy and practice generally ascribes to a gender narrative that includes static, 
homogenized conceptualizations of food provisioning and marketing. These narra-
tives tend to translate to interventions that instrumentalize women’s labor by fund-
ing their income generating activities and care responsibilities for other benefits like 
household food and nutrition security without addressing underlying structures that 
cause their vulnerability, such as disproportionate work burdens, land access chal-
lenges, among many others. We argue that policy and interventions must prioritize 
locally contextualized social norms and environmental conditions, and consider fur-
ther the way wider policies and development assistance shape social dynamics to 
address the structural causes of gender and intersecting inequalities.
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Résumé
Cet article se sert des critiques féministes pour étudier la façon dont les politiques et 
les interventions de développement agroalimentaire et nutritionnel traitent l’inégalité 
entre les sexes. Sur la base de l’analyse présentée des politiques mondiales et des 
exemples d’expériences de projets en Haïti, au Bénin, au Ghana et en Tanzanie, nous 
constatons que l’accent généralisé sur l’égalité des sexes dans les politiques et les 
pratiques attribue généralement à un récit de genre qui comprend des conceptualisa-
tions statiques et homogénéisées de l’approvisionnement et de la commercialisation 
des denrées alimentaires. Ces récits ont tendance à se traduire par des interventions 
qui instrumentalisent le travail des femmes en finançant leurs activités génératrices 
de revenus et leurs responsabilités de soins à fins telles que la sécurité alimentaire et 
nutritionnelle des ménages, sans pour autant s’attaquer aux structures sous-jacentes 
qui causent leur vulnérabilité, telles que les charges de travail disproportionnées, les 
difficultés d’accès à la terre, parmi tant d’autres. Nous soutenons que les politiques et 
les interventions doivent donner la priorité aux normes sociales et aux conditions en-
vironnementales contextualisées localement, et mieux prendre en compte la manière 
dont les politiques publiques en général et l’aide au développement façonnent la dy-
namique sociale pour s’attaquer aux causes structurelles des inégalités de genre et 
croisées.

Introduction

Gender inequality is an essential contributor to food and nutrition insecurity glob-
ally (Boserup 1970; Quisumbing et al. 2014). Since the 2007/08 world food price 
crisis, renewed policy attention and official development assistance (ODA) for miti-
gating food insecurity and malnutrition have been increasingly focused on reducing 
gender inequalities in farming and food. The United Nations’ Food and Agriculture 
Organization (FAO) declared 2011 the year for ‘Women in Agriculture’, estimating 
that ‘closing the gender gap’ in farming and food could decrease the number of hun-
gry people by 100–150 million (FAO 2011, 2013). Scholars of critical agrarian and 
food studies explain, however, that the gendering of global policy responses to the 
persistent and deepening hunger crisis in the Global South is inadequately framed 
and applied. This inadequacy results in continued uneven socioeconomic and spatial 
vulnerabilities to stressors, shocks and disasters, like that of COVID-19 where we 
have seen a steep rise in hunger, particularly for women (Clapp et  al. 2020; FAO 
2022; Gengenbach et al. 2018). Further feminist analysis of how policy narratives 
inform interventions and shape people’s daily lives are also essential for transform-
ing gender disparities (Kanenberg and Leal 2020; McPhail 2003).

In this article, we assess global agri-food and nutritional development policy 
using critical feminist analysis to reveal the underlying gaps within global–national 
policy structures and large-scale responses to transform uneven gendered power 
relations across agri-food systems within varied contexts. Our article begins by out-
lining a feminist analysis of gender and development framings, which we then apply 
to a review of global gender, agri-food and nutritional development policy to show 
the opportunities, gaps and inconsistencies in narratives and intervention strategies. 
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We apply McPhail (2003)’s principles of feminist policy analysis by asking, how 
are diverse women and men (and their intersecting identities) included and excluded 
in aims across major global agri-food and nutritional development policies? What 
are the assumptions and values about gendered roles and resource access underly-
ing these goals? We further ask how these policies translate to diverse practices and 
contexts, asking what are the potential contradictions in outcomes, including how do 
interventions address the structural processes that cause these vulnerabilities? We 
answer these questions by using mini-case studies, where we compare this policy 
analysis with four large-scale donor interventions aimed at addressing gender equal-
ity in agri-food and nutritional development based in Haiti, Benin, Ghana, and Tan-
zania. These examples reveal both the complexity and the limitations of narrowly 
defined approaches to gender equality in agri-food and nutritional development 
policy and interventions based on context-specific experiences of implementation. 
The authors’ positionality and professional feminist research experiences inform 
the policy and case study selection and analysis. Illustrating the way global gender, 
agri-food and nutritional development policy agendas are put into practice demon-
strates the policy limitations and exclusions when applied to specific contexts, and 
the repercussions for people’s everyday food and nutrition conditions.

Feminist Approaches to Gender and Development

Early liberal feminists of the 1970s advocated for the inclusion of women within 
existing research methodologies, policy approaches and ODA that were deliv-
ered uniformly across the Global South in ways that failed to respond to under-
lying power relations between men and women, such as discriminatory norms, 
labor burdens and land inheritance regimes (Jerneck 2015). These critiques were 
demonstrated largely by critical feminists like Marxist/socialist, radical and post-
colonial who argued that women were already integrated into policy and ODA 
through their income generation and care labor, yet their inclusion was ‘double 
burdened’, serving to sustain existing exploitative structures across scales (Fraser 
1989; Mies 1998; Struckmann 2018). The 1980s saw the promotion of frame-
works to address these exploitative structures, and many feminists advocated for 
integrating grassroots women’s organizations into policymaking processes that 
privileged women’s and other minorities’ experiences from the Global South, rec-
ognizing them further as agents of change, instead of simply as passive recipients 
of ODA (Rathgeber 1990; Struckmann 2018). Development practitioners also 
popularized ‘gender mainstreaming’ during the 1990s as a pragmatic approach 
to transforming gender equality across sectors and institutions, however, this 
has generally maintained a narrow focus on women (Daly 2005). An intersec-
tional feminist approach to development gained prominence in the 2000s, paral-
lel but separate from gender mainstreaming (Bose 2012). Considerations around 
race, class, sexual orientation, ableism and ethnicity, among other social identi-
ties, inform the challenges underlying systemic conditions that reinforce social, 
economic and spatial inequalities. Intersectionality also highlights women’s and 
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other minorities’ agency in their contribution to structural changes to political 
representation, market engagement, and access to and control over resources, 
including land and labor (Crenshaw 1990; Yuval-Davis 2006).

Critical Feminism over Liberal Feminism

We choose to build from the evolution in thinking about gender and develop-
ment from a focus on an individual woman’s legal and political rights to diverse 
gendered and intersectional power relations across scales by adhering to criti-
cal feminist approaches, including intersecting identities and not one based on 
predefined gendered hierarchies. The power relations between women and men 
are dynamic and context-specific. In some circumstances, gendered roles and 
resource access may be complementary and in others conflictual. Critical femi-
nists have scrutinized liberal feminist approaches and development patterns of 
narrowly predefined conceptualization of women’s identities and gendered power 
dynamics because they are applied discursively and materially in contradictory 
ways: women are portrayed as both victims of exclusion in political, economic 
and social activities and norms, while also narrated as ‘agents of change’ more 
capable of promoting the wellbeing of their families and communities than men 
(Cornwall and Rivas 2015). This focus on both women’s vulnerability and their 
virtuousness distracts from the institutions that deepen gender inequalities and 
women’s exclusion from positions of authority and resource access (Arora-Jon-
sson 2011; Jerneck 2015). Critical feminist theory goes beyond recognizing the 
power relations between an individual woman and man to also consider wider 
social, political, economic and ecological structural dimensions that shape gender 
and intersecting dimensions across scales. For example, critical feminists show 
how the targeting of women in development processes by freeing up their con-
straints so that they are equal to men also often serves to sustain existing exploit-
ative structures globally, including the Global South’s dependence on the Global 
North.

Another reason for adhering to critical feminist framings is to build off the cri-
tiques of the liberal feminist thinking underlying mainstream gender and develop-
ment policy (Chant and Sweetman 2012; Cornwall and Rivas 2015). This policy 
approach has been premised upon women’s instrumentality in furthering devel-
opment goals that often deepen the disproportionate burdens vulnerable women 
face with additional labor, contributing to a “feminization of responsibility”.

Principles of Feminist Policy Analysis

While there is no single feminist framework for examining policy, McPhail (2003) 
outlines several useful principles of feminist policy analysis that we adapt and apply 
to our review of global agri-food and nutritional development policy. These princi-
ples are outlined in Table 1.
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Critical Feminism in Existing Global Foreign Policies

Recent iterations of intersectional feminist development framings that are prem-
ised on critical feminist theory inform progressive global policymaking that we also 
wish to highlight. These policies include the fifth United Nations’ 2015 Sustainable 
Development Goals, Feminist Foreign Policies in Mexico, Luxembourg, France, and 
in Canada—the Feminist International Assistance Policy (FIAP; Thompson 2020). 
In spite of  the shortcomings emerging from these efforts (such as narrowly defin-
ing feminism, weak integration of intersectionality), these policy formations offer 
opportunities to align agri-food and nutritional health policies with a critical femi-
nist framing (Rao and Tiessen 2020). This alignment is particularly useful for shap-
ing organizations’ progressive engagement with gender equality and for supporting 
feminist organizations. For example, the Canadian FIAP facilitated the establish-
ment of the Equality Fund, which is dedicated to providing flexible, abundant and 
unrestricted funding to feminist movements and leaders globally.

In the next section, we apply this feminist policy analysis framework to global 
agri-food and nutritional development policy narratives. Our feminist analysis 
exposes the opportunities, gaps, and biases in global agri-food and nutritional policy 
goals, before showing how these policy approaches are put into practice.

Global Gender, Agri‑food and Nutritional Development Policy 
Landscape

Gender and Food Production Policy

One of the most prominent global policy narratives is that improved hunger, food 
security and nutritional health depend upon increasing food production in the Global 
South, both through the amount of land used and in yields per acre, which is in line 
with a Green Revolution model of agricultural development. This logic is also predi-
cated on a belief that markets and technology can sufficiently feed the world (Mose-
ley et  al. 2015; Rao and Huggins 2017). The contemporary major pathway to the 
Green Revolution is via the subsidization of private sector actors working across the 
agricultural supply chain, and to support their integration into increasingly global 
markets (Gengenbach et al. 2018; Vercillo et al. 2020).

The narrative that hunger is predicated on increasing the scale of production 
and global market integration has been promoted primarily by an interrelated set 
of powerful development actors and research institutes who wield large amounts 
of funding and influence in global policy arenas like the United Nations’ World 
Food Systems Summit. ODA includes: bilateral donors (United States, Canada, 
Britain, Germany and other European Union donors); multilateral donors, such as 
the World Bank, FAO, and World Food Programme; and big philanthropy, such as 
the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation; Research institutes such as CGIAR part-
nership, and its affiliates who operationalize ODA. These actors have been func-
tioning under similar policy agendas within the different country contexts that the 
authors’ have worked and lived within across the Global South, demonstrating 
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further their centrality in policy influence and practice. These actors also work 
closely with global food corporations, and regional and national governments to 
develop products, regulations, standards and incentives primarily for profit maxi-
mization or cost efficiency across the agri-food supply chain, frequently at the 
expense of social, biophysical and biomedical factors. Farmers and food system 
workers are integrated across the agri-food supply chain to varying degrees, pre-
dominantly through subsidies and contracts and/or credit schemes with various-
sized private actors (Gengenbach et al. 2018; Vercillo et al. 2020). Limited con-
sultation and buy-in from civil society and farmer groups on the terms of this 
integration has resulted in policy formation that is generally removed from eve-
ryday localized experiences, knowledge and goals of food production, provision, 
consumption and sales (Vansteenkiste 2017, 2022). The boycotting of and con-
troversy around the 2021 United Nations’ Food Systems Summit illustrates the 
exclusion of civil society, farmer groups and human rights approaches in global 
agri-food policy formation, where corporate voices and interests were privileged, 
representing the deepening of large corporate power and influence in global food 
systems that focus on technologies, cost efficiency and profit-driven or business 
solutions to food insecurity (Clapp et al. 2021).

All of the development actors mentioned incorporate gender in their agri-food 
policies, oftentimes in ways that primarily emphasize raising women’s yield produc-
tivity and integration into markets in highly gendered ways. One domineering goal 
of gender and food security policy is to ‘close the gender gap’ in agriculture, which 
was a predominant focus in the wave of literature, reports and policy frameworks 
published in the 2010s (FAO 2011, 2013; Quisumbing et  al. 2014; World Bank 
2009). While some global development actors’ have updated their policies (e.g., 
FAO 2020) our critiques largely remain unaddressed. As part of the first feminist 
policy analysis principle by McPhail (2003) on gender mainstreaming, we recog-
nize that these policy guidelines and reports are all focused on agri-food efficiency 
by providing mainly individual women greater access to the productive resources 
needed, such as agri-inputs and mechanization to produce, process, sell and/or 
provide more food, especially to their household, which is thought to reduce food 
insecurity.

Gender features prominently in USAID’s foreign policy for food security, and 
they are one of the largest donors in gender and agriculture globally, featuring prom-
inently in many of the communities where we, the authors, have lived and worked 
in various roles related to agriculture, food and nutrition research and development 
practice. USAID’s (2015a) main food security initiative focuses on empowering 
women to be more productive by, (a) promoting their leadership in agriculture; (b) 
fostering policy changes that increase their land ownership; and (c) strengthening 
their access to financial services. Women farmers are also provided training and 
technologies to increase their productivity, reduce unpaid work and improve their 
households’ nutrition. This productivity, efficiency, and technical policy approach 
to gender equality for other aims, like household food security are also evident in 
recent progress around feminist foreign policies by countries who invest heavily in 
gender and development in the Global South. In Canada’s FIAP, for example, the 
approach to nutritional health, agricultural development and food insecurity are only 
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implied under the sub-strategy priority of ‘growth that works for everyone’, which 
aims to alleviate precarious, insecure and unsafe employment.

In contrast to feminist policy analysis principles, we find that these global policy 
approaches are typically dichotomous, narrowly equating gender with women by 
focusing on intensifying food production and provisioning through their labor. Under 
feminist analysis principle two, we also find that while intersectionality is mentioned 
in some of the policies, women are also generally presented primarily as homoge-
neous informal food producers and providers who are unable to increase the scale 
of their production or adequately feed their families because their resource access 
and daily activities are constrained by socio-cultural norms and rules that limit their 
movements and resource use. Investing in women’s food production and provision-
ing is the solution to the complex and persistent issue of poor dietary health and 
malnutrition. However, underlying social norms, political and economic structural 
barriers, such as unequal care burdens, disproportionate challenges with accessing 
land, education, adequate sanitation and free movement for women remain largely 
unaddressed in these narratives in ways that go beyond technical changes.

Recognizing the diversity of feminisms as part of principle four, we see that 
social disparities of production, food security and nutrition are largely recognized, 
yet understood as a problem of socio-cultural discrimination by household and com-
munity members, contractors, middlemen, agro-input dealers and service providers 
rather than in relation to how patriarchal and capitalist systems function. As more 
resource-poor smallholders face increasingly competitive markets, their vulnerabil-
ity to land dispossession deepens. Working towards changing policies that would 
permit women’s ownership of land, for example, is inadequate in most contexts 
where very few men own or control land (Doss et al. 2018). As O’Laughlin (2007) 
suggests, redistributing productive resources from men to women in agriculture 
would just give women, ‘a bigger piece of a very small pie’ because of existing ineq-
uitable power dynamics where the vast majority of small to medium-sized farmers 
cannot access the means of agricultural production. The predominant policy narra-
tive also places some of the blame of poverty and hunger on inefficient farmers and 
food providers, particularly women, rather than focusing attention on power dynam-
ics at multiple scales. When women successfully increase the scale of production, 
it often leads to men taking over control of their livelihoods and land or shifting 
other burdens such as food provisioning onto them (Carney 1992; Schroeder 1997). 
The integration of gender into global agri-food policies is reflective of the wider 
liberal feminist ideal of integrating women into existing patriarchal and capitalist 
institutions, which serve to exploit their resources and labor, as well as that of others 
across social and spatial lines.

Meeting Nutrition Through Agriculture

As part of principle one, mainstreaming feminist analysis beyond food production, 
our analysis also finds a similar focus of global agri-food policy on deficiencies 
in yields and market integration in nutritional development policy, which has his-
torically emphasized dietary, and more recently, micronutrient deficiencies. These 
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discussions have been mostly void of the inherent gendered conditions of meet-
ing dietary health objectives, and the heightened labour inequities directly related 
to food production  and provisioning. The hidden hunger agenda, launched in the 
early 2000s, coincided with growing interest in meeting nutritional health objectives 
through agricultural development agendas. Major donors, including philanthropic 
foundations like the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, as well as bilateral donors 
like USAID and Global Affairs Canada, prioritize the market-led production, pro-
cessing and selling of nutrient-rich food (either via crop production or in process-
ing) for addressing food insecurity in their latest strategies to reach ‘scale’ or the 
ever-growing populations in the Global South, particularly in cities. The emphasis 
on a specific set of nutrients and calories distracts from other priority nutritional 
health concerns, such as dietary diversity, water, sanitation and soil health. This 
emphasis also distracts from structural constraints, like unequal distribution of sup-
plements, poor land, labor and agri-input and extension availability, unpredictable 
climatic conditions and nutrient-poor dietary practice dependent on starchy staple 
crops (Lang 2007).

Contrary to focusing narrowly on dietary deficiencies, the UN Decade on Nutri-
tion (2016–2025) policy aims to address ‘all forms of malnutrition, maximizing par-
ticipation by all actors and ensuring the needs of all people (particularly women and 
youth)’ which are generally inclusive of gender dynamics. One goal of the CGIAR’s 
2030 Research and Innovation Strategy also aims to transform water, land and food 
systems for gender equality, youth and social inclusion by focusing on productive 
resources, rights and services. Several global initiatives, such as The Scaling Up 
Nutrition (SUN) Movement also affirm that ‘gender equality is both a cause and 
an effect of malnutrition, hunger and poverty, but also disperses the responsibility 
across global and national policy’ (SUN 2014a, b). Recommendations made towards 
the UN Food Systems Summit in 2021 emphasized agri-food systems delivery of 
safe, healthy, sustainable diets, through prioritizing biodiversity, ecosystems, and the 
challenges of climate. In spite of recognizing the need to consider women and youth 
and wider political economic and climatic/environmental factors, there is also little 
mention of the gendered conditions of growing and preparing food, access and avail-
ability of diverse dietary options and the labour divisions across supply chains and 
household food work.

As part of feminist policy analysis principle two on assessing the assumptions 
underlying policy aims, we find that meeting dietary health objectives are often 
through developing ‘gender sensitive’ or inclusive agricultural supply chains for 
women based on the assumption that female family members prepare the major-
ity of meals for their households. Targeted funding has been largely geared toward 
women food producers, through, for example, increasing vegetable, bean and leg-
ume production, integrating biofortified crops and/or diversifying food production 
(Maestre et al. 2017; Meinzen-Dick et al. 2012; Rao 2020). Nutritional health is also 
often equated with maternal and newborn health, where the responsibility of female 
caregivers for children in the family ensures that females are also responsible for 
the quality and quantity of food available (WHO 2017). The pervasive emphasis 
on women’s roles in motherhood reinforces normative, static, gender roles, where 
women as wives and mothers take greater care of children and the health of their 
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families than their husbands. We recognize the contradictions inherent in feminist 
policy framings as part of principle four because there is a need to recognize the 
value of these gendered roles by showing their contributions to the well-being of 
others, while also challenging them for building greater agency of vulnerable people 
so roles are not performed in an exploitative manner. The WHO’s Decade for Nutri-
tion—2016–2025 report, for example, emphasizes inequities within the food system 
but also fails to demonstrate how these inequities are formed and perpetuated by 
systemic inequalities. Unequal care labor and inequities within food access, water 
and sanitation conditions restrict the diversity, quality and safety of food prepared 
in daily meals (Dixon 2016). These policies reveal the misstep in reinforcing nor-
mative, gendered roles in food production and provision; undermining responsive 
efforts towards public health services, water and sanitation, agrobiodiversity, envi-
ronmental conservation and the interconnections between diverse food accessibility, 
availability and quality. The policies are also dichotomous, which is necessary to 
consider under feminist policy analysis principle three. There is little to no recogni-
tion or plan for representation and redistribution of resources based on intersectional 
differences in the experiences of motherhood and food provisioning across places 
and other socioeconomic factors.

In the next section, a consideration for the implementation of the global gen-
der and agri-food and nutritional development policies are presented through case 
studies of interventions from Haiti, Benin, Ghana and Tanzania, as part of a critical 
feminist policy analysis principle two and three that investigate policy effects and 
outcomes.

(Dis)connecting Praxis with Global and National Policies on Gender, 
Agri‑food and Nutritional Development

Feminist policy analysis considers the varied interpretations of policy formation, 
implementation (principle four) and outcomes for women and marginalized people 
(principles two and three) (McPhail 2003; Thompson 2020). As a result, we describe 
four cases of large-scale interventions from a critical feminist framing by paying 
close attention to the degree to which gender equality is considered in intervention 
design and implementation, and some resultant outcomes in specific contexts. The 
foundational feminist principle one of mainstreaming, alongside the feminist value 
of the ‘personal is political’ (principle three), serves as the basis for the case-study 
selection. Consequently, the particular policies and interventions considered in our 
analysis are based on each of the co-authors’ professional consultancy and aca-
demic experience in agricultural development and food security globally, which has 
afforded us a type of ‘insider’ position that is described in each case study (Alcoff 
1991; Mohanty 2003). Each case is analyzed using reflexive and situated feminist 
inquiry (Woodiwiss et al. 2017), which is integral to both situate ourselves within 
the analysis and to avoid universalities in describing women’s realities, particu-
larly of those in the Global South. Since each case study was pursued by different 
feminist research projects conducted by each author, the research methods generally 
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differ across places. Table  2 summarizes some of the methods that were used to 
assess each project, which will be described in more depth within each case.

Since the study contexts, policies and interventions illustrated are based on each 
of our own experiences with them, they are bound by time and place, and not neces-
sarily representative of wider policies and practices underway. One way we strove 
to minimize sample bias was by selecting interventions based on our analysis of 
global development actors’ policies to ensure major donors, principles and themes 
found were represented in practice. All of the projects illustrated focus on gender 
equality and women’s empowerment in food security and/or nutrition in different 
ways and to varying degrees, which are summarized in Table 3. While the interven-
tions described operated across different contexts, we show the similar characteris-
tics of the development actors and interventions across different places in relation to 
national and global policy. Despite these considerations, the projects illustrated are 
limited to the author’s positionality and experience.

Case 1: Promoting Agri‑food Sector Growth in AVANSE, Haiti

In Haiti, USAID’s AVANSE project claimed to mainstream gender in all its 
agricultural commercialization activities yet relied on efficiency-based models 
when engaging Haitian women’s organizations, ultimately failing to transform 
gendered power relations in food production, consumption and market integra-
tion.

Critical analysis of the Haiti AVANSE project is based on fieldwork conducted 
by Dr. Jennifer Vansteenkiste, a feminist researcher and development practitioner, 
who has worked in Haiti since 2000 on numerous community-based, foreign-char-
itable, and International Development Research Centre development projects. Jen-
nifer acknowledges her privileged position as a white, educated, Canadian, which 
informs her perspectives, and, thereby insistence on decolonizing methodologies to 
allow Haitian interviewees power over the research process to express their world-
view and the culturally relevant moral economy of caring (Vansteenkiste 2017). 
During fieldwork, with the help of a Haitian research team, Jennifer conducted 
more than 500 in-depth, open, structured and semi-structured interviews, and focus 

Table 2  Summary of methods pursued in each case study intervention

AVANSE in 
Haiti

AMSANA in 
Benin

RING in 
Ghana

SPHI in 
Tanza-
nia

Interviews with project beneficiaries X X X
Focus groups with project beneficiaries X X X
Interviews with project staff, policymakers 

and/or key informants
X X X X

Ethnographic immersion X X X X
Document analysis X X X X
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groups with female and male smallholder farmers, marginalized urban women, food 
marketeers, Madan Sara, local Ministry representatives, non-governmental organi-
zations and development professionals, including those working for AVANSE. The 
research regarding AVANSE was part of a wider gender-focused food security and 
nutrition analysis of the country’s internationally influenced post-earthquake recov-
ery upon Haitian community-based efforts. The interviewees lived in northern Haiti 
in the AVANSE project area and were either directly impacted or were employees of 
the project.

The context of national policy and AVANSE’s intervention-specific aims are 
summarized in Table 4. AVANSE claims to have engaged 43,500 smallholder farm-
ers in banana and cacao production for export, as well as rice, corn and beans for 
local markets to promote growth in the agrarian sector and household incomes. 
In line with a productivity policy narrative, under AVANSE, food insecurity is a 
matter of limited economic growth and poverty, which can be rectified by growth 
across the agriculture supply chain and rural livelihood development, particularly 
for smallholders. AVANSE promoted a voucher system for chemical fertilizer and 
farm tools, as well as grafting, plowing and nursery stock services, which were pro-
vided freely in year one of the project with training available through farmer field 
schools. AVANSE then charged an increasing amount for these agri-inputs, tools 
and services in subsequent years, eventually leading farmers to the open market sys-
tem (AVANSE CoP interview, 2014).

In response to a failing mid-project evaluation, AVANSE reset targets and 
dropped support for important local food security crops of beans and corn, and only 
provided farms 1500 ha or above with irrigation, which excluded smallholders who 
generally own 2 ha or less (AVANSE 2015). The result deepened inequality in pro-
duction by prioritizing male large farmers export production and overproduction by 
small farmers for local markets. Despite these limitations, banana,1 rice and cacao 
yields dramatically increased with cacao doubling in price (DIA 2020). Unfortu-
nately, the final USAID audit neither reports household nutrition data nor sex-disag-
gregated data in any form, indicating that gender mainstreaming was not a priority 
outcome or goal of AVANSE. This likely means long standing disparities in food 
production based on gendered access to land and resources persist, alongside class 
divisions based on farm size. Furthermore, women were largely excluded from the 
design and decision phase of the project and they were mainly relegated to tradi-
tional roles of soil and water conservation and marketing (Anglade et al. 2018). As a 
direct gender outcome, AVANSE supported 35 female-owned and/or led production 
and processing agribusinesses by providing material goods and training (AVANSE 
2015–2016). Women were also included in Water User Associations, but the project 
had difficulty putting them in leadership positions (AVANSE 2015–2016). Overall, 
women reportedly made up 40% of participants, mostly in soil and water conserva-
tion activities and less so in crop production, with the 2015–2016 Chief of Party rec-
ognizing gender accomplishments as “embarrassing” (Anglade et al. 2018, p. 19).

1 The DIA (2020) mistakenly reports banana crops as plantain. The error was clarified in a 2021 inter-
view with DIA staff.
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Interviews conducted found that funding from AVANSE for production equip-
ment for the women’s organization RAFAVAL’s cacao processing facility in 
Limonade had progressive outcomes for women (AVANSE employee, 2022). Pre-
AVANSE, RAFAVAL developed programming to help women in production by 
building strong female-oriented social networks on which women rely (Vansteen-
kiste and Schuller 2018). Women serve as leaders within the women’s organiza-
tion, managing the cacao manufacturing facility, working with foreign funders, and 
engaging political leaders. They also improved social relations through commu-
nity outreach to offer guidance on respectful sexual relations, legal protections for 
women and girls, and then overall support for single mothers. Women’s efforts were 
executed with the acknowledgement that they “could not start a war with men”. 
Although AVANSE prioritized the economic imperative of production and income 
generation of women’s organizations to meet their gender quota, the income earned 
was overtly used to empower RAFAVAL to continue their pre-AVANSE gender 
work to destabilize unequal social relations.

In return for material resources and training, AVANSE was able to include wom-
en’s organizations as project beneficiaries, without engaging gender mainstream-
ing in its fullest sense. The temporary economic support of processing facilities 
like RAFAVAL, and similar women’s organizations, provided a limited window for 
women to tackle the more systemic issues of gender relations and women’s political, 
economic and social position within Haitian society. This outcome is representa-
tive of previous critiques of efficiency-based approaches as missing critical aspects 
of gender equality, political status, and social relations, and which instrumentalize 
women for development’s goal of economic effectiveness (Chant & Sweetman 2012; 
Chant 2008; Rathgeber 1990). Women’s organizations, like RAFAVAL, took what 
Fraser calls the moral–cultural dimension of a capitalist economic system and uti-
lized their temporary advantage to transform social relations through their organiza-
tional work.

Case 2: Addressing Nutrition Through Gender Mainstreaming in Subsistence 
Production in Benin’s AMSANA

In Benin, AMSANA superficially mainstreamed gender, focusing primarily on 
the inclusion of women without acknowledging or addressing the structures 
that bind their agency with respect to farming, food security and nutrition.

The following analysis of the AMSANA project is based on a textual analysis of 
secondary data, specifically, AMSANA’s mid-term and final project reports, which 
are contextualized based on the author Dr. Rosalind Ragetlie’s experience conduct-
ing qualitative research on gender and food insecurity in northwestern Benin in 
2017 and 2019. During her doctoral research, Rosalind worked closely with several 
AMSANA staff and attended several project events held by AMSANA, including 
strategic meetings and community interventions. This analysis is further shaped by 
her positionality as a white, Canadian woman with dual Benin citizenship and more 
than a decade of personal experience in Benin.
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The context of national policy and AMSANA’s intervention specific aims are 
summarized in Table 5. Differently from AVANSE in Haiti, AMSANA focused on 
supporting the production of income-generating, environmentally sustainable and 
nutritious foods for household consumption, as well as for local markets that are 
grown, processed and sold largely by women. Fonio, for example, grows well in the 
region without the use of chemical fertilizer, making it more affordable and environ-
mentally sustainable to produce. Fonio is also nutritious and culturally significant 
(Dansi et al. 2010). Conversely, the other crop of focus, maize, is primarily grown 
by men (Lutz et  al. 2007; Tovihoudji 2018). Amidst growing demand for export, 
maize was identified nationally as a strategic crop, however, it has had unsatisfactory 
yields without prohibitively expensive and time-sensitive chemical fertilizer in the 
northwestern parts of the country (Belgian Development Agency 2020; Tovihoudji 
2017).

With respect to gender, AMSANA’s strategy was to ensure ‘women are con-
sidered in all project actions’ (Belgian Development Agency 2018, p. 13, Belgian 
Development Agency 2020). For example, ENABEL’s mid-program evaluation pro-
vides a score of ‘B+’ for gender mainstreaming, which solely reflects the percentage 
of women beneficiaries included (47%) (Belgian Development Agency 2018, p. 52). 
Due to the limitations of secondary research, we cannot speak to the way that spe-
cific women benefited from the project, but this type of reporting reflects a limited 
engagement with gender mainstreaming beyond ‘adding women’. Rather than chal-
lenging gender norms, women’s inclusion in the project reflects existing norms that 
dictate the gendered division of labor. For example, women made up 49% of benefi-
ciaries in the maize-focused components of the project, compared to 85% of women 
beneficiaries in the vegetable gardening project. Meanwhile, there is also a marked 
absence of women within the project implementation teams, and no gender focal 
point on staff, which further points to a weak mainstreaming of gender and a more 
general focus on women as beneficiaries only (Belgian Development Agency 2018).

A major aim of AMSANA was to increase women’s involvement in commercial 
farming through rural livelihood development to improve their financial autonomy 
for household food security, which reflects an efficiency-based approach (Belgian 
Development Agency 2018; Doss 2013). While income generation is a legitimate 
need for many women and improved income can indeed be of great benefit (Fraser 
1989; Kabeer 2001), the narrow focus on income generation, reliance on the utility 
of women to improve development effectiveness, and failure to advocate for societal 
shifts in gender relations has been critiqued for decades (Chant and Sweetman 2012; 
Rathgeber 1990). When gendered hierarchies of power and structural constraints for 
women remain unaddressed, for example by failing to ensure more equitable work-
loads and improved control over their income, potential benefits women may experi-
ence from increased income are substantially undermined.

Differently from many other livelihood development projects, AMSANA also 
included the provision of hulling machines to reduce women’s labor burdens, and 
the formation of cooperatives to support large-scale commercial production (Bel-
gian Development Agency 2018). Though these initiatives are important, they do 
not go far enough to consider household, community and market gender dynamics 
that are influenced by wider political economic systems. Giving women technology 
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and access to markets through cooperatives does little to counteract the conditions 
under which women farmers have been systematically undermined with respect to 
land and labor, such as in both tenure law and because of patrilineal inheritance 
rights (Dijoux 2002; Kinkingninhoun-Mêdagbé et al. 2010; Sohinto 2001). Moreo-
ver, Beninese women are overworked and under-recognized for their contributions 
to the household (Falade 2016).

One progressive, though underdeveloped, aspect of AMSANA that did work to 
address gendered relations and power dynamics was their ‘husband’s school’ initia-
tive, which brought together men in community groups to discuss supporting their 
wives regarding ‘women’s issues’, notably the disproportionate burden of domestic 
labour that women shoulder (Belgian Development Agency 2018, p. 36). This pro-
ject component was unfortunately limited to the project’s nutrition activities and not 
their other important roles beyond the household. Here, men were included in con-
versations around food and nutrition, focusing on “women’s issues” or women’s dis-
advantage. This must be greatly expanded to challenge men’s own roles in upholding 
labor burdens and discriminatory resource access and control practices, including 
patrilineal land inheritance systems, holding men and other leaders accountable 
for upholding discriminatory norms and practices, and challenging the status quo 
(Daly 2005). The nutritional components of AMSANA were also focused narrowly 
on providing nutrition education, and with the exception of the ‘husband’s school’ 
initiative, focused primarily on women (Belgian Development Agency 2020). Edu-
cation, while useful for building nutrition capacity, does little to address the struc-
tural conditions that have led to poor nutrition, such as norms and divisions of labor 
that restrict women’s time, movement and resource access and control. The assump-
tion that women in this context need to be ‘taught’ how to prepare nutritious meals, 
ignores the material need required to improve ongoing dietary deficiencies.

While certain aspects of the AMSANA program are laudable, there is an over-
whelming focus on gender mainstreaming through the simple inclusion of women, 
which is reflected in project reporting. Overall, our analysis indicates that the degree 
to which gender mainstreaming is effectively implemented is nuanced and can be 
varied, even within the same project, and demonstrates how structural constraints 
facing women remain largely unaddressed in practice.

Case 3: Targeting Vulnerable Women’s Food Production and Utilization Roles 
for Household Nutrition in RING, Ghana

In Northern Ghana, RING supports vulnerable women’s production, selling 
and preparation of nutritious foods without accounting for context-specific 
gendered division of food responsibilities, potentially intensifying women’s 
food burdens and household tensions.

The following analysis of the RING project is based on Dr. Siera Vercillo’s 
research, who led a mid-term, 6-month study that examined how participants and 
staff perceived the gendered outcomes of the project as part of a wider study con-
ducted in the region. While a white-Canadian woman, Siera has been working 
closely with the Ministry of Food and Agriculture regional policymakers and district 
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agricultural extension staff, including women-focused officers for the past 10 years 
to investigate community-level farming and food disparities, including for her doc-
toral research. Between 2015 and 2016, the she spent six months within two com-
munities supported by RING, where she conducted over a hundred interviews and 
over a dozen focus groups with different types of farmers (big, small, youth, women, 
men, ethnic minorities, etc.), government, NGO and other actors working across the 
agri-food supply chain, including RING project staff.

The context of national policy and intervention-specific aims of RING are sum-
marized in Table  6. Commendably, RING tackles household food and nutrition 
security through a multi-sectoral (e.g., agriculture, water, sanitation, health) and 
multi-dimensional approach (economic, biological, hygiene, governance), which dif-
fers from AVANSE in Haiti and AMSANA in Benin that approach food and nutri-
tion security as primarily a production and economic issue related to growing agri-
food sectors and livelihoods. Supporting alternative income streams and increasing 
savings and loans for women are only one set of components of the project intended 
to improve the availability and access to good quality food. RING claims that over 
96,000 households were supported to grow diverse, nutritious foods, such as leafy 
green vegetables, soy and orange-fleshed sweet potato (OFSP). Over US$4.8 mil-
lion was reportedly saved and US$1.23 million in small loans were provided to vul-
nerable women through over 2868 village savings and loans associations that com-
prise 79,000 women (USAID 2019). RING also provides outreach and training on 
positive nutrition, sanitation and hygiene behaviors, especially amongst women and 
children, as well as the building of household latrines and hand washing stations, 
which are understood to improve the utilization of diverse and nutritious foods. The 
project also focuses on establishing and strengthening regional and district govern-
ments, NGOs and community groups, particularly those aimed at supporting moth-
ers to share best nutrition practices, such as complementary feeding, weaning and 
disease control and prevention. Almost 3600 health workers, 1000 non-health staff, 
and 6800 community health volunteers were reportedly trained to promote house-
hold nutrition and address acute malnutrition in local health facilities. Finally, RING 
also provided comprehensive monitoring and evaluation technical support to local 
governments, like WIAD staff, to improve their gender mainstreaming or data qual-
ity for evidence-based decision-making.

In the communities where Siera was immersed, research participants explained 
that RING focused mainly on supporting soy production, initially through free-
provision, (and in subsequent seasons, on loan) one acres worth of tractor services, 
chemical fertilizer and certified, high-yielding, open-pollinating varieties of seed to 
women, similar to the AVANSE project in Haiti. Women in the communities were 
offered training on improving the quality of meals using the soy produced. Numer-
ous RING staff explained that there were several benefits to promoting soy within 
communities: (a) progress in protein consumption for families producing soy; (b) 
improve nutrition through promoting soy in markets either through soy-based foods 
(e.g. soy kebabs) or other foods fortified with soy (e.g. flour, formula, porridge); 
(c) develop rural and urban livelihoods by creating a market for both raw soy and 
processed soy; (d) replenish nitrogen depleted soils and reduce the reliance on costly 
chemical fertilizer. Project staff also reported that the project targeted the most 
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‘vulnerable’ women, meaning those in poorer households and with children under 
age five.

Several women participants involved in RING described that they would likely 
sell the soy produced (and/or process it for sale), as opposed to saving it for house-
hold consumption. Some of these women mentioned that they only agreed to pro-
duce soy because of the support they received from the project and the high market 
value at the time. They indicated that they would likely stop growing soy when mar-
ket prices dropped. This points to the discrepancies between the nutrition project’s 
assumption about women’s food production as being oriented towards household 
nutrition and consumption and most women’s priorities of soy production for cash 
generation.

A key informant also expressed concerns about expecting women to increase 
their production of labour-intensive crops like soy without considering their other 
responsibilities and their dependence on men: ‘So, you are not telling the men how 
they should react [to the project]; you are not giving them channels for how they 
can support [women involved in the project]’. RING did not protect some women 
who reported experiencing backlash for receiving this support. Some women’s food 
provisioning responsibilities reportedly increased, without increasing access to key 
household resources like land or labor. One key project staff informant described the 
tension between some women who feel entitled to control their own benefits from 
production and their husbands who insist that the harvests resulting from RING sup-
port go to the household budget to feed the family: ‘RING supported them with soya 
bean production and when it was time for harvesting the [husband] farmer called 
me saying, “this soybean I am going to seize it from the woman, you gave it to her, 
she does not respect me”, you see. … I told them right now the thing belongs to the 
household.’ In this case, the woman who received the assistance viewed it as part of 
her own farming activities and decided to sell the harvest for cash, which ran against 
what her husband and the project implementer required and demanded.

RING can offer new opportunities for women to earn cash and use it in ways that 
they see fit, despite the backlash and tension from others. Yet, by supporting women 
to produce for the household, without considering the gendered divisions of labor, 
relations and power dynamics, there is a risk that women can lose control over their 
harvests, while potentially adding to their work burdens and food responsibilities.

Case 4: Utilizing Biofortification and Gendered Food Labor Practices 
for Mitigating Nutritional Deficiencies Through SPHI in Tanzania

In Tanzania, biofortified crop distribution aims to improve nutritional health 
and relies on narrowed normative gender roles for food production, distribu-
tion and sales. Prioritizing the technological solution of biofortification over-
shadows the complexity of dietary practices, seasonal differences and gen-
dered market engagement.

Biofortified sweet potato promotion is widely cited as successful in improving 
malnutrition rates, increasing vitamin A intake, and for providing income for women 
(Low 2017; Saltzman 2013). However, these ‘success’ stories emphasize the benefits 
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of adopting the crop when asset allocation, such, as land, labour, and time is readily 
available, and when markets are identified and secured. The following analysis of 
the SPHI project (implemented by the International Potato Centre) is based on Dr. 
Sheila Rao’s research. Data was collected in 2015 and 2016 in the Mwanza region 
of Tanzania and focused on how investments in OFSP through the Gates Foundation 
and USAID integrated the crop into existing sweet potato cropping systems. Nine 
months of fieldwork focused on the everyday lives of sweet potato farmers living 
in the Mwanza region and who were engaged in the SPHI project. Semi-structured 
interviews of farmers and participant observation of the agricultural development 
engagement at the regional, national and global levels informed this case and were 
based on 56 seasonal and ongoing interviews in the Mwanza and Ukerewe regions 
in western Tanzania along with several interviews with NGO staff, scientists and 
technicians associated with the intervention (Table 7).

Sweet potato is widely considered a subsistence crop in parts of the SSA region. 
Project implementers targeted women farmers to lead the cultivation of OFSP and to 
also potentially benefit from commercial production and sales. SPHI project objec-
tives assumed that women food producers of OFSP would demonstrate a ‘win–win’ 
scenario of improved nutritional outcomes and income generation (Rao and Hug-
gins 2017). These market-oriented approaches to nutritional health through biofor-
tification disregarded the underlying structural barriers to production, such as lim-
ited access to land expansion for commercial purposes, credit loans, education and 
training opportunities. Normative labor roles (e.g., household maintenance and care 
of children and elderly) also limited women farmers engagement with commercial 
production, resulting in minimal, short-term income increases and ongoing labour 
investments in subsistence farming by women.

In western Tanzania, a predominantly female-membered farmer group became a 
long-term receiver of biofortified sweet potato investment. Group members who had 
access to land for additional crops, labor, and time to engage with project activities 
participated and benefited from large-scale projects. Interviews with group mem-
bers revealed that those who benefited from biofortified crops were also engaged in 
other on and off-farm businesses—selling produce, processed food products, hous-
ing, restaurants, and formal employment, such as teaching. Farmers required addi-
tional assets to dedicate to OFSP beyond subsistence and small-scale operations. In 
one particular study of a district’s experience with commercial uptake, those with 
enough land and access to transportation for distributing their sales, benefited from 
large-scale commercial production, and were mostly men and only a few women-
land holders (Rao 2020).

Tracing the expansion and implementation of large-scale biofortification projects 
revealed two significant blind spots with respect to gendered food systems. First, 
promoting biofortified crops with an emphasis on targeting female producers disre-
garded the diverse labor investments in local food systems, narrowly enlisting rural 
women as food producers only. Outcomes from the SPHI initiative pointed to an 
increase in the number of varieties available and the specific technologies developed 
that supported investment expansion beyond production. Gendered labour, dietary 
considerations and women’s direct involvement from these outcomes were not men-
tioned. Second, food producers factored nutritional value of OFSP alongside other 
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considerations including consumer preferences, preparation needs of OFSP, along-
side other factors including consumer and family preferences, anticipated yields 
relative to other crops and time and labor investments required for growing, selling 
and preparing biofortified crops. This resulted in only selected producers benefit-
ing from expanded production and others resorting back to more traditional varieties 
that were more favoured by family members and market buyers.

Biofortification strategies are currently expanding globally and will continue to 
demonstrate positive impacts on nutritional health. At the same time, without com-
plementary considerations of the inherently gendered nature of food labour invest-
ments (production and provision practices and preferences, opportunities for market 
expansion for further processing) national biofortification strategies will result in a 
limited positive impact on women farmers in Tanzania.

Discussion of Intervention Cases

We offer four case-studies of agri-food and nutritional development interventions 
to show how global policies that mainstream gender based on liberal feminist ide-
als translate to practice. The policy strategy of including women within existing 
socioeconomic systems focused primarily on them as food producers for household 
food security generally translates to interventions that instrumentalize their labor. 
Interventions that fund women’s income-generating activities and care responsibili-
ties for broader goals like household food security and nutrition can have negative 
consequences for their work burdens and exacerbate tensions/conflict because it 
does not consider the wider socioeconomic and biophysical environmental context. 
Moreover, very limited intersectional considerations are considered and addressed 
in these interventions, nor working beyond individuals more generally, such as 
by developing feminist, rights-based organizations needed for making structural 
changes to socially unjust land and labor dynamics across scales. We summarize 
how we came to this conclusion in Table 8 which outlines the feminist indicators 
discerned. These indicators are based on both McPhail (2003)’s principles, as well 
as our wider reading of the case studies using critical feminist framings.

Gender Mainstreaming, Differentiation and Targeting Women

All of the projects addressed gender dynamics to varying degrees. The case of the 
AVANSE project in Haiti did not recognize women and men as gendered based on 
norms and power dynamics, which would make progressively addressing those dif-
ferences unlikely. It is a useful project to highlight the extreme (but typical) agri-
food development project that has little if any consideration for gendered dynamics, 
women or social disparities more generally. In contrast, the other projects either had 
gender mainstreaming as an explicit goal like the AMSANA project in Benin or they 
differentiated between women and men, recognizing gendered norms and power 
dynamics across their project activities. Yet, this recognition translated largely to 
the targeting of women in practice, with the RING project being the most extreme 
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version by targeting women only and not including men at all. Prioritizing women as 
food producers and providers in interventions offer additional opportunities to gain 
social, financial and agricultural resources, however, this focus also risks alienating 
men, causing tension, conflict and potential backlash around the benefits of devel-
opment project support (Vercillo 2020). In Ghana, RING’s support has meant that 
some men perceived women’s increasing contributions to soy production as chal-
lenges to their power within the home and food provisioning responsibilities. Alien-
ating men was a concern in the context of RING as the onus for change is on indi-
vidual women. From a critical feminist perspective, the focus should be on structural 
changes and institutions, including at the community level, as well as ODA, govern-
ment and markets themselves.

Intersectional Dimensions

Without considering the question of ‘which women’ are included in and excluded 
from development projects and/or how they are affected differently by these inter-
ventions and wider socioeconomic structures, practice may fail to reach certain vul-
nerable groups or worse, exploit them, deepening their intersectional vulnerabilities 
(Nightingale 2006). Many studies have shown how there are intensifying intersecting 
inequalities beyond gender, like ethnicity in northern Ghana which Vercillo (2022) 
shows exist in relation to agri-food development projects aimed at efficiency and 
growth in production. Focusing on the poor does not also address the class dynamics 
and deepening inequality related to land, seed, water and other resource disposses-
sions that are caused by wider power dynamics in development, including the role 
of the wealthy elite and other institutions like the state and multilateral actors. The 
nutrition component of projects such as RING in Ghana and AMSANA in Benin did 
aim to target the most ‘vulnerable’ women, meaning those in poor households with 
young children, but this targeting made assumptions and reinforced normative ineq-
uitable gender roles.

Context‑Specific Gender Dynamics

The widespread emphasis on gender equality in global and national agri-food and 
nutritional development policy, as well as in context-specific practice generally 
ascribes to a gender narrative that includes static, homogenized conceptualizations 
of food provisioning and marketing, which may not reflect local realities. In Benin, 
the AMSANA project included men’s participation in the discussion of ‘women’s 
issues’, reinforcing the normative, binary interpretation of gender norms. In the 
context of Ghana, some RING project implementers justified targeting women in 
interventions and excluding men by reinforcing narratives of women as more car-
ing, resourceful and responsible than men, who would waste any support or earnings 
or invest in non-household activities. In the case of SPHI in Tanzania, promoting 
biofortified sweet potato production assumed that women would seamlessly adopt 
the new varieties since they were already growing food for household consumption. 
While in Haiti, AVANSE reinforced the division of men’s role in lucrative export 
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production, leaving women encapsulated in the homestead and less lucrative local 
markets, thereby reinforcing women’s dependence on men’s land and income. The 
interventions described above reinforce the essentialist notion that women care for 
the household and the community more than men because of their inherent quali-
ties, justifying why they are the main recipients of assistance, which is a trope that 
has existed in wider gender and development efforts (Whitehead 2000; Chant and 
Sweetman 2012). Women are typically portrayed in contradictory ways, as victims 
and ‘heroes’ or as ‘agents of change’, insofar as it suits the development narrative 
(Cornwall and Rivas 2015), ignoring men’s important contributions to subsistence-
oriented production (Whitehead 2000; Vercillo 2020).

Global policy narratives focused on tropes of women’s knowledge, roles and 
responsibilities as being more catered to the household translate to interventions that 
instrumentalize their labor by funding their income-generating activities and care 
responsibilities for other benefits like household food security and nutrition, without 
addressing their work burdens, disproportionate land access challenges, and vulner-
abilities more broadly. This focus on women is also evident in broader feminist for-
eign policies globally like Canada’s FIAP and in many interventions. The AVANSE 
project in Haiti, for example, describes the role of women in food production ‘as 
catalysts for job creation and economic growth, transforming their communities and 
countries’ (USAID 2020, p. 1). Similarly, AMSANA focused on increasing women 
beneficiaries, reporting on the percentage of women integrated into their projects 
in Benin. Such approaches tend to increase women’s workloads while failing to 
address household dynamics of power and control around finances and spending. 
Targeting women in food and agriculture interventions to address gender inequality 
contributes to the ‘feminization of responsibility’ (Chant and Sweetman 2012, p. 
521). This ‘double burden’ has been critiqued for decades (Mies 1998), yet evidently 
persists in practice.

Policies should emphasize the context-specific food and nutrition strategies 
already in place within communities and households, as well as women food pro-
ducers’ and providers’ efforts, values and goals critical for mitigating unpredictable 
market and biophysical environmental conditions. For the RING project in Ghana, 
some women preferred to sell soy rather than consume it themselves, which shows 
that program and policy agendas undermine the decision-making processes, and 
cash needs to be embedded in gender relations in place-based settings. Agri-food 
and nutritional development policy and practice could strengthen gender equality 
by moving beyond efforts aimed at increasing production and integration in markets 
to include values like dietary diversity and agrobiodiversity, which help to mitigate 
risks and shocks, as well as gender equality (Kerr 2021).

Processes and Institutions Beyond the Household

By focusing on targeting individual women based on their primary roles as moth-
ers and carers within households, our research shows that they are fitting women 
within existing socioeconomic systems focused on increasing food production and 
minimizing costs, rather than facilitating structural changes that redress gender and 
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intersectional inequality. Where men were intentionally engaged to redress unequal 
gender norms, this was also focused narrowly on women’s roles in nutrition at the 
household level. AMSANA project in Benin ‘husband’s school’ initiative focused 
on discussing women’s disadvantage with men without challenging their own roles 
and wider leadership and institutions in upholding labor burdens and discriminatory 
resource access and control practices, including patrilineal land inheritance systems. 
Similarly, focusing on individual empowerment, while an important endeavour and 
a focus in global policy, is limited in changing the structures that cause vulnerability.

There were some instances in projects where wider processes that undermine 
gender mainstreaming were being addressed. One major activity of the RING pro-
ject in Ghana was to invest in strengthening local nutrition governance by finan-
cially investing in specialized local and regional governance units and staff already 
designated by the government and building their capacity to mainstream gender. 
Normally these gender officers and units would have little to no budget to do their 
work. Whether this investment leads to future budgeting for their activities beyond 
the scope of the project remains unclear, however. The RING project also targeted 
women mainly by establishing, supporting and strengthening women’s self-help, 
savings and loan’s groups at the community level. Similarly, AVANSE in Haiti, 
while gender blind, did invest in wider women’s processing facilities and coopera-
tives and built governance, leadership and capacity which has major implications for 
their inclusion in regional and export markets. Investing in these bigger marketing 
groups also strengthened their ability to represent and advocate for women’s inter-
ests while engaging leaders.

Women’s production is not simply constrained by socio-cultural norms and tradi-
tions, but also political and economic barriers, such as unequal care burdens, dis-
proportionate challenges with accessing land, education, adequate sanitation and 
physical movement across spaces. The vast majority of small to medium farmers 
across the world are vulnerable to dispossession because of increasingly competi-
tive markets. Women are disproportionately vulnerable, a disadvantage that cannot 
be resolved by a few acres worth of assistance and training provided  to individu-
als or households. This productivity and efficiency model for agri-food and nutri-
tional development also places some of the blame for hunger and malnutrition on 
inefficient female farmers and food providers, rather than the way larger businesses 
serve to exploit people and environments across social and spatial lines for cost effi-
ciency, profit maximization and growth (Carney 1992; Farhall and Rickards 2021; 
Schroeder 1997; Struckmann 2018; Vercillo 2020).

There is a broader imperative of participatory decision-making and inclusion in 
global and national policymaking and practice, as well as investing in wider institu-
tions beyond households to redress structural inequalities. Feminist policy analysis 
requires movement building and/or an alignment with other initiatives that are push-
ing for feminist policy formation—that address unequal power relations and struc-
tural barriers impeding gender equality (Blackwell et al. 2015). This would include 
support to women’s organizations based in the Global South in ways that feminist 
foreign assistance policies both related and unrelated to agri-food and nutrition can 
address intersectional categories of marginalization (including sex, race, ethnicity, 
disability, etc.) across global, regional, and local scales (Rao and Tiessen 2020).
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Conclusion

In this paper, we draw upon the main concerns of critical feminist analysis to 
expose the dominant approaches underlying global agri-food and nutritional 
development policy narratives. Critical feminist analysis is also useful for assess-
ing how, and to what degree these policy narratives alleviate gender inequality 
in food and nutrition security, especially for when they are translated to prac-
tice. The cases of large-scale donor interventions operating across different places 
(Haiti, Benin, Ghana and Tanzania) illustrate the outcomes of global and national 
policies that integrate gender in differing, but generally tangential ways. We find 
that there is a widespread emphasis on gender equality in agri-food and nutri-
tional development policy and practice both globally and across different contexts 
of the Global South. This emphasis ascribes to a narrative that includes static, 
homogenized conceptualizations of food provisioning and marketing with women 
doing most of the food related work for their households. These narratives trans-
late to interventions that instrumentalize women’s labor by funding their income-
generating activities and care responsibilities for other benefits like household 
food security and nutrition without addressing their work burdens, dispropor-
tionate land access challenges, and vulnerabilities more broadly. Global policy 
framings and interventions aimed at gender equality and women’s empowerment 
in agri-food and nutrition focus largely on the liberal feminist ideals of including 
women within existing patriarchal and capitalist agri-food and nutrition systems, 
which serve to exploit their resources and labor, as well as that of others across 
social and spatial lines. Conversely, social disparities in production, food security 
and nutrition go beyond social norms and discrimination and include underly-
ing structural conditions based on principles of efficiency that exploit others for 
profit.

We argue for shifting the emphasis of agri-food and nutritional development 
from productivity and efficiency to insist on a more open and flexible approach 
that accommodates for the diverse experiences, interests and relations of men 
and women alongside intersectional factors of class, sexuality, race, class, age, 
and disability. Feminist policies and practice striving for gender equality need 
to be informed by the diversity of local knowledge, strategies and language and 
fully owned by the communities it seeks to support. The inclusion of feminist 
engagement derived from the Global South enables the necessary power shift-
ing required for the reconfiguration of policy formation and development praxis. 
With this approach, we may create responsive, rather than instructive and instru-
mental policy measures, able to enhance women’s capacity to do the things they 
deem necessary to improve food and nutrition in their specific context and house-
holds, which may not be efficient or nutritious according to global standards.
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