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Abstract

Participating in the exemplar landscapes of the Developing and Promoting Market-Based 
Agroforestry and Forest Rehabilitation Options for Northwest Vietnam project has had positive 
impacts on ethnic women, such as increasing their networks and decision-making and public-
speaking skills. However, the rate of female farmers accessing and using project extension material 
or participating in project nurseries and applying agroforestry techniques was limited. This requires 
understanding of the real needs and interests grounded in the socio-cultural contexts of the ethnic 
groups living in the Northern Mountain Region in Viet Nam, who have unique social and cultural 
norms and values. The case studies show that agricultural activities are highly gendered: men 
and women play specific roles and have different, particular constraints and interests. Women are 
highly constrained by gender norms, access to resources, decision-making power and a prevailing 
positive-feedback loop of time poverty, especially in the Hmong community. A holistic, time-
saving approach to addressing women’s daily activities could reduce the effects of time poverty 
and increase project participation. As women were highly willing to share project information, 
the project’s impacts would be more successful with increased participation by women through 
utilizing informal channels of communication and knowledge dissemination. Extension material 
designed for ethnic women should have less text and more visuals. Access to information is a 
critical constraint that perpetuates the norm that men are decision-makers, thereby, enhancing 
their perceived ownership, whereas women have limited access to information and so leave final 
decisions to men, especially in Hmong families. Older Hmong women have a Vietnamese (Kinh) 
language barrier, which further prevents them from accessing the project’s material. Further 
research into an adaptive framework that can be applied in a variety of contexts is recommended. 
This framework should prioritize time-saving activities for women and include material highlighting 
key considerations to maintain accountability among the project’s support staff.

Keywords

Gender, Hmong, Thai, norms, information, agriculture, participation, time poverty, decision-
making, empowerment, challenges, opportunities, Dien Bien, Son La, Viet Nam 
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1. Introduction

1.1 Background

Women play an integral role in agriculture globally, contributing labour and expertise that are 
invested in the livelihoods of themselves and their families. Agricultural extension services offer 
support towards enhancing agricultural productivity within the context of local communities yet 
women are repeatedly left behind in these efforts due to socio-cultural norms, limited access to 
information and gendered resource allocation (FAO 2019). Agricultural innovation for smallholding 
farmers is highly gendered within patriarchal family structures (Kawarazuka & Prain 2019), where 
women are often positioned in relation to their husbands and perceived as ‘farmer’s wives’ instead 
of professional farmers themselves (Brandth 2002, Meinzen-Dick et al 2010). This perception has led 
to women’s exclusion from agricultural training because they may be considered as ‘unnecessary’ 
(Peterman et al 2014), further limiting their access to tools and information. 

One of the most pervasive barriers that women face in empowerment in agriculture is their decision-
making roles at community and household level (Sraboni et al 2014). Rose (1993) describes a 
‘paradoxical space’ where an individual retains multiple identities, each with its own implications to 
how a person is placed within their social sphere. Kawarazuka & Prain (2018) employ this concept with 
the Thai ethnic minority community in Viet Nam, delineating a complex hierarchy of agency within 
identities such as mother, youth, in-law, farmer or literate, differentiating each individual woman’s 
agency towards decision-making. Other contexts, such as Bangladesh (Sraboni et al 2014), Ghana 
(Diawuo et al 2019) and India (Raghunathan et al 2019) see similar patterns of male-preferential 
decision-making and complex familial roles for women, which are often exacerbated by cultural 
perceptions of women’s capability. Kiptot & Franzel (2012) found that, in Africa, men were more 
often managers of agroforestry systems, despite women conducting the majority of on-farm labour, 
and that men often held claims over women’s labour where the inverse was not true. It is often 
reported that men consult their wives regarding decisions that affect shared domains (Diawuo et al 
2019), however, stereotypes regarding women’s education levels, perceived laziness or incapacity 
in agriculture persist, reducing men’s inclination to seek counsel from their wives (Mudege et al 
2017). While men generally hold decision-making power over shared domains, women do hold 
autonomous domains, however, they are often limited to by-products of men’s labour, for example, 
Chikoko (2002) describes women’s influence on tree products as increasing outwards from stem to 
twig as men are the proprietors of the timber trade and women are responsible for collecting fruit 
and non-timber forest products. Women also generally hold domain over home gardens (Mamun-
ur-Rashid et al 2017; Voegele et al 2009) but persistent gender norms dictate that women’s domains 
in general are less efficient in terms of technological involvement and returns on labour (Chikoko 
2002, Kawarazuka & Prain 2018). 

The implications of the imbalance of decision-making power in families on small-holders’ farms are 
exacerbated by women’s lack of tenure, their time poverty and limited access to resources. Women’s 
property is often poor in condition and quality and therefore low in collateral value, making them 
less-than-ideal candidates for loans or financial support (Catacutan & Naz 2015, Mamun-ur-Rashid 
et al 2017). Kawarazuka & Prain (2018) note that the notion of innovation is gendered where men 
in the Northern Mountainous Region of Viet Nam perceive innovation as actions that increase 
capital and yield whereas women perceive innovation as time-saving changes to everyday practices. 
These findings support common assumptions that women are heavily constricted by their daily 
activities and that strong consideration for women’s time poverty and domestic responsibilities is 
needed to increase participation in agricultural innovation and training projects (Diawuo et al 2019, 
Mbo’o-Tchouawou & Colverson 2014, Raghunathan et al 2019). Though the majority of women’s 
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livelihoods’ options are related to agriculture, their low participation in training or community meetings 
due to domestic responsibilities and child-care mean that their feedback and needs are not heard or 
prioritized, even when they are technically invited to participate (Green Climate Fund 2020). 

The Women’s Empowerment in Agriculture Index proposes five domains of empowerment indicators 
(production, resources, income, leadership and time) which manifest differently in diverse contexts 
(Alkire et al 2013). Women’s empowerment in agriculture has been found to benefit communities, 
for example, by diversifying nutritional input to children (Sraboni et al 2014), and benefit women by 
increasing their confidence, self-reliance and skills (Kawarazuka & Prain 2019). Increasing women’s 
income is additionally positively correlated with children’s highest year of schooling (Qian 2008, Luke 
& Munshi 2011), indicating that women’s empowerment in agriculture ought to be a priority in rural 
communities to disrupt the cycle of poverty. However, a disproportionate responsibility falls on the 
shoulders of women in the face of the climate crisis, as women play an intrinsic role in the management 
of food systems and provisioning ecosystem services (Nellemann et al 2011). Women are estimated to 
provide 50% or more of the labour force in agriculture in Africa and Asia and their livelihoods are highly 
sensitive to, and dependent on, agriculture (Nellemann et al 2011). In Viet Nam, poor and ethnic-minority 
women have low capacity to access adaptation techniques, despite being most vulnerable to water and 
food insecurity (FAO 2019). The Green Climate Fund (2020) calls on policymakers and extension services 
to increase adaptive agricultural training and promote equal access to climate information based on 
gender, age and ethnic minorities; communities that are most vulnerable to the negative effects of the 
climate crisis in Viet Nam. Doss et al (2018) address the widespread belief of women as ‘intrinsically 
better stewards of the environment’ and infer that this is a harmful misperception, which places the 
responsibility of conservation on women without an understanding of community constraints, leaving 
women behind in terms of resource allocation and supporting services. Men and women who normally 
receive information from extension services, globally, are currently experiencing unfounded barriers 
in their access to information due to the COVID-19 pandemic wherein women are disproportionately 
affected (Alvi et al 2021). Phone panel surveys conducted in Nepal and India indicate that while 
several factors can limit women’s participation with extension services, such as resource allocation, 
time constraints and geographical location, nearly 50% of farmers at the study site reported losses in 
productivity due to inaccessibility of information (Alvi et al 2021). For agricultural extension services 
to supply adaptive and inclusive information, community-level contexts, constraints and effective 
information dissemination must be incorporated into the extension framework.

Solutions to women’s exclusion from agricultural extension training commonly emphasise increasing 
women’s collaborative and support groups. Cultural bias inflicts restrictive stereotypes about women’s 
capabilities that are structural and extend beyond husbands to extension officers and village leaders. 
Mudege et al (2017) found that extension officers reinforce the view of men as household heads and 
keepers of information by using biased training recruitment methods that favour men, under the guise of 
prioritizing household heads who own plots of ideal size and quality that women disproportionately do 
not have tenure over. This in turn strengthens the power dynamic wherein men become the ‘knowers’ of 
agricultural information and women are perceived as unintelligent and in need of guidance (Mudege et al 
2015). Many studies suggest that the recruitment of female extension officers would increase women’s 
participation in extension training (Diawuo et al 2019, Kiptot & Franzel 2012, Manfre et al 2013, Mudege 
et al 2015). This is potentially an ambitious undertaking given that female officer recruitment is often 
low, for example, at only 7% in the Department of Agricultural Extension in Bangladesh, that country’s 
largest service provider (Malone et al 2013). Women’s access to training can similarly be limited by 
cultural seclusion (Sraboni et al 2013), interception of male village leaders who reinforce gender norms 
(Mudege et al 2017) or simply by the placement of training schedules at inconvenient times of day 
when women are preoccupied (Mamun-ur-Rashid et al 2017). Women’s groups provide the opportunity 
for extension staff to target women around their schedules and focus on domains in which they hold 
autonomous decision-making power or that affect their livelihoods directly; an effort which women’s 
organisations and NGOs efforts have had some success in promoting (Raghunathan et al 2019, Sulaiman 
& Reddy 2014). Single-sex groups have been shown to increase women’s confidence and enhance their 
leadership skills (Manfre et al 2013) and targeting pre-existing women’s associations has shown to be 
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an effective method for dissemination of knowledge to women and by women (Kiptot & Franzel 
2012, Raghunathan et 2019). Raghunathan et al (2019) compared three pathways of improving 
women’s access to agricultural innovation: providing agricultural information; income support; and 
empowerment through social capital. Each pathway presented unique benefits for participants but 
did not necessarily increase uptake of new agricultural practices or improved cultivation on its own. 
The study concluded that income, social, domestic and market constraints impeded adoption of 
new practices but evidence suggests that women’s group membership can affect change in the 
social sphere. 

The results of this study suggest that extending services directly to women needs to address 
cultural contexts as a potential barrier to implementing technical information received during 
training.

Agricultural development projects are faced with a unique challenge in Viet Nam due to the 
presence of 53 recognised ethnic-minority groups, who made up only 14% of the population but 
73% of the country’s poor in 2016 (World Bank 2019), and who differ in cultural norms and nuanced 
contexts within the country. As a whole, ethnic minorities in Viet Nam are disadvantaged compared 
with the Kinh majority in terms of levels of education and literacy; access to resources, information 
and healthcare; life expectancy; and proficiency in the Vietnamese (Kinh) language, among other 
challenges (Dang 2012, UN Women 2017). Women in ethnic minorities in Viet Nam are further 
marginalized in all of these areas by cultural drivers that perpetuate systems of disempowerment, 
such as child marriage, which occurs in nearly 27% of the ethnic-minority population but just under 
1.5% of the Kinh population (UN Women 2017). Compared with their male counterparts, ethnic-
minority women have less education, younger working ages, less likelihood of owning agricultural 
machines, poorer proficiency in Vietnamese, and less likelihood of owning a motorcycle (a distinct 
obstacle for the 15 ethnic-minority groups who live 20–70 km from their ‘local’ markets (UN Women 
2017)). Women in Viet Nam made up 58% of the workforce in agriculture in 2015 (FAO, 2015), where 
more than 81% of the ethnic minority population were employed in agriculture in 2017; twice as 
high as for the Kinh population (UN Women 2017). Despite efforts by the Government of Viet Nam 
to increase gender equality — such as the promulgation of the Land Law in 2001, which decreed 
that agricultural plots be registered under the names of both husband and wife (Menon et al 2014) 
— women still struggle with access to land tenure, collateral for loans, infrastructure and financial 
constraints (Catacutan & Naz 2015, FAO 2019, Kawarazuka & Prain 2019). Women are additionally 
disadvantaged with respect to decision-making power at household level, although this is notably 
shifting, especially as seasonal migration is leaving more female-headed households in the wake 
of absent men (Green Climate Fund 2020, Kawarazuka & Prain 2018). However, female-headed 
households experience different barriers to male-headed households, such as being more likely to 
experience labour shortages and difficulties in accessing loans and information. As a result, female-
headed households are less likely to adopt agroforestry practices, despite expressing more interest 
in this practice than men in some cases (Catacutan & Naz 2015). UN Women (2017) determined that 
fertility rates among ethnic minority groups in 2014/15 were 2.38 children per woman, compared 
with 2.02 per Kinh woman, and although some groups commonly had up to 5 children per woman, 
this is a critical contextual factor given the lower familial labour force that most families in Viet 
Nam have compared with other developing countries with higher fertility rates. Women in ethnic 
minorities in Viet Nam are highly constrained by their reproductive and domestic duties, much 
the same as the Kinh minority, though cultural differences between the 53 minority communities 
inevitably determine how this manifests in relation to personal livelihoods. 

Current research into the cultural context of ethnic-minority groups in Viet Nam are often generalized 
(UN Women 2017) or are specific to singular groups (Catacutan & Naz 2015, Kawarazuka & Prain 
2010, Lee 2005). 

This working paper seeks to generate insights into how cultural nuance affected women’s uptake 
of agricultural innovation promoted by the Developing and Promoting Market-Based Agroforestry 
and Forest Rehabilitation Options for Northwest Vietnam project — particularly, through 
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participating in exemplar landscapes — by comparing the contexts of a Hmong community in 
Dien Bien Province and a Thai community in Son La Province.

Time poverty and its manifestation in different ethnic minority communities, dictating their 
opportunities and constraints, is a key theme of this study. The objectives of the study are as 
follows. 

1. Assess the benefits and constraints of women participating in six exemplar landscapes.

2. Observe and compare key benefits and constraints in women’s livelihoods and access to 
agricultural extension services in two case studies in Toa Tinh and Hat Lot communes.

3. Determine the implications of barriers to women’s empowerment in agriculture for the 
success of agricultural interventions.

4. Make recommendations for extension staff which are sensitive to women’s unique 
circumstances and that are adaptable to a wide range of contexts.

The Agroforestry for Smallholder Farmers in Northwest Vietnam (AFLi) project (2011–2016) 
successfully encouraged farmers to adopt agroforestry systems to combat environmental 
degradation, diversify agricultural products and obtain higher incomes compared with monocultural 
systems1. Researchers, provincial extension staff, farmers and commune and village leaders joined 
forces to manage agroforestry exemplar landscapes that demonstrated agroforestry practices to 
communities, local governments and agencies. 

The Developing and Promoting Market-Based Agroforestry and Forest Rehabilitation Options for 
Northwest Vietnam project (AFLi 2) (2017–2021) is the ongoing response to indicators of local 
challenges to farmers in adopting agroforestry. 

AFLi (2011–2016) objectives

1. To develop best-practice agroforestry systems for three agro-ecological zones (<600 m, 
600–800 m and >800 m)

2. To improve the availability of high-quality germplasm to enable the expansion of 
agroforestry systems.

3. To enhance market access and opportunities for adding value to agroforestry products.

4. To improve extension methods and policy dialogues for successful dissemination of 
agroforestry systems.

AFLi 2 (2017–2021) objectives

1. Quantify and evaluate generic agroforestry options and tree species to promote 
investment in agroforestry.

2. Understand the suitability of different agroforestry options for different contexts and 
develop markets and policy to scale up adoption.

3. Understand the ecological and economic values of degraded forests and co-develop 
forest rehabilitation methods with local communities to enhance them.

1 See the final report at https://www.aciar.gov.au/sites/default/files/project-page-docs/final_report_fst.2010.034.pdf 

1.2 Project intervention
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4. Understand drivers of land-use change and develop cross-sectoral planning approaches 
for landscapes that integrate forest and agroforestry land uses. 

5. Develop local capacity in agroforestry, forest rehabilitation and integrated landscape 
management.

The first exemplar landscape of the AFLi 2 project was established in Na Ban Village, Hat Lot 
Commune, Mai Son District, Son La Province. Researchers, provincial extension staff, farmers and 
commune and village leaders worked together to establish and manage the landscape, the aim 
of which was to demonstrate wider-scale adoption of agroforestry, attracting support from local 
governments and other agencies. The establishment and maintenance of the exemplar landscape 
was cost-shared by the project, the provincial government (seedlings, staff salaries) and the farmers 
who contributed their land, time and labour. 

The landscape is a 50-hectare connected area with 29 farmers involved. Key activities included 
establishing contoured grass strips as an initial approach to controlling soil erosion, which also 
provided fodder for livestock and, to some extent, cash income. Fruit-tree species were selected 
in a participatory manner and planted by farmers above the grass strips. Local arrangements or 
rules with respect to running the exemplar landscape were agreed upon by farmers together with 
commune and village leaders, extension workers and project staff. Maize or upland rice were grown 
together with fruit trees and grass in the first four years. 

As well as providing support for planting trees and crops, the project facilitated field visits for 
participating farmers (known as ‘farmer co-operators’), other farmers and extension workers 
from neighbouring villages, communes and districts to the exemplar landscape. The project also 
conducted numerous training sessions on different aspects of agroforestry for farmers participating 
in the landscape. Topics included agroforestry design and management, nursery establishment, 
seedling production through different techniques such as grafting and marcotting, tree pruning, 
and management of pests and diseases. The project also built capacity by publishing learning and 
extension material.

Figure 1. Fifty hectare exemplar landscape with trees and forage grass planted along contour lines 
on sloping land in Hat Lot District, Son La Province. Photo: World Agroforestry in Viet Nam
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Women have specific gender-based constraints to adopting agroforestry on smallholding farms, 
which have an impact on the success or otherwise of a project. Ethnic-minority groups are influenced 
by cultural nuances and unique geographical contexts in Viet Nam, which affect women’s access 
to agricultural extension services on an individual basis. To ensure the success of the ongoing 
AFLi project and its successors, gendered opportunities and constraints must be better understood 
within and between communities to ensure the equal participation of men and women and to 
ensure that women’s unique needs are met.

2. Methodology and study site

2.1 Study site

The overall impact of the AFLi 2 project on women was assessed in six exemplar landscapes in Na 
Nhan, Toa Tinh, Hat Lot, Chieng Yen, Xa Ho and Thuong Bang La communes in Dien Bien, Son La and 
Yen Bai provinces, respectively (Figure 2). The total number of farmers involved in the survey was 
182 (95 of whom were women) and 43 ‘control’ farmers (22 of whom were women). 

The main ethnic minorities engaged with the exemplar landscapes are Thai, Hmong, Kinh, Muong 
and Tay. Farmers in the Hat Lot commune had participated in the exemplar landscape since 2015 
during the first AFLi project. Farmers in the other landscapes joined from 2017 until the present 
during the second phase (AFLi 2). 

Of all six exemplar landscapes of AFLi 2, only in Hat Lot Commune have farmers received economic 
revenue from the agroforestry options because the other landscapes are still at early stages. Hat 
Lot was also the focus of AFLi 2 in supporting ethnic-minority farmers to develop markets for 
agroforestry products. Therefore, this landscape was selected for the assessment of benefits to 
women from participating in an exemplar landscape. 

2.1.1 Overall assessment

These case studies were researched in two ethnic-minority communities in Hat Lot and Toa Tinh 
communes. The Thai and Hmong ethnic groups are two of the six minority groups that have 
populations over 1 million in Viet Nam (UN Women 2017). The Thai community of Na Ban Village 
in Hat Lot Commune of Son La Province was established in 1960 and all households have land 
certificates. The average landholding in Na Ban is 2–3 hectares per household with an additional 
200–300 m2 for the home and garden. In Dien Bien Province, Toa Tinh Commune is home to seven 
villages, Hua Xa B being the most developed. Toa Tinh Commune was established in 1952 and is 
now home to more than 2000 people, all of whom belong to the Hmong ethnic group.

Thai groups in the Northwest generally live in the middle altitudinal zone (600–800 masl) while 
Hmong groups tend to live at higher altitudes (above 800 masl). This has major implications for the 
communities’ mobility in terms of distance to markets and access to resources, especially given 
the seasonal effect of rain on the condition of the dirt roads characteristic of the highland regions 
of the Northwest.

2.1.2 The two case studies



16

Figure 2. Map of the study sites. Source: World Agroforestry

2.2 Participatory methods and gender-responsive approach

The first survey focused on individual social benefits, such as improved awareness, knowledge of, 
and skills in, agroforestry implementation, farmers’ networks, and use and dissemination of project 
material.

The case studies used qualitative data collected using gender-responsive surveys discussing project 
impacts and community barriers to uptake. Participants first engaged in a half day of introductory 
activities to build rapport, employing the Social Analysis and Action approach developed by CARE 
International (CARE 2017). One and a half days were then spent in focus-group discussions based on 
GENNOVATE methods (Petesch et al 2018), including the ‘ladder of power and freedom’ framework, 
24-hour time allocation, gendered division of labour and decision-making structures. Participants 
were divided into four groups by gender (male or female) and age (15–30 and 30–60 years-old) for all 
activities, excluding the introductory half-day. The final full day of the study included a photo-taking 
activity where participants were given a set of guiding questions and asked to photograph their 
responses, later providing their reasoning to researchers. Photos were displayed in a community 
exhibition to draw attention to generational and gendered interests of community members. In the 
Thai community, 41 farmers, 19 of whom were women, participated in the focus-group discussions, 
and in the Hmong community, 41 farmers participated in the discussions and 16 in the photography 
activity. Further details on the methods used in this study are described in ICRAF guide for facilitators 
(World Agroforestry 2017). 
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Figure 3. Project’s impact on women’s perception of agroforestry benefits

3. Results

3.1 Assessment of benefits for women from participating in AFLi exemplar 
landscapes

Highlights

• Participation in training improved women’s perceptions of agroforestry benefits 
compared to women not involved in the project.

• Higher percentage of women participating in the exemplar landscape were willing to 
expand agroforestry systems than women not involved in the project.

• Women’s teamwork, public-speaking skills, decision-making skills and confidence 
were enhanced through the project’s activities.

• Women learned useful knowledge from the project’s activities, such as agricultural 
techniques, for example, grafting, market knowledge and control of pests and 
diseases.

• Women were more willing to disseminate knowledge within communities through 
formal and informal channels than men.

3.1.1 Women’s perception of agroforestry benefits
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Compared to female farmers not involved in the project, women participating in the AFLi 2 exemplar 
landscape gave higher scores for agroforestry benefits, such as improving soil moisture, mitigating 
climate change (by reducing impact of extreme weather), improving biodiversity, providing food and 
improving knowledge and skills. The source of their information mainly came from observation of 
the project’s agroforestry systems or their own or others in their village.

3.1.2 Improved knowledge and skills through training and project material

Figure 4. Impact of training activities on women 
*Note: n = 95

Figure 5. Impact of extension material on women 
*Note: n = 95

Technical support was provided to farmers through training in agroforestry system establishment 
and management, grafting techniques and nursery management. Almost 70% of female farmers 
participated in training activities yet only 20% participated in nursery activities. According to the 
survey results, nursery management — including seedling production, making seedling bags, 
grafting, taking care of the group nursery — were considered difficult skills. Men were often the 
preferred ones to participate in these activities. 

Nearly 80% of women showed willingness to share their knowledge with family members, neighbours 
and friends in their villages. The main benefits from training included learning tree-management 
techniques, application of fertilizers, watering, grafting techniques and pest management. In Hat 
Lot, farmers learned about product harvesting, packaging and marketing. Women wished to have 
more training, specifically, on fruit-tree management and control of pests and diseases.

The use of extension material remained low across all exemplar landscapes. Farmers who had 
newly joined in the project’s phase 2 (the new exemplar landscapes) had higher rates of using, 
and remembering, technical material in comparison to farmers from phase 1 and farmers who had 
participated in earlier demonstration trials. Farmers’ preferences for the format of material were for 
short and practical illustrated documents and videos. It was also recommended to translate training 
material into ethnic languages so that older people, in particular, could understand.
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3.1.3 Adoption of agroforestry options and soil and water conservation techniques

3.1.4 Social benefits

Figure 5. Impact of activities on women’s social skills 
*Note: n=95

The main benefits from training included learning tree-management techniques, application of 
fertilizers, watering, grafting techniques and pest management. In Hat Lot, farmers also learned 
about product harvesting, packaging and marketing. 

Women indicated a strong willingness to share information with family and community members 
in both of the study communities. Among the six exemplar landscapes, female Thai farmers in Hat 
Lot and female Hmong farmers in Toa Tinh were more active than men in sharing knowledge from 
the project.

Adoption and expansion of agroforestry options 

Sixty-four percent of the women participating in the exemplar landscape were willing to expand 
their agroforestry system while only 46% of women involved in the project expressed their 
willingness to adopt or expand agroforestry systems. The reasons for not adopting agroforestry 
systems were mainly lack of arable land, lack of labour and ‘do not like yet’ (that is, they wanted 
to observe growth and profit from their current system first). Most of the women from the two 
groups wanted to grow fruit trees in agroforestry systems intercropped with seasonal crops in the 
first few years. 

Adoption of soil and water conservation techniques

All of the interviewed women were aware of decreasing water availability, 66% observed soil erosion 
on their farms and its negative impact on soil quality and crop yields. None of them confirmed that 
they knew how to implement soil conservation techniques, including tree planting, grass planting 
along contour lines and terracing. The most common answer given was, ‘Don’t know how to do 
it’, followed by 1) lack of management techniques; 2) lack of finance; 3) cattle damage; 4) lack of 
labour to manage forage grass and fruit trees.

Social benefits included improved teamwork, connection with other farmers, ability to talk in public, 
decision-making abilities, confidence to implement agroforestry, improved techniques for tree 
planting, grafting and management as well as improved community forest management. A higher 
percentage of women having social benefits was recorded from farmers’ groups participating in the 
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project for longer times. Most of the women stated that they were active in farmers’ groups involved 
with the project’s activities. They often talked about agroforestry plots, the project’s seedlings and 
selling prices of products when they met by chance in the village or visited each other. The main 
recognizable benefits were visiting study sites, expanding networks, and broadening knowledge and 
information.

Farmers learned a valuable lesson that they can broaden their group network and benefit from 
teamwork when everyone becomes more active in sharing information, exchanging knowledge, and 
solving problems together.

3.2 Case studies from Thai and Hmong ethnic groups: the gender divide in context

Highlights

• Thai and Hmong women have different levels of decision-making power and abilities 
to collaborate with men. Men, ultimately, are the primary decision-makers.

• Women are limited in their financial freedom despite being the holders of household 
money.

• Women participate in agricultural activities equal to men in both communities but the 
bulk of domestic labour falls on them, exacerbating their time constraints.

• There is a prevailing norm that assets are owned by men but women have relative 
freedom to use them.

• Women have some autonomy in home vegetable gardens, with small livestock and the 
cultivation of certain fruit-tree species.

• Nuanced community needs dictate the interests of women. Hmong women would 
benefit from securing better access to education and water security before being 
concerned with interests similar to Thai women who have better access to both.

From the overall assessment, it was clear that the rate remained low of women participating in the 
project’s nurseries, accessing and sharing the project’s material, and applying the project’s soil and 
water conservation techniques. Therefore, we conducted the two in-depth gender studies in two 
communities of Hmong and Thai people (the two dominant ethnic minorities in the Northwest) 
to understand more deeply the roots of their issues through ‘gender lenses’. We present the key 
findings related to gender norms, labour division, access to resources and information as well as 
women’s constraints in adopting agroforestry techniques.

3.2.1 Gender norms and family dynamics
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Thai 
community,
Hat Lot 
Commune,
Son La 
Province

Women are very involved as men in community 
activities and are about as involved in attending 
agricultural training. Though women use extension 
material less than men, they are highly likely to 
spread and receive information through informal 
channels. Women are expected to know how to do 
some calculations and farm techniques and actively 
seek new knowledge, though a higher competency 
with these activities is expected of men. Farm work 
is carried out as a family but women bear most 
of the responsibility of housework. There is some 
expectation of the husband to help the wife with 
household responsibilities and a lot of satisfaction 
within the household when he does. Power dynamics 
in households are changing where men were previously 
perceived as holding the most decision-making power 
in the family due to a prevailing norm that men are 
the final decision-makers but the gap is now closing 
and both genders are perceiving this shift. This does, 
however, not control for prevailing gender norms 
that may block women’s actual ability to change 
practices. Young women are developing a greater 
sense of appreciation for themselves as expressed 
by a young woman’s photo of herself in the photo 
activity to describe the person most important to 
her. This is an encouraging finding because increasing 
women’s confidence and perceived power are ideal for 
encouraging participation in agricultural training.

Opportunities
Women’s near-equal 
opportunity to participate 
in training and their 
perceived decision-
making power indicates 
the potential for effective 
targeted training that can 
influence the whole family.

Constraints
Perceived decision-making 
power does not control for 
all gender norms within 
a family and therefore 
there is no guarantee that 
targeted training will have 
an impact on decisions 
made at household level.

Hmong 
community,
Toa Tinh 
Commune, 
Dien Bien 
Province

Families do a lot of farm work together and the family 
is central to their social values and livelihoods. Gender 
dynamics are complex at home but it is generally 
understood that women are responsible for the home 
and a good husband helps out sometimes even though 
it is not his responsibility. Decision-making power 
is typically in the domain of men even though they 
consult with their wives on decisions surrounding 
sales and cultivation of products for their farm. 
Men’s perception that they have more capabilities in 
agriculture is reinforced by the norm that attending 
training is a man’s role, so women learn new matters 
from their husbands, exacerbating the understanding 
that men have the final say over decisions on the farm. 
Women’s rights and power are generally perceived as 
increasing in response to governmental campaigns on 
women’s rights, however, patriarchal power relations 
prevail and create a barrier for women in decision-
making. Women are traditionally expected to support 
their husbands, from everything to giving advice to 
preparing tools for fieldwork, but this is changing and 
young women clearly desire more autonomy than in 
the past.

Opportunities
Making training more 
accessible and encouraging 
for women to attend 
can empower women to 
participate and develop 
their confidence.

Constraints
Men’s drinking habits, 
domestic violence and 
gambling are major 
concerns for Hmong 
women and there is a 
possibility that intervention 
could create tension 
between husbands and 
wives. Since women do not 
hold great decision-making 
power in their families, 
having men engaged is 
critical in reaching women.
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For example, the old women’s group claimed that a 
good wife is obedient whereas the young women’s 
group stated that a good wife earns money and 
improves her family’s livelihood in addition to providing 
her husband with good advice. Additionally, even 
though women keep the family’s money, they have 
little decision-making power over it beyond purchasing 
household food. The old women’s group stated that 
a good husband will purchase her clothes and gifts 
at the market while a young woman desires money 
to purchase these things for herself. This is a strong 
indicator of the husband’s control over the household 
budget and women’s shifting aspirations towards 
autonomy. Figure 6 shows men and women’s perceived 
power within the family, where young women, 
especially, see their situation as changing in response to 
increasing levels of education.

Key 
similarities

• Decisions are made jointly between husbands and wives though final decisions are 
made by men.

• Women hold the money in families although they have less control over how it is 
spent outside of household food budgets.

• Women are interested in participating in project activities.

• Women are primarily responsible for domestic responsibilities and childcare.
Key 
Differences

• Hmong women are less educated and so are consulted less about decisions than 
in Thai families.

• Thai women are more participatory in community activities than Hmong women 
because it is a cultural norm for Hmong men to be social representatives for families.

• Men participate in domestic responsibilities to a higher degree in Thai households 
than Hmong households.

• Thai women have access to clean tap water while Hmong women do not.
Implications 
for the 
project

In the Thai and Hmong ethnic groups, decision-making power and prevailing 
patriarchal social structures form barriers to agricultural training for women. In each 
case, women hold the majority of responsibility towards domestic duties, childrearing 
and the home garden in addition to their farm duties. The project’s activities enhance 
women’s social capital and confidence, contributing to their livelihoods and perceived 
decision-making power. 

Thai women currently have more perceived power in line with their male 
counterparts than Hmong women but addressing the needs of each community and 
encouraging participation in the project should be respectful of household dynamics 
and not exacerbate tensions between family members.

In addition to gender norms, these communities also experience differences in 
their levels of education and access to food and water, which have an impact on 
the accessibility of extension training for women. Hmong women typically receive 
lower levels of education compared to Thai women and have inconsistent water 
security and poor road conditions for accessing markets. Women’s empowerment 
through the project’s activities provides technical skills to address their constraints, 
however, special attention needs to be paid to women’s domains and their contextual 
limitations.
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Figure 7. Men and women’s perceived degree of power and freedom in the Hmong ethnic-minori-
ty community of Toa Tinh Commune
*Note: Power is on the scale of 0–5 with 5 the most powerful 

3.2.2 Labour division

Thai 
community,
Hat Lot 
Commune,
Son La 
Province

Thai women hold specific autonomous domains in 
selling animals and vegetables at local markets and 
are primarily responsible for foraging for, and feeding, 
livestock and selling fruit and maize. This indicates that 
women should have competency in calculations even if 
they are not necessarily expected to have these skills, 
as discussed in Section 2.3. Men’s dominant role in 
purchasing herbicides and pesticides indicates that they 
are more responsible for the household budget even 
though women are generating and dictating income 
by virtue of being present in markets and negotiating 
with traders; a process for which they expressed their 
concerns in the interviews because traders are known 
to dictate prices that sellers are inclined to concede to 
given the effort they expend in transporting products 
to the market. Women additionally expressed a lot of 
interest in upgrading roads and infrastructure to save 
themselves time.

Opportunities
Decision-making is likely 
more straightforward 
for women in their 
autonomous domains or 
domains in which they are 
most responsible.

Constraints
Bad roads and 
infrastructural constraints 
have a serious impact on 
women’s activities and pose 
an obstacle to women’s 
access which they cannot 
control.
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Hmong 
community, 
Toa Tinh 
Commune, 
Dien Bien 
Province

Hmong women do not hold specific autonomous 
domains in any sphere although they are primarily 
responsible for vegetable production, home gardens 
and selling small produce at the local market. Men’s 
responsibilities include more ‘heavy’ duties and dealing 
with finances and selling the higher income-generating 
products: maize and coffee. In-the-field farm activities 
are shared by men and women but as discussed in 
Section 2.1, men are more present at agricultural 
training than women due to cultural norms. Some 
participants suggested that Hmong women are shy 
about communicating in the Vietnamese language and 
barter with traders and that they are not proficient in 
performing calculations and are therefore excluded 
from making purchases for the farm, however, the 
labour division indicates that women are performing 
these tasks when selling vegetables and ‘son tra’ 
(Docynia indica), meaning that this perspective is likely 
more associated with prevailing gender norms rather 
than women’s inability to do so.

Opportunities
Targeting domains where 
women are the primary 
interested parties could 
increase women’s perceived 
decision-making power 
and their confidence. This 
could increase women’s 
involvement drastically.

Constraints
Although men may not 
participate in the labour 
of women’s domains, their 
presence and decision-
making power could conflict 
with women’s autonomy.

Key 
similarities

• Women are responsible for small livestock, fruit and vegetable production, home 
gardens and selling produce at local markets.

• Rice farming is a shared responsibility of men and women though men are 
responsible for selling at a larger scale than local markets offer.

• Both communities struggle with poor road conditions affecting their daily tasks.

Key 
differences

• Men and women participate in community meetings and training more equally in 
the Thai community than the Hmong community.

• Thai women hold complete autonomous domains whereas Hmong women do not.
Implications 
for the 
project

The project’s activities provide technical skills to increase efficiency in daily 
responsibilities and women participating in training have described the benefits 
they received, as discussed in Section 2. Analysis of the gendered division of labour 
identified women’s unique domains for activities, such as training that targets selling 
animals and vegetables, and the production and selling of fruit and maize for Thai 
women; or ‘son tra’ and vegetable production and selling for Hmong women. In 
developing training procedures, domains where women hold specific interest or 
relative autonomy over decisions that affect these domains will have the greatest 
impact on the success of the project’s activities on women.

The obstacle of poor road conditions was mentioned by participants in both ethnic 
groups, in addition to the potential benefits of other infrastructural interventions. 
Thai women mentioned their interest in irrigation systems because they are often 
responsible for carrying water to fields whereas Hmong women mentioned their 
household water needs because they do not have access to clean drinking water. This 
indicates great potential for extension initiatives to include interventions that save 
time on a daily basis and contribute to reducing women’s time poverty. 
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Figure 5. Labour division in Thai ethnic minority in Hat Lot commune and Hmong ethnic minority 
in Toa Tinh commune

3.2.3 Time wheels

Thai 
community,
Hat Lot 
Commune,
Son La 
Province

In the Thai community, men and women share 
comparable loads of domestic and field work but 
women’s leisure time is still nearly an hour less than 
men’s. In families with young children, the husband 
will usually help more at home but as the children 
grow older this responsibility belongs more to the wife. 
It is important to note that though the time wheel 
indicated that women had 2 hours of leisure time a 
day, almost an hour less than men’s 2.8 hours, leisure 
time does not indicate an absence of responsibilities 
or small tasks and so cultural norms dictate the level 
of freedom involved in this time allocation. Tasks such 
as minding children and doing small domestic tasks are 
associated with women’s work in patriarchal societies 
and contribute to time poverty.

Opportunities
Thai women with husbands 
who are generally helpful 
and willing to take on 
domestic tasks near the 
degree of their wives 
indicates that couples are 
more able to work together 
to incorporate changes to 
their daily tasks.

Constraints
The Thai women of Hat 
Lot Commune struggle 
with time poverty and so 
interventions into their 
daily activities will need to 
be very mindful of making 
resources such as childcare 
available to free up time for 
women to take part.
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Hmong 
community, 
Toa Tinh 
Commune, 
Dien Bien 
Province

Daily life for Hmong people involves long working 
hours, especially for women whose work is seemingly 
continuous. While men and women spend comparable 
amounts of time on agriculture, women spend almost 
three times as many hours on domestic tasks as men. 
This loss of time means that time for eating and leisure 
is limited for women. Men use their leisure time for 
participating in social activities, such as drinking — 
an integral part of their social activities — in which 
they participate 3–4 evenings per week. Young men 
also participate in sport. Because women have more 
domestic responsibilities than men, it is unsurprising 
that they have limited time to do the same. This does 
not, however, indicate that there is no desire from 
women to participate in sport. One young woman 
presented a photo of archery equipment in the photo 
activity. Time poverty is a big issue for women where 
they are not only unable to participate in agricultural 
training as a barrier to agroforestry but also unable 
to invest in their own hobbies and desires. Figure 8 
demonstrates disparities between men and women’s 
daily responsibilities, where women have more tasks 
allocated to daily activities outside of agriculture 
than men. Other time poverty indicators in the photo 
activity suggested the importance of a good, paved 
road and proximity to it, as well as running water in 
the home, as wishes for older women’s improved 
livelihoods. Young and old women, alike, included 
photos of their ‘dream homes’ in the photo activity; 
this is an important inclusion because it highlights the 
importance that quality building practices and updated 
dwellings have on women’s daily activities. This was not 
included in either of the men’s groups, reinforcing the 
lack of presence and concern they have in household 
duties.

Opportunities
Investing in agricultural 
practices and 
mechanisation for women 
in this community has 
the potential to decrease 
women’s time poverty 
to not only provide them 
with more time to attend 
agricultural training but 
also increase their ability to 
invest time in themselves 
for a holistic approach to 
improving their livelihoods 
beyond economically. 
Since domestic work is 
so time-consuming for 
Hmong women, time-
saving practices could be 
introduced at home in 
addition to in the field.

Constraints
Including women in the 
preparatory stages of 
decreasing time poverty 
is constrained by virtue 
of requiring time and 
resources to implement 
interventions. Hmong 
women struggle with time 
poverty and the sharing of 
tasks with their husbands, 
so the burden of finding 
time will inevitably fall 
on them if they wish to 
participate in agricultural 
training.

Key 
similarities

• Women and men spend nearly equal amounts of time on agricultural work.

• Men spend less time on domestic work than women.

• Women’s leisure time is limited compared with men’s.
Key 
differences

• Hmong women spend more time on domestic work than Thai women.

• Thai men help with domestic work more than Hmong men.

• Hmong women sleep almost two hours less than Hmong men whereas Thai women 
and men sleep nearly the same amount.

• Hmong women have no daily leisure time while Thai women have some although 
it is still nearly one hour less than men.
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Implications 
for the 
project

Thai and Hmong women are constrained by time poverty and domestic duties albeit 
to different degrees. Hmong farmers spend more time on agriculture each day and 
Hmong women spend more than an hour more on domestic work than Thai women, 
with less input from husbands than Thai families, as described in Figure 9.

The main difference in time poverty in these two communities is that Thai women 
receive more help and collaboration from their husbands than Hmong women and 
so sensitivity must be paid towards not creating tension in Hmong couples when 
working with women and keeping in mind that the burden of finding time will likely 
be the labour of the wife. 

In both communities, time-saving interventions to daily life were mentioned, such 
as improving roads for access and including infrastructure and mechanisation 
that will increase productivity and reduce time poverty. Although the project’s 
activities enhanced efficiency and productivity in agricultural activities, women’s 
time constraints are a significant barrier to them receiving the benefits of extension 
services.

Figure 9. Gendered 24-hour time wheels
*Note: a) Thai community; b) Hmong community

a)

b)
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3.2.4 Access to resources

Thai 
community,
Hat Lot 
Commune,
Son La 
Province

The results of this analysis emphasize the highly 
gendered distribution of resources and power dynamics 
in Thai households, consistent with other findings of 
this study. First, although dynamics varied between 
households there was a tendency towards men holding 
ownership over resources while women had relative 
freedom to use them, which is summarized in the 
dynamics of ownership and use of farming resources. 
In the case of machinery, ownership of small and 
large machinery is to a similar degree, where men 
autonomously own this equipment more than women, 
however, men are the sole users of large machinery 
to a much higher degree (more than 50%) than small 
machinery, which is used by both genders about 75% 
of the time. This is consistent with women’s identified 
interest in large machinery because small machinery is 
already much more accessible to them.

Though men are the perceived owners of most 
resources, some domains exist where women have 
more access, such as the home garden, which was 
perceived as being owned and used almost 50% 
autonomously by women, or in the case of small 
livestock, which are perceived as very nearly equally 
owned and used by men and women. Since these are 
domains in which women provide most of the labour, 
this is not surprising. Big livestock, on the other hand, 
which men and women herd almost equally, are 
perceived as being owned by men alone more than 
women. 

Information tools are seldom owned by women alone 
though their use of these tools was much higher.

Opportunities
Training women to use large 
and small machinery is an 
excellent opportunity to 
reduce the time they spend 
on agricultural activities. 
Because they often use 
small machinery and have 
expressed an interest in 
additional training for large 
machinery, they will already 
have some confidence 
and competence which 
will make these actions 
successful.

Constraints
The results of this analysis 
are highly gendered 
and consistent with the 
division of labour in 
section 2.2. Machinery 
training should prioritize 
areas where women 
are present and active 
while also encouraging 
their involvement in new 
activities.

Hmong 
community, 
Toa Tinh 
Commune, 
Dien Bien 
Province

There is a tendency in perceptions that men are the 
owners of resources and that women have equal 
access to use them, with some variance. However, 
this situation is changing as more young women are 
indicating a perception towards equal ownership. 
The results of the access to resources’ breakdown are 
highly gendered and reinforce women’s roles and the 
gendered division of labour. Since communication 
and involvement in training is a man’s role in Hmong 
communities, combined with women’s language 
gaps, women have little access to information tools. 
In fact, the only resource that women have complete 
ownership of is the home garden and the only resource 
owned equally by men and women is small livestock. 

Opportunities
Hmong women have 
expressed interest in 
training in use of small 
machinery. This is an 
excellent opportunity 
to reduce the time they 
spend on agriculture and 
they seemingly have more 
relative freedom to use 
these resources.
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Since women are more responsible for labour in these 
domains than men, this is unsurprising. However, in all 
other fields, men are the owners of resources, even if 
their use is equal. The use of agricultural equipment 
and tools offers women much more opportunity for 
access compared with large machinery, which is a 
man’s domain in Hmong communities.

Constraints
Accessing training is a 
constraint for women 
who have limited time 
and access to information 
resources such as posters 
and training material. 
Actions that support 
women in the use of small, 
time-saving machinery will 
undoubtedly be constrained 
by these factors.

Key 
similarities

• Women hold the highest rate of perceived sole ownership of home gardens.

• Women hold high rates of perceived ownership of small livestock
Key 
differences

• Resource ownership is highly gendered, where men own agricultural equipment 
and machines but women have relative freedom to use them, though they use 
small equipment more than large machinery.

• Resource ownership is split more equally between Thai men and women than in 
Hmong families where men are nearly the sole owners of all resources except the 
home garden and small livestock.

Implications 
for the 
project

In the Thai and Hmong ethnic communities, the distribution of assets and resources 
is highly gendered, where patriarchal norms influence women’s access. 

Since men and women in Thai communities are more equal in many spheres than 
in Hmong communities, it is no surprise that this is the same in their resource 
distribution. In both communities, women hold more perceived ownership of 
resources in the domains in which they are responsible, such as in the home garden 
or with small livestock, however, the results displayed in Figure 9 demonstrate that 
male dominance of ownership is more pronounced with Hmong family assets. There 
is a prevailing assumption in both communities that men hold ownership of ‘shared’ 
resources, specifically, land and machinery, and that women have relative freedom 
to use them, however, social norms are a likely obstacle, especially in the Hmong 
community where husbands and wives are less collaborative than in Thai households. 

Access to information is a vital constraint that perpetuates the norm that men are 
decision-makers thereby enhancing their perceived ownership, where women have 
limited access to information and so leave final decisions to men, especially in Hmong 
families. Additionally, language barriers in extension material and in working with 
traders at the local market is a constraint for women who often have limited working 
knowledge of Vietnamese and struggle with jargon in technical training material. This 
is a barrier expressed by men and women in both ethnic groups but seems to be a 
specific barrier for Hmong women who have the added cultural norm that men are in 
charge of communications outside the family. 

Enhancing women’s social capital by engaging in the project’s activities provides an 
opportunity for women to utilize improved decision-making power, networking and 
improved public communication to take more ownership of their time and resources.
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Figure 10. Gendered allocation of resource ownership and use 
*Note: a) Thai community; b) Hmong community

a)

b)

3.2.5 Women’s interests

Thai women, Hat Lot Commune,
Son La Province

Hmong women, Toa Tinh Commune, 
Dien Bien Province

• Grafting

• Mechanisation: big machines (trucks/
irrigation)

• Farmers Union

• Infrastructure: roads and irrigation

• Fruit-tree production and selling

• Accessible extension material

• Training in management of pests and 
diseases

• Mechanisation: small (weeding/spraying)

• Training in management of pests and diseases

• Son tra production and selling

• Livestock

• Household food and water

• Accessible extension material

• Roads
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Opportunities
Women are aware of options that they would 
like to implement on their own farms and so 
will be able to make decisions that best suit 
their needs from multiple options.

Constraints
Women do not always have detailed knowledge 
of their interests, such as fruit-tree production 
and selling, which they expressed interest in 
learning, and so may require additional training 
to make educated decisions.

Opportunities
Autonomous domains, such as producing and 
selling son tra, are excellent opportunities for 
women to hold spaces where they hold decision-
making power.

Constraints
Without a great deal of awareness of new 
techniques and mechanics, women are limited 
to possibly time-consuming and out-dated 
practices that may not be fit to alleviate their 
poverty.

Key similarities • Women are interested in fruit-tree production and selling and management 
of pests and diseases.

• Women are interested in accessible extension material with limited 
jargon, the use of ethnic dialects, shorter and more concise information, 
video training, and in-field demonstrations.

• Women are interested in improving infrastructure, such as roads
Key differences • Thai women have higher levels of education and are freer to use machinery 

so they are interested in training in use of larger machinery while Hmong 
women are interested in training in use of smaller equipment.

• Thai women are interested in irrigation systems because they have clean 
tap water whereas Hmong women do not and so they are interested in 
obtaining this first.

• Thai women are interested in complex agricultural techniques, such as 
grafting, while Hmong women are interested in more basic training, such 
as maintaining livestock health. Both Thai men and women like planting 
grass, following the AFLi project’s training, to reduce soil erosion.

Figure 11. Agroforestry system with fruit trees and pumpkin. Photo: World 
Agroforestry
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Implications for the 
project

Thai and Hmong women at the study sites expressed interest in building 
their agricultural knowledge and practices with specific examples towards 
domains that would impact their daily lives but which have barriers to 
accessibility. A critical difference between these communities, and one 
which inevitably impacts the process of identifying solutions to barriers they 
face, is the level of education these communities receive. 

Thai women receive more education than Hmong women and therefore 
identified complex agricultural interventions, such as grafting, whereas 
Hmong women did not. Moreover, Thai women have access to clean tap 
water and were not concerned with household water sources whereas 
Hmong women experience the inverse. Thai women instead mentioned 
their desire for field irrigation systems because their household water needs 
are being met. Additionally, Thai women identified their interest in large 
machinery, such as trucks and tractors, whereas Hmong women identified 
their interest in smaller, more accessible machinery, such as sprayers. While 
the project’s activities do increase women’s technical skills, widespread 
adoption of innovative methods is dependent on how accessible and 
relevant are the proposed methods.

Another important finding was that both the Thai and Hmong groups 
mentioned the role of market traders in influencing the sale prices of 
products and that they often feel manipulated by the conditions set by 
traders. In response to this, young Hmong men suggested that formal 
support would be beneficial in maintaining more stable trading conditions 
but Hmong women did not comment on solutions to this problem, even 
though they are concerned with, and influenced by, traders influencing the 
market conditions. Older Thai women specifically suggested establishing a 
forest protection group and the role of farmer’s groups in maintaining stable 
conditions. This is indicative of Thai women being willing to unionize and 
collaborate and while it does not necessarily suggest that Hmong women 
are not, it reinforces the gender norm in Hmong communities that men 
hold the responsibility of collaborating outside the family and that women 
do not see themselves in this sphere. The project’s activities that increase 
women’s communication skills and confidence can influence the likelihood 
of collaboration in these communities.



33

Figure 12. Hmong and Thai women’s interests 

Older Hmong women like to have a paved road in 
their village.

Older Thai women like trucks for doing business.

Younger Hmong women want to have good son tra 
tree like the ones in this photo.

Younger Thai women like agroforestry systems to 
diversify their products.
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4. Gendered constraints to project interventions: discussion

Highlights

• Women’s participation is constrained by social norms, time poverty and relative 
decision-making power.

• The project’s activities need to respect women’s time constraints, language abilities 
and domains of labour.

• Women disseminate knowledge through informal channels more so than men.

• Utilizing women’s networks of collaboration can help the project reach more 
community members.

4.1 Women’s involvement in the project’s activities

Women face barriers to adopting new farming practices that are different from their male counterparts 
in any patriarchal society and this is absolutely the case in the Thai and Hmong ethnic minorities 
in Viet Nam. People in these communities, as a whole, are limited in their access to resources but 
a critical resource that is severely restricted, especially for women, is time. The gendered decision-
making structure, labour allocation and access to resources sees women with very little autonomy 
and even less time to incorporate changes to their daily activities. Extension services that seek to 
include women specifically must take this into consideration when designing a project’s activities.

In the Thai and Hmong communities under study, women’s access to resources and decision-making 
were limited by common factors reported in other contexts, such as Kiptot & Franzel’s (2012) review 
in Africa, including land tenure, household dynamics, access to finance, labour, education, extension 
staff, lack of technology, local customs and decision-making dynamics. Intra-household decision-
making power not only dictates how final decisions are made but also the ease with which women 
can make changes to their daily activities. In the Thai ethnic community, husbands and wives 
collaborate in making decisions though the husband generally has the final say; a finding consistent 
with Catacutan & Naz (2015) in multiple communities whose male members are advantaged in 
education, training and contacts whereas female community members face limitations owing to low 
proficiency in the Vietnamese language and limited time due to their childcare tasks. 

Though this varies within individual households in the Hat Lot Commune, women in this community, 
especially the younger generation, are more educated and their opinions are increasingly respected 
and heard. This contrasts with the Hmong group as even though men and women perceive their 
decision-making to be collaborative to some degree, the women are disproportionately less 
educated and therefore decision-making power is left to the husband; a power dynamic which, 
in addition to the effects of pervasive alcoholism and domestic violence in the community, affects 
women’s confidence and empowerment in decision-making. 

The prevailing sense of men’s dominance over decisions and resources is reflected in each community’s 
division of perceived ownership of resources, where Hmong women only hold dominant or equal 
ownership over the home garden and small livestock; domains which are almost completely their 
own in terms of labour expenditure. Thai women hold equal or autonomous ownership of the same 
domains as Hmong women. However, ownership of shared resources is split more equally in this 
community. Decision-making power is a key determinant in women’s ease of involvement in the 
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4.2 Women’s influence on the success of the project

The project’s activities are highly affected by women’s participation, not least due to their channels 
of communication and willingness to collaborate. In the Thai community, though women did 
not use extension material to a high degree due to language and time constraints, nearly 80% 
of female participants expressed willingness to share the project’s information with family and 
peers. Women’s language barriers in the Thai and Hmong communities were similar to those 
reported by Catacutan & Naz (2015), who found that ethnic-minority men in multiple contexts 
accessed extension information through television and radio that was presented in the official 

project’s activities because this not only determines women’s power to implement what they have 
learned, financially and as decision-makers, but also to re-schedule activities to accommodate 
women’s commitments.

Women’s domestic responsibilities are a drain on their time and ease of access to extension material. 
In both the Thai and Hmong communities, women invest an equal amount of time in agricultural 
activities as men in their daily lives but have less time due to their domestic responsibilities. Thai 
women indicated that they hold some space for leisure time in their days, which they invest in 
watching television or other hobbies, however, this does not necessarily indicate that their time 
is their own because childcare is an ongoing responsibility, one which is predominantly their own 
especially as their children grow older and Thai men help less and less with childcare. There is 
some expectation for Thai men to offer help in household domestic duties, which indicates a level 
of support for Thai women, however, the use of the word ‘helping’ by participants to describe 
men’s involvement in domestic duties perpetuates the notion that it is a woman’s duty and a man’s 
choice if and when he participates. Hmong women are heavily constrained by domestic activities, 
even more so than Thai women, as Hmong men are less inclined to help. There was little indication 
of women’s free time except for one submission to the photo activity of archery equipment and a 
young woman’s expressed interest in this hobby. Hobbies and leisure time should be accessible to 
all but women face constraints due to childcare and domestic responsibilities, which are an obstacle 
that extends to participating in the project’s activities as well. The Women’s Empowerment in 
Agriculture Index describes the satisfactory availability of time for leisure activities as an indicator 
of empowerment, which women in these communities are notably lacking.

Figure 13. Young Hmong woman: ‘Archery is my favourite sport. I hope I can go for competitions 
at district and provincial levels.’ Photo: World Agroforestry
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Vietnamese language, Kinh. Women were found to utilize informal channels of communication 
to obtain agricultural knowledge more than men in both communities, similar to the findings 
of Mamun-ur-Rashid et al (2017), indicating the potential of agricultural training to reach more 
community members if women are involved than if they are not. Transferring information to women 
will likely reach those who do not necessarily have time to participate in training and facilitating the 
establishment of community groups or posting information in an accessible way (including the use of 
appropriate language, length and visual presentation) in places where women congregate can help 
to effectively spread information. The role of men in disseminating information to women has been 
found unreliable by Mudege et al (2017), who reported that information exchange within families 
is influenced by power dynamics. Hmong women in the study community identified the dynamic 
of men being the holders of information and having their position elevated through training while 
women’s knowledge has decreased in perceived value. Ensuring that women take on leadership 
roles within their communities and increasing their agency over knowledge dissemination by 
targeting them for training will elevate their positions in their communities; a recommendation 
similarly concluded by Mudege et al (2015).

Figure 14. Number of men and women transferring project techniques to others

Women’s inclusion in the project’s activities is vital because they supply 50% of the agricultural labour 
force in the study communities. A lack of technical skills makes this investment of labour inefficient. 
Moreover, women have specialized domains with varying levels of autonomy and decision-making 
power and a lack of resources in these domains means that they are unlikely to gain efficiency. 
Extension staff can encourage a positive-feedback loop for women where reducing time inputs into 
their daily activities will lead to increased opportunities to attend training and spread information 
among community members. Ignoring the role of women in the agricultural labour force, and 
their tendency to diffuse information through informal channels, is detrimental to the success of 
outreach projects because it bypasses their autonomous domains and the cycle of poverty; time-
constrained and otherwise. Household technology, such as mobile phones, radio and television, are 
increasingly being used by extension services to disseminate information, especially, in response to 
the COVID-19 pandemic (Alvi et al 2021) but women reportedly have disproportionately low access 
to these technologies in cultural contexts outside of Vietnam (Alvi et al 2021, FAO 2019, Kiptot 
& Franzel 2012, Mbo’o-Tchouawou & Colverson 2014) as well as this study’s context. Women’s 
access to information is critical to the success of the project’s activities and appropriate channels of 
information should be prioritised to increase their participation.
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5. Key recommendations
The following are key recommendations for extension staff to increase women’s participation in 
the project’s activities.

Theme Recommendation Reasoning

Cultural 
norms

Facilitate men’s involvement 
and understanding of women’s 
roles in agroforestry adoption.

Gendered cultural norms dictate women’s 
roles and responsibilities on the farm and at 
home. Agricultural training that specifically 
targets women runs the risk of creating tensions 
between men and women who might already 
have precarious relationships. Additionally, men 
are the primary decision-makers in patriarchal 
communities and so may block access to women’s 
activities if there is a misunderstanding of the 
importance of women’s roles.

Training should be given more frequently so 
that women can more easily remember the 
information, especially, in nursery management 
to encourage women’s participation in nursery 
activities.

Focus on domains where 
women hold relative decision-
making power.

Building women’s confidence in their decision-
making skills is critical to empowerment. This will 
be most accessible in domains in which women 
are highly involved, such as fruit trees and home 
vegetable gardens, or in domains where women 
are relatively autonomous. This should also be 
context-driven since geographical and social 
contexts will dictate responsibilities and species 
selected.

Accessibility Design diverse, economically 
sensitive practices.

Access to financial resources, including household 
monies or collateral for loans and financial 
assistance, is predominantly a man’s domain. 
This will be dictated at household level so a 
variety of options should be made available to 
accommodate for individual constraints that are 
sensitive to women’s autonomous domains or lack 
thereof. Preferential credit access should be made 
available to women who are heads of households 
or seeking innovation in their autonomous 
domains.

Ensure that project material is 
accessible for all community 
members.

Ensuring women’s use of extension material 
and participation in training is sensitive to their 
proficiency with the language used, their skills and 
needs, and the presentation of material. Short 
material that is presented in places where women 
frequent, such as the market for Hmong women or 
community centres for Thai women, and translated
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into their own languages will be much more effective 
than extension packages with large amounts of 
wording that are time-consuming to read. An 
additional language consideration should be 
with local dialects where it is not appropriate 
to assume that communities of the same ethnic 
minority use the same jargon or colloquialisms.

Time 
poverty

Consider the time constraints 
of women and propose project 
interventions that are sensitive 
to this and include support 
services such as childcare in 
tandem.

As the primary practitioners of domestic 
responsibilities and childcare, women are 
constrained by time and freedom of movement 
in patriarchal societies. The project’s activities 
should not only accommodate women’s schedules 
by offering short, regular meetings that occur at 
different times as dictated by members of the 
community but should also include resources to 
assist women in addressing their responsibilities, 
such as childcare or meal services when activities 
overlap with meal preparation.

Identify and address time-
consuming constraints to 
communities.

Women’s interests in this study were closely 
related to food, water and infrastructure to 
varying degrees. Hmong women are vulnerable to 
household water and food insecurity, which is an 
obstacle to higher-level activities in the hierarchy 
of needs. Thai women have access to clean tap 
water but are constrained by time spent on 
irrigation of crops. Both Thai and Hmong women 
are negatively affected by poor road conditions, 
which consume time in their day-to-day activities. 
Time-consuming practices are nuanced and will 
differ between communities but have an impact 
on women’s access to resources all the same.

Implement in-field training 
sessions with individuals.

Teaching by doing is an effective way of ensuring 
that women are trained in practical as well 
as theoretical knowledge. Training in which 
individuals are met during their daily activities 
does not require a substantial time commitment 
from women who are time-constrained and, in 
the case of training for time-saving practices, can 
reduce time spent in the field on a particular day.

Holistic 
adaptation

Implement agricultural 
training which targets women 
into a wider community 
project base that addresses all 
of women’s time-poverty and 
empowerment needs.

Investing in agricultural training is difficult for 
women who are time-impoverished, not least due 
to the time commitment involved in participating 
but also because of prevailing cultural norms, 
education and infrastructure. A holistic approach 
to community intervention that offers training 
not just in agriculture but in language acquisition, 
finance and mechanisation offers women the 
chance to develop their sense of empowerment 
and confidence, which contributes to a positive 
feedback loop of increased decision-making and 
participation in the project’s activities. Additional 
initiatives that would benefit communities and 
reduce time-poverty are loan-support schemes and 
investment in local infrastructure, such as roads.
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Identify indicators of time-
poverty and constraints on 
women and implement them 
into the project’s framework 
on an on-going basis.

Though the project’s activities themselves are 
constrained by access to resources, extension 
services that do not provide on-going support 
during community transformation are likely to miss 
critical factors to women’s access as they arise.

Encourage women to lead in 
community development.

Women employ informal networking channels 
through which to disseminate information. 
This is a unique opportunity in which extension 
activities can encourage women to utilize these 
channels and share information that pertains to 
their autonomous domains and encourages time-
saving practices. Creating spaces where women 
can identify their needs and collaborate with 
other families and encouraging women to take 
on community leadership and responsibility for 
disseminating information in their own spheres 
and around their schedules can empower them 
to have confidence in their knowledge and spread 
information effectively between themselves, 
especially for those who do not have time to 
attend regular training. Extension support can 
similarly be supplied in tandem with the work of 
existing women’s associations.

Ensure that extension workers are representative 
of the people they are trying to reach, meaning 
female extension workers should be highly 
present in women’s project activities.

Provide adaptive training that 
is sensitive to the climate crisis 
and community evolution.

Extension services need to include adaptive 
training that is responsive to changing climatic 
conditions, focusing on women’s domains 
and changing agricultural contexts. Adaptive 
measures should additionally consider policy-
support projects to ensure women’s rights and 
empowerment from government agencies. 
Adaptation to unprecedented situations like the 
COVID-19 pandemic should include measures such 
as physically distanced training and the inclusion 
of gender-sensitive and accessible technologies for 
training purposes. Maintaining on-going support 
that considers changing socio-cultural conditions 
is highly important in ensuring continual 
empowerment for communities. Extension plans 
should include support services, repeat activities 
and refresher courses, and evaluation procedures 
to ascertain changing community contexts.
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6. Conclusion
Access to resources, including time and decision-making power, is highly gendered in patriarchal 
societies and among the most predominant constraints on women’s ability to participate in 
agricultural innovations, such as adopting agroforestry. 

Project interventions must compensate for gendered social norms, requiring a holistic 
representation of women’s needs, for women to be free to participate. If women’s basic needs 
are not being met, it is unlikely and unreasonable to assume that offering services that do not 
accommodate women’s responsibilities and time constraints will lead to widespread adoption. 

The ethnic minorities of Viet Nam live on a ‘ladder’ of degrees of freedom that is derived from 
their resources and which places appropriate project activities adjacent to the needs of individual 
communities. Thai and Hmong women are at different stages in agricultural empowerment and 
access to education and resources, so intervention into these communities needs to be highly 
locally nuanced and community-driven. There are 53 ethnic minorities in Viet Nam differing in 
cultural contexts and spread among geographic contexts that affects mobility and environmental 
conditions between communities even of the same ethnic background. 

The differences observed between the Thai and Hmong communities under study highlight the 
importance of cultural and geographic contexts on community-level access of just two of these 
communities. On-going support systems are invaluable to the success of a project’s activities, 
including stages of re-evaluation similar to the following.

1. Preparatory stage: identify community needs and local contexts.

2. Planning stage: create a set of criteria and indicators for successful interventions and 
seek resources and support from government and others.

3. Support stage: begin offering supporting services (for example, finance and training 
services).

4. Participatory stage: implement training and livelihoods’ interventions (for example, road 
building and water infrastructure).

5. Evaluation stage: evaluate the success of criteria and indicators.

6. Repeat 1–5.

Further research into a framework that focuses on the stages of community transformation 
through a ‘gender lens’ in this context would be instrumental in ensuring that women are able 
to participate in the project’s activities by ensuring that activities are sensitive to their needs 
and invested in their on-going education and empowerment. This goes beyond agricultural 
interventions and could include, for example, support in trading for those women who sell 
produce at markets or in language and jargon for those who are not proficient in Vietnamese. 
Further research into an adaptive framework that can be applied in a variety of contexts is 
recommended. This framework should prioritise time-saving activities for women and include 
material, such as a checklist, highlighting key considerations to maintain accountability among the 
project’s support staff.
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Appendix
Information from the photo activity to understand different points of view of men and women 
(young and old groups) on time spent, most valuable things or persons, sources of information, 
challenges in cultivation and desired farming systems.

Family members weeding together 
in a son tra plantation.

It takes a long time to harvest tea. 
Farmers harvest every 2 weeks 
and usually exchange labour with 
6–7 neighbours.

After the harvest season, husbands 
and wives usually go to the forest 
to collect fuelwood and store to 
use in the rainy season.

Older Hmong men

Question 1: Where do women/men spend much of their time? With whom? What do they do?

Young men spend much of their time working in the field, including harvesting coffee, weeding, spraying 
herbicides/pesticides, planting coffee, rice, maize, fertilizing with their family.

HMONG GROUP

Younger Hmong men
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It takes farmers a long time to 
harvest, including coffee cherries.

The period from July to October is the 
time when farmers harvest ‘amomum’ 
(‘sa nhan’(Amomum spp.))

They spend most of their time in 
the field.

Thao and her husband are going 
to the fields with their grandchild.

Picking coffee consumes a lot of 
time.

Thao and her husband weeding 
their coffee plot.

Feeding chickens also takes a lot of 
time.

Huong checks for pests and 
diseases in her coffee plot.

Younger Hmong women

Older Hmong women
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Thao and Huong apply fertilizers 
to coffee.

I spend time to take care of my 
daughter.

I spend most of my time in the longan garden or sugarcane plantation. Raising livestock (cattle or chicken) 
takes most of my time.

THAI GROUP

Younger Thai men
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The older men spend most of their time managing their farms, such as weeding, grafting, checking and 
treating pests and diseases, harvesting grass.

Older Thai men

I spend most of my time taking 
care of the children.

Younger Thai women

I run the input shop at home.

Older Thai women

I dry the maize while looking after 
my child.

I harvest maize and manage the 
other fields.

I spend time to take care of myself.

I cook for my family.
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I help my children do homework.

The television is important because 
it serves entertainment purposes 
and provides agricultural and 
technical information.

Question 2: What are important and valuable things for women/men or who is the most important 
person in the Hmong/Thai group?

HMONG GROUP

The house is important because it 
is the place for the whole family 
where they can take a rest and 
relax with all family members.

A motorbike is important because 
it is very convenient to travel and 
can be used to carry goods.

The phone is important because it is 
very convenient for communicating 
and entertainment.

Younger Hmong men
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The house is the most important 
thing with Mong’s family.

A motorbike is an important asset 
for travelling and transporting 
agricultural products.

The buffalo is an important asset 
because it is used for cultivation 
(ploughing) and it is valuable.

Land is a very important asset 
of the Hmong family because 
It brings products and cash for 
farmers through cultivation.

Farmers usually keep money and 
valuable assets in the safe.

Older Hmong men

A young farmer said she could not 
do prepare the land without this 
buffalo.

Rice and grain are very important. Good and fresh coffee seeds are 
very valuable to farmers.

Younger Hmong women
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A motorbike is the most important 
thing for May.

A buffalo is the most important 
thing because she can’t do 
ploughing.

The house is the most important 
thing for Thao because it is where 
she lives with her family.

Older Hmong women

THAI GROUP

Motorbike, mobile phone, television and money are the most important things.

Younger Thai men
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Wives and children are the most important people.

I love myself the most.

My child is the most important person.

Older Thai men

Younger Thai women
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Money safety box. Buffalo is the most important 
thing.

I love my house the most.

My motorbike is the most 
important thing as it helps me 
transport agricultural products 
and inputs to and from the fields.

Older Thai women
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Question 3: To whom/from what material do you learn new things/technologies and why? 
(material, persons/innovators)?

HMONG GROUP

Learning new knowledge and 
techniques from neighbours.

Learning new knowledge and 
techniques from the poster 
because it is easy to understand.

Learning new knowledge and 
techniques from books and 
training material.

Younger Hmong men

Learning new knowledge and 
techniques through training and 
meetings.

Learning new knowledge and 
techniques from the teacher who 
can provide techniques.

Learning new knowledge and 
techniques through the internet.
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A training material indicating 
that a female farmer has learnt 
techniques and methods of tree 
management.

Discussing and learning from 
neighbours.

A training course about raising 
livestock for farmers.

Farmers reading technical 
guidelines.

TV is an information source for 
Hmong farmers.

Older Hmong men

Younger Hmong women
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The village head is the source of 
information.

Cuc – Huong’s neighbour — is the 
source of information about coffee 
planting and management.

VT16 and VTV5 on television are 
the sources of information.

Older Hmong women

THAI GROUP

My friends. Extension worker.

Television and mobile phone.

Training material (from project).

Younger Thai men
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My neighbour. Training material. Mobile phone.

Television.

Older Thai men

Friends and neighbours. Mobile phone (through internet). Extension material.

Younger Thai women
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Extension material and extension 
workers.

Agri-input shop. Mobile phone.

Television.

Older Thai women

Question 4: What are the challenges in farming and why? 

HMONG GROUP

Stem borer affects son tra: stem, 
branches and fruit. It affects the 
growth of trees and reduces yields.

Lack of money. Landside/erosion: affect trees and 
crops, destroy fields and roads.

Younger Hmong men
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Pest-affected peach tree and 
reduced fruit yield. 

Lack of irrigation water.

Bad road. The prolonged drought resulted in 
a lack of water. 

The steep slope causes soil erosion 
and difficulty of cultivation. 

Older Hmong men

Low sale price of products: because 
almost all products are retail and 
market price is fluctuating.

Diseases affect coffee: yellow 
leaves, they affect the growth of 
trees and reduce yields.
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Coffee is destroyed by stem borer. Fluctuating coffee price is always a 
concern to farmers.

Sloping land is a challenge for 
farmers in agricultural cultivation.

Younger Hmong women

Soil erosion forms small channels 
(or gullies) in the coffee plot.

Disease on coffee: coffee leaves 
dry and then tree dies.

Digging holes for planting coffee 
requires lots of labour.

Lack of money to buy fertilizer.

Older Hmong women
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Soil erosion. Lack of fertilizer.

Bad road. Lack of water. Pests and diseases.

Younger Thai men

Soil erosion. Drought impact on maize. Maize pests.

Older Thai men

THAI GROUP
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Poor soil.

Soil with lots of rock. Bad road in the village. Steep slope in the field.

Younger Thai women

Fruit-tree pests and diseases.
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Mango pest. Maize pest. Bad road in the field, cannot travel 
by motorbike in the rain.

Loan from private credit. Lack of water, cement tank.

Older Thai women

Question 5: What is your wish to improve the cultivating system?

HMONG GROUP

Coffee intercropped with shade 
trees (Leucaena leucocephala).

Son Tra field: Son Tra trees are 
planted with a tree distance of 
6mx6m.

Wishing to have son tra fields with 
a lot of trees and fruits.

Younger Hmong men
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Milling machine could help 
farmers reduce labour time for 
Hmong farmers.

I want a coffee plant like this.

Terrace can prevent soil erosion.

This is my dream house.

Agri-motor helps reduce time and 
labour for farmers.

Archery is my favourite sport. I 
hope I could go for competitions at 
district and province level.

Using pesticide spraying, but it is 
highly toxic.

Older Hmong men

Younger Hmong women
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Good son tra field: not too steep, 
trees grow big, leaves are green, 
trees bear lots of fruits.

Paved road.

Nice house.

Good coffee farm, fewer pests and 
diseases, near the road.

Tap water.

My dream is to have a good son 
tra field like this.

Older Hmong women
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THAI GROUP

Planting grass to reduce soil loss.

Planting grass to prevent soil 
erosion.

Making organic fertilizer.

Leaving residue in the field after 
pruning.

Agroforestry system (macadamia 
and longan).

Installing pumping water system.

Intercropping pumpkin with fruit 
trees.

Younger Thai men

Older Thai men
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Not too steep and diverse species 
in the field.

Agroforestry landscape with fruit 
trees.

Water pumping machine for 
irrigation up the hill.

Planting elephant grass to reduce 
soil loss.

Spraying fuel mixed with water as 
pesticide.

Younger Thai women
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Converting maize to fruit trees. Planting guinea grass to prevent 
soil erosion.

Pomelo garden with automatic 
irrigation system.

Weeding machine to save time.

Older Thai women
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