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Abstract
Background

Farmer groups are widely recognised for advancing agricultural transformation and
improving livelihoods. This is especially true among smallholder farmers and
women in rural and peri-urban areas in Sub-Saharan Africa. But is this appeal
supported by scientific evidence? In this study, we used smallholder farmers in
Traditional Authority Mpama in Malawi to answer the following questions: (1)How
do gender relations shape women's participation in cassava farmer groups? (2)What
conditions enable women to benefit equally from cassava farmer groups? (3) How
do local communities perceive factors affecting the participation of women in
cassava farmer groups?

Methods

Data was collected using a convergent mixed-methods approach. We
simultaneously conducted six focus group discussions (FGDs), ten key informant
interviews, and household interviews in four purposively selected villages within
Traditional Authority Mpama in Chiradzulu District, Malawi. FGD recordings were
transcribed, coded, and qualitatively analysed using content analysis, while
Interviews were analysed using descriptive and inferential statistics.

Results

The findings reveal that (a) although women-only farmer groups improve women’s
participation in agri-food systems, mixed gender farmer groups yield higher returns
from cassava farming. (b)Despite women dominating cassava farmer groups, they
lack decision-making power as patriarchal governance outcomes are evident in both
women's groups and mixed gender groups.(c) Cultural norms, limited access to
resources, and unequal power dynamics are perceived as the main barriers to
women’s optimal participation in cassava farmer groups. Community perceptions
further emphasise the need for targeted interventions to address these barriers and
promote gender equality within the groups.

Discussion

The study provides a foundation for understanding gender relations and collective
action by analysing gender dynamics within cassava farmer groups in rural Malawi,
though its generalizability is limited by its single-case design. Future research
should explore whether the tension between women-only groups, which boost
participation, and mixed groups, which increase economic returns, holds across
Malawi and other Sub-Saharan African contexts. Explicitly identifying patriarchal
governance structures could aid comparative studies. It offers practical
recommendations for policymakers, practitioners, and farmers’ groups to improve
collective efforts and ensure fair benefits, especially for women. Fostering
collective action supports sustainable, inclusive rural development.

Keywords: Livelihoods, social capital, sustainability, transformation,
empowerment, rurality
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1. Introduction
1.1 Background

Smallholder farmer groups are vital to agrifood systems across sub-Saharan
Africa. They decide which crops to grow and the quantity to produce, depending
on numerous factors. However, the benefits of agricultural development are
unevenly distributed among the actors across the value chain nodes. This disparity
is especially apparent among women, men, boys, and girls, thereby affecting their
livelihoods, access to land and resources, market participation, and decision-
making. Women make up nearly half (49%) of the agrifood workforce in sub-
Saharan Africa, with 76% of employed women engaged in these systems
(FAOSTAT, 2024; Costa et al., 2026). Their roles include production, processing,
trade, and unpaid care work that supports rural households and communities
(Phillips et al., 2025).

The United Nations' designation of 2025 as the International Year of
Cooperatives, under the theme "Cooperatives Build a Better World," reflects lasting
optimism about the potential of member-driven organizations to strengthen
communities and combat systemic inequalities. Farmer groups seek to reduce these
inequalities among smallholders, especially in rural areas (Kapari et al., 2023).
Most smallholder farmers who are women find the collective approach to farming
as a tangible pathway to economic inclusion and empowerment (Semkunde et al.,
2023),the connection between collective action and women's well-being remains
complex. Structural inequalities still hinder women's progress within cooperative
structures, especially in contexts where financial resources are limited and legal
systems are weak (Kaaria et al., 2016). Women who join farmer groups often face
barriers to land rights, leadership roles, and access to the resources that groups are
meant to provide (Kaaria et al., 2016; Semkunde et al., 2023). The complexity of
these dynamics has been further clarified through long-term research with cassava
farmers in Malawi (Chiwona-Karltun et al., 1998). For instance, in Domasi and
Mulanje, it shows how broader social changes are reshaping the context of cassava
farming. Civil society actors and community-based organisations are increasingly

stepping in to fill the gaps left by failing government agencies.



Traditional leadership structures are evolving into more diverse and less gender-
biased power dynamics, partly due to HIV/AIDS impacts on household
composition and gender relations (Farnworth et al., 2013). Most notably, farmers
are applying their cassava knowledge and skills to develop higher-value activities,
new products, and niche markets. This process clearly shows an ongoing
renegotiation of gender roles and status, reflected in changing attitudes towards
gendered preferences, knowledge, and skills. Women are also actively involved in
initiatives to strengthen civil society and enhance human capacity related to cassava
at the community level. Within farmer groups, gender relations significantly
influence participation, voice, leadership, and benefit-sharing.

Research in western Kenya reveals that women in farming groups face gendered
labour divisions, limited decision-making authority, unequal access to resources,
and biases that weaken their roles in commercial farming (Bikketi et al., 2016).
However, this research also emphasises women's resilience and creativity. Women
actively seek knowledge, join groups and associations, and increasingly take on
leadership roles to improve farming methods and generate income. These studies
indicate that farmer groups are complex spaces; they both reinforce existing
inequalities and present opportunities to challenge and transform them.
Longitudinal research with cassava farmers in Malawi has shed light on the
complex dynamics affecting the agricultural sector (Chiwona-Karltun et al., 1998;
Semkunde et al., 2022). Studies conducted in Domasi and Mulanje show how
broader social changes are reshaping the context of cassava farming. Civil society
organisations and community-based groups are increasingly stepping in to fill the
gaps left by failing state agencies. Traditional leadership structures are evolving
toward more diverse and less gender-biased power dynamics, partly influenced by
the impacts of HIV/AIDS on household composition and gender relations
(Farnworth et al., 2013). Notably, farmers are applying their cassava knowledge to
engage in higher-value activities, develop new products, and explore niche markets.
This shift reflects an ongoing renegotiation of gender roles and status, as evidenced
by the changing values placed on gendered preferences, knowledge, and skills.

Women are actively taking steps to strengthen civil society and improve human



capacity within their communities around cassava cultivation (Chiwona-Karltun et
al., 1998).

Within farmer groups, gender relations significantly influence participation,
voice, leadership, and the sharing of benefits. Recent studies aim to clarify these
contradictions. Research on cacao cooperatives in Peru, for instance, has shown that
women participate less and receive fewer benefits from community organizations,
despite their often-unrecognized contributions. However, there are effective
strategies that cooperatives can employ to reduce gender inequality. These include
hosting workshops, creating income opportunities for women, expanding partner
rights within farmer groups, and setting quotas for women in leadership roles.
While there is growing recognition of gender dynamics in farmer groups and
initiatives that highlight cassava as a crop that can empower women, significant
gaps remain in understanding how these dynamics impact the daily lives of rural
Malawian women. Current research indicates that outcomes are influenced by
gender norms and household relationships.

However, less attention has been given to internal processes within farmer
groups, such as how gender impacts meetings, leadership structures, knowledge
sharing, and benefit distribution. Additionally, while some studies have looked at
how groups influence women's economic outcomes, fewer have explored the
ongoing relationship between group participation and household gender relations.
It is within this contested space that collective action through farmer groups has

become a key strategy for tackling rural poverty and gender inequality.

1.2 Problem statement
In Malawi, cassava is a crucial crop, especially for women farmers who play

key roles in its production and marketing. Its drought tolerance makes it an
attractive option for smallholders, particularly women (Forsythe et al., 2016).
However, the idea that calling cassava a “women's crop” guarantees equal benefits
is a misconception (Murray, 2015). Research shows that women's ability to benefit
from cassava is more strongly affected by gender norms and household dynamics
than by the crop itself (Forsythe et al., 2016). While community-level processing
markets provide some opportunities, women face barriers related to agency, asset

ownership, decision-making, and household duties that limit their involvement in



formal cassava value chains. This highlights the need for a more detailed
understanding of gender dynamics rather than assuming cassava naturally
empowers women.

Farmer groups in Malawi are believed to address gender inequalities in
agriculture, helping women gain greater access to resources, information, and
markets (McCarthy & Kilic, 2015). Although women actively participate in social
networks such as savings and welfare groups, men mainly hold technical and
administrative roles, thereby limiting women's access to important information and
market opportunities. Men usually make most household decisions related to crop
choices and income management, keeping women focused on subsistence farming.
Cultural beliefs and structural inequalities also restrict women's land ownership and
economic participation. While recognising the potential of farmer groups to reduce
these gaps, a deeper understanding of gender dynamics within them is necessary.
This study aims to explore how these dynamics influence participation, leadership,
and benefit-sharing, and to examine the connection between group involvement and
household gender relations, ultimately seeking strategies to promote fairer
prosperity for all.

This research highlights important gaps in gender relations and collective action
among cassava farmer groups in rural Malawi. First, while there is evidence of
gendered patterns in farmer groups, few studies examine gender dynamics in
cassava farmer groups. Since the crop has a history as a women's product and has
been commercialised, this raises important questions about whether the value
mostly benefits men or genuinely empowers women economically. Second,
existing research often focuses on participation structures or outcomes while
overlooking the negotiation processes that shape and transform gender relations
within cassava farmer groups. A detailed analysis of group interactions and
decision-making is essential to understanding these dynamics. Third, although
quantitative studies reveal gendered outcomes, there is an evident lack of qualitative
research exploring how men and women view their participation in cassava farmer
groups. Understanding these dimensions is crucial for evaluating changes in gender

relations. Additionally, the link between collective action in cassava farmer groups



and household-level gender dynamics underscores the need for context-specific

studies in rural Malawi.
1.3 General Objective of the Study

The main objective of this thesis is to explore gender relations and collective action

among cassava farmer groups in rural Malawi.
1.4 Research Questions

This thesis contributes answers to the following research questions:
e How do gender relations shape women's participation in cassava farmer
groups?

e What conditions enable women to benefit equally from cassava farmer
groups?

e How do local communities perceive factors affecting the participation of
women in cassava farmer groups?

1.5 Specific Objectives

The specific objectives of the study are as follows:
e To examine the influence of gender relations on women's participation
in cassava farmer groups in rural Malawi.
e To analyse the conditions that allow women to benefit equitably from
participation in cassava farmer groups in rural Malawi.
e To determine community perceptions of the factors influencing women's

participation in cassava farmer groups in rural Malawi.

1.6 Significance of the study

This study examines the relationship between gender relations, collective action,
and agricultural development, focusing on how cassava farmer groups in rural
Malawi can promote women's empowerment. Although existing research indicates
that cassava farmer groups are heavily influenced by gender norms and household
dynamics (Lora et al., 2016), they still face barriers to participation in resource
access, decision-making, and operations. However, less attention has been given to
the internal processes through which gender shapes these groups.

The processes involved in developing these capabilities remain empirically
underexplored (Acharya et al., 2025). This research responds to calls for a deeper

focus on the complex aspects of gender analysis in development efforts by
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exploring how gender relations impact participation, voice, leadership, and benefit-
sharing within cassava farmer groups. It also adds to emerging evidence from
similar contexts, suggesting that while collective action can improve women's
capabilities, these outcomes are not automatic and require deliberate focus on group
governance, institutional support, and the broader gender dynamics that influence
these groups.

Recent gender analyses in Malawi's agricultural value chains reveal that women
face structural barriers, such as limited access to land, extension services, and
formal market channels. Meanwhile, men tend to dominate technical and
administrative groups, while women are more involved in savings, credit, and
welfare groups. These gendered social capital patterns suggest that women's
participation in farmer groups may be driven by different motivations and face
specific constraints that warrant further study. Focusing on cassava, a crop
increasingly viewed as essential for food security and income among resource-poor
households, this study provides empirical insights into how crop-specific value
chains interact with existing gender norms to shape women's experiences in
collective action.

Research suggests that cassava groups present an opportunity to renegotiate
gender roles and status, as farmers leverage cassava-related knowledge to engage
in higher-value activities and niche markets. These dynamics imply that cassava
farmer groups can be spaces where gender inequalities are both maintained and
challenged. However, there is limited systematic research on how these processes
develop within groups. Recent quantitative evidence from Malawi shows that group
membership can significantly boost household income and dietary diversity, even
as food security declines. Yet, these benefits are unevenly distributed: while male-
headed households have seen increases in both income and food security, female-

headed households have not experienced noteworthy
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improvements in dietary diversity despite income gains. These findings highlight
the need for qualitative research to explore the gendered processes within groups
that lead to these outcomes. By offering a detailed and contextual understanding of
how gender dynamics operate within cassava farmer groups, this study
complements and extends existing quantitative data.

The practical significance of this research is reinforced by Malawi's ongoing
food security challenges and the recognised necessity of addressing gender
inequality as a root cause. According to the United Nations, gender inequality in
agriculture significantly impacts global food security and nutrition, and Malawi's
food crisis is driven not only by climate change and poverty but also by systemic
oppression that limits women’s full participation in agriculture. While land reform
remains vital, farmer groups provide an immediate space for intervention.
However, evidence from Kenya indicates that "one size fits all promotional policy
approaches are inadequate" and that different types of collective action produce
varying results for women's empowerment and food security.

By identifying the specific conditions, governance arrangements, and support
mechanisms that enable women to benefit equitably from cassava farmer groups,
this study offers practical insights for development practitioners, policymakers, and
farmer organisations. It supports the growing recognition that achieving gender
equality and empowering women in agrifood systems is "key to social justice as
well as unlocking inclusive growth, food security and climate resilience," and that
building collective capabilities requires "collaborative and context-suited actions,
co-designed and co-implemented with women farmers and backed by related
stakeholders."

Additionally, the research contributes to the development of the value chain by
potentially validating group-based approaches to processing and market integration
as strategies to reduce post-harvest losses (Fisher & Snapp, 2022). Overall, these
contributions provide solid empirical support for rethinking agricultural

development strategies in Malawi and similar settings.

1.7 Scope of the Study
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This thesis primarily focuses on the Cassava farmer groups in Malawi. In
particular, the researcher employed a case study approach where Chiradzulu
District in Southern Malawi and Traditional Authority Mpama were purposively
selected for the following reasons: (1) the researcher has sufficient background
knowledge of the study area, (2) research goals, (3) proximity, and (4) cost

limitations for the data collection.
1.8 Organisation of the Study

This study is structured into five main chapters. The first chapter presents the
background, problem statement, objectives, research questions, significance, scope,
limitations, and organisation of the study. The second chapter reviews relevant
literature on group theorisation and the link between gender relations and collective
action, focusing on cassava farmer groups in rural Malawi and examining them
through theoretical, analytical, and empirical lenses. Chapter Three details the
methodology, including research design, inquiry strategies, methods, and analysis
techniques such as content analysis (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Chapter Four
presents the findings, their interpretation, and discussion, incorporating narratives
and descriptive statistics. Chapter Five thoroughly discusses the results, providing
empirical explanations, analysing trends, comparing with existing knowledge, and
considering future scientific insights. Finally, Chapter Six summarises the findings,

outlines limitations, and offers recommendations for further research.
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2.0 Literature Review

This chapter is divided into three sections: Theoretical review, Empirical review, and
Analytical framework of the study. The section aims to establish the research context,

review existing research, and lay the groundwork for the study.

2.1Theoretical Framework

2.1.1 Introduction
This chapter establishes the theoretical framework guiding the investigation of
gender relations and collective action among cassava farmer groups in rural
Malawi. The framework synthesises two complementary theoretical traditions,
gender relations theory and collective action theory, to generate an integrated
analytical lens that examines how gendered social dynamics shape and are shaped
by collective cassava farming.

The theoretical approach adopted here responds to a call for frameworks that
investigate the intersection of collective action and gender. For instance, how
gender-oriented analysis can foster more effective collective action in agriculture,
and how collective action can serve as a vehicle for gender equity. By bringing
these theoretical traditions into dialogue, this framework enables systematic
examination of how cassava farmer groups in Malawi both reproduce and
potentially transform existing gender relations in the pursuit of collective
prosperity.

2.1.2 Gender Relations Theory: Foundational Concepts

Gender relations theory serves as the foundational pillar of this thesis. Unlike other
approaches that view gender solely as an individual characteristic or a variable for
comparative analysis, gender relations theory understands gender as a complex
system of personal and social interaction (Fawcett et al., 1996; Ridgeway & Smith-
Lovin, 1999). From this perspective, women and men are understood as socially
constructed and sustained actors who influence their access to power, material
resources, and societal status. This relational perspective is crucial for studying
farmer groups because it focuses on the ongoing interactions, negotiations, and

contestations that shape gendered positions and opportunities.
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The theoretical foundation for applying gender relations to agricultural crops
contexts has been significantly advanced by scholars working within the social
relations approach (Simukonde et al.,2023). This approach examines how social
and gender norms within communities, including the distribution of power,
resources, and responsibilities, may affect farmer groups' ability to empower female
participants (Ashby et al., 2025). The social relations approach emphasises that
gender is not merely an individual attribute but a structuring principle of
institutions, including households, markets, and community organisations, that
systematically produce differential access to resources, decision-making authority,
and recognition (Simukonde et al., 2023; Ashby et al., 2025).

A key analytical contribution of gender relations theory is its attention to the
intersection of gender with other social relations. A study by Chiwona and Janice
(2004) on cassava farmers in Domasi and Mulanje, Malawi, documents that
traditional authority structures and gender relations are transformed through
multiple pressures, including the HIV/AIDS pandemic, which has created
variations and a less gender-biased power dynamic as household compositions and
responsibilities shift. This information underscores the necessity of attending to
how gender relations are always embedded within, and mutually constituted by,
other social relations, including age, position within kinship structures, and

economic status.
2.1.3 Collective Action Theory

The second theoretical pillar concerns collective action, the voluntary cooperation of
individuals to achieve shared objectives (Olson, 1965; Ajayi et al., 2023). Collective
action theory provides tools for understanding how farmer groups form, function, and
generate outcomes for their members. However, conventional collective action
frameworks have often neglected gender dynamics. Introducing a gender lens to
collective action offers a crucial theoretical advance.

The gendered analysis of collective action in this study identifies three pillars:
motivations for participation, the effectiveness of collective action, and its impacts on
gender equity. McCarthy and Kilic's (2014) theoretical modelling of collective action
for public goods provision in Malawi demonstrates the complexity of constructing
equitable participation schedules, given the gender-based differentiation in costs and

benefits that accrue to people. This insight is directly applicable to cassava farmer
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groups explored in this study, which argues that the gender composition of group

leadership and membership significantly shapes collective outcomes.
2.2 Analytical Framework

This thesis is rooted in the integration of gender relations theory (Connell, 1987)
and collective action theory (Olson, 1965), organised around three interconnected
analytical dimensions: gendered participation architectures, negotiation processes,
and transformation outcomes (Figure 1).

2.2.1 Gendered Participation Architectures

The first analytical dimension explores the structures and norms influencing
participation in cassava farmer groups. Building on McCarthy and Kilic's (2014)
research, which linked gendered leadership to improved collective capacity, this
framework examines group composition, leadership roles, and decision-making
bodies.

However, I contend that participation should be understood as meaningful
engagement, not just presence. Studies on potato farmer groups in Malawi indicate
that gender dynamics are deeply rooted in cultural norms, potentially limiting
women's active participation and their ability to benefit from group empowerment
(Mudege et al., 2015).Therefore, this framework investigates both formal
participation structures and informal norms that influence who speaks, whose

knowledge is valued, and whose interests are prioritised in cassava group

discussions.

2.2.2 Gendered Negotiation Processes
The second analytical dimension examines how gender relations are negotiated,
reinforced, or transformed within collective action settings. Chiwona-Karltun and
Janice (2004) observed that the ongoing renegotiation of gender roles and statuses
among cassava farmers in Malawi shows that farmer groups serve as active arenas
of gender politics, not merely mirrors of external norms.

This dimension builds on gender framing, which involves the discursive and
practical ways gender meanings are created and contested in collective efforts
(Beckwith, 2001). It highlights how group activities, such as selecting varieties,

processing, and marketing, provide opportunities to reassess and appreciate
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gendered knowledge and skills, including the "re-valuation of gendered varietal
preferences, knowledge, and skills" among Malawian cassava farmers.

2.2.3 Collective Action Outcomes

The third analytical dimension examines the effects of collective action on gender
relations and women's empowerment. It considers both the intended and unintended
outcomes of group participation, recognising that these results can sometimes be
contradictory or incomplete.

The case of the Nsanama Women Cooperative in Machinga District, Malawi,
demonstrates both possibilities. Although the cooperative has enabled women to
access matching grants, purchase processing equipment, and boost cassava flour
production (Chiwona-Karltun & Janice, 2004), their economic well-being,
decision-making authority within households and groups, recognition, status, and

broader community gender norms are still uncertain.
2.4 Contextualising the Framework

Drawing on Cassava’s gendered history, this study applied its conceptual
framework to cassava farmer groups in Malawi to generate context-specific insights
(Fig.1). As Chiwona-Karltun & Janice (2004) highlight, Malawi’s government has
historically favoured maize, and cassava is often seen as the poor man's crop. This
perception significantly influences gender dynamics, as lower-value crops usually
fall under women's control.

However, as commercialisation increases cassava's value, more men are
engaging in its cultivation. By examining participation structures, negotiation
processes, and outcomes, the framework enables a systematic evaluation of
constraints and opportunities for gendered collective action. It emphasises that
initiatives promoting women's empowerment should involve collaboration with
partners. This integrated approach provides an empirically grounded understanding
of how gender relations and collective action can effectively empower women,

men, boys, and girls.
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Figure 1. Conceptual framework of the study, adapted from Cleaver (2002);
Ostrom (1990); North (1990); Scoones (2009,2015).

2.5 Empirical Review

Collective efforts among smallholder farmers are often promoted as essential to
addressing issues such as low productivity, limited market access, and
competitiveness challenges in Sub-Saharan Africa (Forsythe et al., 2016). Although
these farmers manage about 12% of the world's farmland, they produce 80% of the
food in Sub-Saharan Africa and Asia. They face obstacles such as limited access to
improved seeds, fertilisers, and financial services, as well as information gaps that
constrain their participation in markets (Forsythe et al., 2016).

Recent research from Malawi shows that farmer groups can significantly
increase household incomes and improve dietary diversity, even during food
security crises (Song & Kim, 2025). The study used a difference-in-differences
analysis in Kasungu District to evaluate the impact of collective action on
smallholder farmers. Results indicate that these efforts boost resilience to climate
shocks and market volatility. However, gender-specific findings emerged: male-
headed households saw improvements in income and food security, while female-
headed households did not experience notable gains in dietary diversity despite

increases in income.
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The connection between gender and collective action has gained increasing
scholarly interest, with evidence indicating that gender often influences individuals'
ability to participate in and benefit from collective efforts. According to Ager
(2015), farming organisations in Malawi have used collective action to break down
barriers that limit women's participation in the agricultural economy, though
effectiveness varies significantly depending on organisational structure and
institutional backing. Similarly, a study in Ghana, which analysed cassava farmers
using stochastic frontier modelling and inverse probability weighting with 300
randomly chosen farmers, found that female farmers in farmer-based organisations
reach about 63.5% of their potential yield, compared to 57.8% for males (Missiame
& Osei, 2023). Notably, membership increased women's technical efficiency by
12%, indicating that women benefit more from collective action than men when
organisational conditions are supportive.

Cassava has been promoted as an accessible crop for poor smallholder farmers
due to its low input needs and drought resilience. However, the assumption that the
commercialisation of cassava automatically benefits women warrants careful
scrutiny. Field research in Nigeria and Malawi reveals that cassava value chains
present different opportunities and challenges for women, which are often
neglected in agricultural development narratives (Martin, 2016).

Women can actively participate in new commercial cassava ventures without
compromising food security. However, success depends greatly on gender norms
and household dynamics, which require careful consideration in development
efforts. Evidence from Malawi's Nsanama Women Cooperative in Machinga
District illustrates the potential of women-only cassava businesses (Chiwona-
Karltun & Janice, 2004). Established in 2008 and officially registered as a
cooperative in 2015 with 57 women members, it received a $15,000 matching grant
from the World Bank's Agriculture Commercialization Project (AGCOM). This
funding allowed for the acquisition of advanced cassava milling equipment,
boosting production from 1.5 tons to meet a market demand of 50 tons per month.
Members reported building modern homes and supporting their families, with one

member noting that her husband now values the group after initially telling her to
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quit (World Bank, 2021). Chiwona-Karltun & Janice (2004) explore participatory
research in Domasi and Mulanje, Malawi, focusing on cassava variety choice. The
study highlights three key shifts affecting gender roles: (i) the replacement of
ineffective state agencies by civil society groups and community organizations; (ii)
challenges to traditional leadership and authority, driven by more diverse, less
gender-biased power relations, partly due to HIV/AIDS’s impact on household
structures; and (iii) ongoing food and income insecurity, which leads to theft and
early harvesting of cassava roots, resulting in immediate hunger and a shortage of
planting stems. These changes allow farmers to utilise their cassava knowledge for
higher-value activities, new products, and niche markets. The changing gender
roles are evident in shifting preferences, knowledge, and skills related to gender, as
well as in women’s efforts to strengthen civil society and community capacity
around cassava.

While collective action offers potential benefits, evidence indicates persistent
constraints and exclusion issues. An assessment of the 'Unleashing the Power of
Cassava in Africa in Response to the Food Price Crisis' project, conducted by the
International Institute of Tropical Agriculture from 2008 to 2010 in Kasungu and
Dowa districts, Malawi, revealed that although 120 beneficiary households were
generally satisfied, concerns remained about excluding the most vulnerable
households and the low participation of female-headed households initially targeted
(Simtowe & Mwangi, 2012). The study also highlighted seasonal hunger among
these households and the difficulties farmers face in cultivating cassava, which
impacts both crop adoption and project sustainability.

Despite growing evidence on collective action and gender issues in Malawian
agriculture, significant research gaps remain. Notably, there is limited empirical
data on cassava farmer groups and their gender dynamics, despite cassava being
vital for food security and income for resource-poor households. Also, the impact
of intra-household gender relations on the benefits of collective efforts for women
cassava farmers remains insufficiently understood. Additionally, community
perceptions of factors influencing women's participation in cassava groups have

received little attention.
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This study aims to fill these gaps by exploring gender relations, equitable
benefit-sharing, and community viewpoints within cassava farmer groups in rural
Malawi. Manja et al. (2025) offer valuable theoretical insights into why rising
incomes do not always improve women's well-being. Their research investigates
how the commercialisation of smallholder farming affects food security, focusing
on land rights and bargaining power within households. It references literature
showing that women's control over resources, beyond mere access, influences
whether commercialisation benefits household welfare.

Grounded in household bargaining theory, which posits that couples' bargaining
power impacts health service use and resource distribution (Manja et al., 2025), the
study highlights that households are spaces for negotiation, cooperation, and
conflict. For cassava groups, increased female participation could strengthen
women's bargaining power at home, though traditional gender norms often limit
their ability to translate collective gains into tangible improvements in personal and
household well-being.

Empirical research consistently identifies significant structural barriers that
hinder women from fully participating in agricultural collective activities. A study
by Manja et al. (2025) on land rights in Malawi highlights the vital role of land
tenure security in enabling women's involvement in farming. Building on Berge et
al. (2014), which examined lineage and land reforms, and Djurfeldt et al. (2018),
focusing on matrilineal land systems, the research reveals that even when women
gain stronger land rights in matrilineal contexts, decision-making power often
remains with men. Djurfeldt et al. (2018) note in their article, "The family farms
together, the decisions, however, are made by the man," indicating that women may
inherit land through matrilineal tradition but generally lack control over production
choices and income, which stay with male relatives. Kishindo's (2011) study on
customary land tenure in Malawi further explores these issues, particularly
regarding married immigrant women who move to their husbands' villages after
marriage and face insecure land claims.

In patrilineal regions, these women’s access to land is precarious and heavily

reliant on maintaining good relations with their husband's family. This insecurity
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limits women's ability to invest in land improvements, participate actively in farmer
groups, or influence collective decisions.

Evidence on cassava farmer groups in Malawi is provided by the Kasangadzi
cassava project, led by Sustain For Life. This initiative aims to support 150
vulnerable women cassava farmers by offering training in agribusiness and
marketing techniques to boost profitability, along with value-addition methods to
turn their cassava into in-demand, profitable products. This approach helps
maximise profits and reduce post-harvest losses. Suh et al. (2025) noted that NGO
support plays a crucial mediating role in encouraging farmers to participate in
collective action, highlighting the importance of institutional support for fair and
effective collaboration. Their study shows that collective action alone may not yield
positive results without additional support to address structural barriers, enhance
organisational capacity, and establish market connections.

Fischer and Qaim (2012) highlight that farmer groups often outperform
individual farmers in accessing markets, credit, and inputs because they pool
knowledge and resources, thereby enhancing productivity, securing better
financing, and fostering knowledge exchange. Nevertheless, issues such as free-
riding, window dressing, structural exclusion, and leadership conflicts continue to
hinder their development (Place et al., 2020). While Putnam (2000) argued that
social capital, including trust and reciprocity, is vital for the sustainability of farmer

groups, as it promotes resource sharing and helps mitigate risks.
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3.0 Methods and Materials

3. 1 Introduction

The research methodology describes the approach to data collection and analysis.
This chapter introduces the study area, research design, target population,
sampling method, data collection process, variable definitions, and data analysis

procedures.

3.2 Study area
3.2.1 Location

The study was conducted in Chiradzulu District in southern Malawi, in the
Traditional Authority of Mpama (Fig.2). This area has a small urban centre close

to a mountain reserve, near Malawi's most important commercial city, Blantyre.

Figure 2.Map of Malawi showing Chiradzulu district and Traditional Authority

Mpama as the study area.

1.1.1 3.2.2.Population
The 2018 Malawi Household Census estimated Chiradzulu district's population at

356,724, including 169,679 males and 187,196 females, with an intercensal growth
rate of 2.1% (NSO, 2018). Socioeconomically, poverty levels are very high,
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currently around 52%. Most residents rely heavily on farming for their livelihood.
Over 90% of the people in Chiradzulu District live in rural areas, and at least 51%,
particularly women and children, live in chronic poverty. The district covers an area
of 767 km2, has a population of 236,000, and a population density of 308 people
per km2.

1.1.2 3.2.3 Agriculture

Chiradzulu district is an agriculture-based community where most residents
practice smallholder farming. The farmers primarily rely on rain-fed agriculture for
crops like maize, Irish potatoes, cassava, and vegetables. The average annual
rainfall ranges from 800 to 1000 mm. The typical household land holding is 0.5
hectares. Poor soils resulting from high rates of erosion, combined with limited land
availability and a heavy dependence on rain-fed farming, make agriculture highly

vulnerable to climate-related shocks.

1.1.3 3.2.4 Climate

Chiradzulu district has a warm tropical climate with average temperatures ranging
from 16 to 28 degrees Celsius. In exceptional cases, temperatures can reach 32
degrees Celsius. The lowest temperatures are usually recorded in June and July,
while the highest are typically between August and November. Two main climate
conditions can be identified in Chiradzulu: hot and cool. The district experiences
two distinct seasons: dry and wet. The rainy season runs from November to April.
Average annual rainfall varies from 800 mm along the plains to about 1,000 mm in

the highlands. The district’s topography largely influences rainfall variability.

1.1.4 3.2.5 Topography
The topography of Chiradzulu District is partly on the Phalombe—Thuchira plain to

the east. The rest of the district consists of highlands and hills. The district's terrain
can be divided into two main parts: the Phalombe-Thuchira plain and the Shire
Highlands. The plain is located east of the district and includes Milepa, Namitambo,
and Nkalo. The highlands and hills are in the northern part of the district, either as
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isolated features or as a series of hills, including Chiradzulu Mountain, Tsangano,

Malavi, Choda, Midima, and Nsoni hills.

1.1.5 3.2.6 Geology

The geology of the Chiradzulu district varies in terms of aquifer types. It includes
a crystalline basement, mainly composed of metamorphic rocks such as gneiss,
schist, quartzite, and granulites, along with igneous rocks like dolerites, basalts, and
gabbros, extending from the hilly areas of Blantyre and Chiradzulu Boma. These
rocks originate from the Precambrian and Late Palacozoic eras and form the
weathered, fractured basement aquifers. Water production in this geological
formation is usually low per borehole, and the risk of dry holes is high.
Additionally, as we approach Lake Chilwa, there are Quaternary alluvium and
colluvium deposits. The aquifer in this area consists of layers of clays, silts, sands,
and gravels, made up of Quaternary alluvium, colluvium, and lacustrine deposits.
Sands and gravels locally yield high water quantities, while clay sediments have
limited groundwater potential. Overall, groundwater quality is generally suitable
for domestic use. However, some localised areas face salinity issues and low yields.
In particular, groundwater availability in certain parts of the district, especially
around the Boma area, remains problematic, with dry holes being common and

existing boreholes frequently running dry.
3.3 Research Design

The study uses a qualitative case-study approach to examine gender relations and
collective action within cassava farmer groups in Malawi. The case study method
is especially suitable for this research because it allows exploration of complex
social phenomena in real-world settings, particularly when the boundaries between
the phenomenon and its context are unclear (Yin, 2014; Creswell & Creswell,

2018).

This thesis centres on two specific units of analysis within the larger case of
Malawi's agri-food system: gender relations and collective action. It also explores

institutional intersections, highlighting areas of convergence (such as collaborative
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bylaws and joint monitoring) and divergence (such as tenure conflicts and elite

capture) that influence gender equity in cassava farmer groups.

Malawi was deliberately chosen as the case for this study based on several
criteria adapted from Yin's (2014) framework for case selection. First, Malawi
serves as a key case for exploring gender relations due to its well-documented
history of gender policy reform, the progress made on the practical gender index
to date, and the ongoing influence of customary governance systems. As Makwinja
and Kimengsi (2025) show, Malawi's institutional landscape includes
sophisticated customary arrangements, such as the M'bona indigenous spiritual
system, which operate alongside formal state structures and achieve substantial
regulatory compliance in food systems. Second, Malawi has a large body of
empirical research on gender relations and collective action, providing a solid
evidence base for secondary analysis.

Studies on gender relations, collective action, and farmer groups collectively
facilitate triangulation across multiple sources and methods. The research design
follows Yin's (2014) conceptualisation of a single-case study with embedded units
of analysis. The main case is Malawi's agri-food system, defined by national
borders, covering the period from around 2000 to the present (post-policy-reform
period). Within this single case, two embedded units of analysis are examined:
gender relations and collective action. This embedded approach enables detailed
analysis of each area while also exploring its interactions, similarities, and
differences.

Aligned with Yin's (2014) principles of case study evidence, this chapter draws
on multiple sources to enable triangulation and enhance construct validity. The
study primarily relies on secondary analysis of existing qualitative and quantitative
data, drawing on findings from peer-reviewed research, policy documents, and
grey literature. Documentary evidence forms the basis for analysis. The National
Agriculture Policy, National Gender Policy, and National Community
Development Policy were systematically reviewed to understand the formal
institutional framework. Legislative instruments were analysed to identify
statutory provisions that govern cassava farmer groups and women's access,

participation, and enforcement mechanisms.
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Archival records from cassava commercialisation programs and projects, such
as project reports and strategic plans, were examined to understand current
intervention levels for cassava farmer groups and their insights into the
operationalisation of these groups.

The empirical literature was systematically reviewed to identify key themes
related to gender relations and collective actions. A comprehensive search of

electronic databases (e.g., Scopus, Web of Science, and Google Scholar) was

nn nn

conducted using keywords such as "gender relations," "collective action," "cassava

nn

groups," "smallholder farmers," and "women participation." Studies were included
based on the following criteria: (a) focused on Malawi, (b) addressed gender
relations, collective action, or related topics, and cassava groups, (c¢) employed
empirical methods, and (d) were published in peer-reviewed sources (Makwinja,
Kimengsi et al., 2025). Data analysis followed Yin's (2014) guidance on case study
analytical techniques, utilising pattern matching and explanation building across
embedded units. Pattern matching was used to compare observed patterns in
cassava groups with those predicted by the study's analytical framework.

Explanation-building was used to create theoretically grounded explanations
of observed dynamics in cassava farmers' groups. Following Yin's (2014)
guidance, the analysis repeatedly compared empirical findings with theoretical
propositions, thereby refining explanations for phenomena such as women's
participation, decision-making, resource access, and economic growth (Kalenga et
al., 2024). Cross-case synthesis was employed to compare findings across the
embedded units and across multiple study sites within the Traditional Authority of
Mpama in the Chiradzulu district, Malawi. Although the overall design is a single-
case study, the availability of empirical research from multiple locations (including
Machinga, Zomba, Mulanje, and Kasungu) enabled comparison of results across
contexts.

Various strategies were employed to improve the study's validity and reliability.
First, construct validity was strengthened through triangulation across multiple
evidence sources, with findings supported by policy documents, legislative

instruments, program reports, and several empirical studies. Internal validity was
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addressed through pattern-matching and explanation-building techniques that
explicitly considered alternative explanations for the observed phenomena.

External validity was approached through analytic generalisation to theoretical
ideas about legal pluralism, supported by comparisons across multiple sites in
Malawi. Reliability was maintained by clearly documenting data sources,
analytical procedures, and decision rules, ensuring a transparent chain of evidence
from sources to conclusions.

Table 1.Gendered membership for Cassava Farmers’ group in T/A Mpama,
Chiradzulu District

Name of the Village Women Men Total
Mpama 21 19 40
Ulaya 21 20 41
Dokotala 36 0 36
Kanjuchi 34 0 34
Malika 22 15 37
Total 103 94 188

Using the checklist, we conducted 6 Focus Group Discussions (FGDs), following
the approach proposed by Finch et al. (2014). In each FGD, participants were
organised into groups of at least 12, including men-only, women-only, mixed, boys-
only, and girls-only. These groups were formed by the researchers specifically for
this study and consisted of individuals affiliated with cassava farmer groups. On
average, FGDs lasted about 45 minutes.

Additionally, 10 key informant interviews were conducted to gather experts’
insights into cassava farmer groups in the Chiradzulu district. The interviews
included the Director of Agricultural Services, the Director of Social Services, the
Director of Natural Resources, and the Director of Planning and Development to
collect qualitative data on the experiences, perceptions, and challenges faced by
women in cassava groups, including their participation in community development.

We also developed an expert-based livelihood household typology (Alvarez et
al., 2014). A livelihood household typology provides a snapshot in time and space,
identifying household differences using key indicators to form distinct household

clusters. We categorised households by the types and sizes of their socio-economic
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characteristics, such as main livelihood activity, age, gender, landholding size,
education level, primary energy source, food security, and water security. Snowball
sampling was used to identify participants for key informant interviews and to
recruit members of cassava groups for focus group discussions (FGDs).

Focus group discussions were used to understand the socio-cultural context of
study participants, their perceptions of a social phenomenon, and the meaning the
community attaches to an issue, such as the gendered nature of cassava farming.
FGDs were conducted across the eight districts to gather community views on how
gender dynamics influence smallholder cassava farming. A semi-structured
interview guide drew out the participants’ experiences and perceptions. Semi-
structured Interviews are used to gather focused, qualitative textual data. This
method balances the flexibility of an open-ended interview with the focus of a

structured ethnographic survey (Finch et al., 2013).

Figure 3. Focus Group Discussion (a)Mixed and (b) Women onlyat Ulaya Cassava
Farmer’s Group

Furthermore, 38 households were interviewed to gather detailed information for
each study question. Field data collection took place between August 10 and
October 30, 2024. Before starting data collection, the English version of the

research instruments was reviewed by peers and translated into the local language

(Chichewa). The study was conducted in villages with active cassava-farming
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groups and communities that rely directly on farming for their livelihoods.
Therefore, the five selected villages provided the best case for this study. The
interviews and focus group discussions (FGDs) were conducted in Chichewa to
gather more detailed information on the study topic. However, our data collection
team consisted of indigenous people comfortable conversing in Chichewa or
English. Although the researcher took notes, all interviews and discussions were
recorded after obtaining verbal consent from the respondents. The researchers
raised issues during the focus group discussions and sought clarification from key
informants. The respondents were informed that they could withdraw at any point
during the interviews if they felt uncomfortable with the process.

A review of key policy documents on Malawi’s Agriculture and Chiradzulu
district-specific materials was conducted using directed content analysis and
thematic analysis (Clay et al., 2015; Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Kimengsi et al.,
2023). The audio recordings from the field were transcribed into text using
MAXQDA Software version 24.1. Each interview in the transcript was coded. The
authors carefully examined the transcribed data and extracted key information
aligned with pre-determined themes related to the specific objectives of this
research project.

Due to the complexity of analysing gender and cassava groups, we used
narratives to elaborate on the study's themes. According to Kimengsi et al. (2023),
themes concerning the gender dynamics of smallholder farmer groups in Africa are
complex and sometimes not explicitly framed; therefore, relying solely on
software-based extraction and analysis might miss key data. To improve the
reliability and consistency of data collected from sources such as key informant
interviews and focus group discussions, we cross-checked, synchronised, and

triangulated it prior to analysis (Noble & Heale, 2019; Reetsch et al., 2021).
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1. 4. Results

1.2 1 Gender relations and women's participation in
cassava farmer groups

Table 2 presents descriptive statistics for the members of cassava farmers' groups
in Traditional Authority Mpama, Chiradzulu District. Mixed-gender cassava farmer
groups operated at a larger scale than women-only groups (48 vs 40 ha; p=0.008)
and achieved higher net profit per group (MK 4.6 million vs MK 3.1 million;
p=0.001).

Although their total transport costs were higher (MK 2.347 million vs
MK 1.625 million; p=0.005), mixed groups exhibited superior performance on
scale-adjusted metrics, realizing greater profit per hectare (MK 95,833 vs
MK 77,500; +23.7%) and substantially higher profit per MK of inputs (38.33 vs
20.67). These efficiency advantages coincide with markedly greater formal market
access (85% vs 45%; p=0.004) and value-addition engagement (96% vs 71%;
p=0.003). Women-only groups, despite lower transport intensity per hectare,
displayed higher input intensity per hectare (MK 3,750 vs MK 2,500), which,
together with weaker market integration, plausibly explains their lower per-hectare

profitability.

Table 2.Comparative outcomes between women-only groups and Mixed gender
farmer groups

Mixed gender Women only P-value
Indicator

groups (Mean) Groups (Mean) (t-test)
Total land size(ha) 48 40 0.008
Input costs (MK)/group 120,000 150,000 0.021
Net profit (MK)/group 4,600,000 3,100,000 0.001
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Access to formal market

85 45
(%) 0.004
Value addition (%) 96 71 0.003
Transportation(MK)/group 2,347,000 1,625,000 0.005

The mixed groups earn substantially more, suggesting better bargaining power,
aggregation, or quality/processing premiums. This is consistent with stronger

market access and higher value-added capacity.

“I have seen significant improvement in my life since 2019, when I joined the
Malika Cassava Farmer group. I no longer struggle to find a market for my cassava,
and the transport cost to Blantyre is shared among group members. Thus, my
contribution is several times lower than what I used to pay when I was a sole

farmer.” (Female participant of FGD 3, Malika cassava farmer group).

The participant’s testimony highlights the powerful effect of collective action and
group membership on smallholder farmers’ market participation and on reducing
transaction costs. Reflecting on her experiences since joining the Malika Mixed
Cassava Farmer Group in 2019, the female respondent emphasises that her
involvement has greatly improved her livelihood. A key part of this improvement
is better market access; she states that she “no longer struggles to find a market,”
indicating that the group's organized marketing strategies, buyer connections, and
coordinated sales have reduced uncertainty and vulnerability typically associated
with individual smallholder marketing. This supports evidence that farmer groups
often act as intermediaries, lowering search costs, boosting bargaining power, and

providing more reliable market outlets.

Additionally, the participant highlights the economic advantages stemming from
shared transportation costs, which represent a considerable barrier for
geographically dispersed rural farmers, such as those in the Chiradzulu district. By
pooling resources with fellow group members, her individual transport costs have

drastically reduced compared to when she operated independently. This
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underscores the importance of economies of scale within producer organizations,
where collective transportation lowers per-unit costs and enhances efficiency.
Moreover, this suggests that collective marketing not only diminishes logistical
expenses but also boosts profitability by making remote markets, such as Blantyre,

more accessible and affordable.

The testimony illustrates how participation in mixed-gender farmer groups can
promote both social and economic empowerment for women farmers. Through
collective action, the participant has achieved improved market security, reduced
operational burdens, and enhanced economic resilience. Her narrative provides
qualitative evidence that supports the broader quantitative patterns observed in the
study, indicating that mixed groups exhibit stronger market integration and more

favourable cost structures than women-only groups.

4.2 Factors affecting the effectiveness of women’s participation
in cassava farmer groups in rural Malawi

The study reports that Leadership and Governance Structures, institutional
processes, and enforcement mechanisms are the key factors influencing the
effectiveness of cassava farmer groups in enhancing rural prosperity. While
technological progress, gender dynamics, structural inequalities, and market access
and Infrastructure are the key socio-economic factors. The study reported that
effective cassava farmer groups with democratically elected, accountable
leaders showed higher cohesion and productivity.

"We openly elect our chairperson and other office bearers every five years.

They consistently consult us before making critical decisions for our group.

We hold meetings on the last Friday of every month to review progress.” (FGD,
Female Farmer, Ulaya Group).

She was reacting when asked to explain how they elect their group leaders.
However, the study reported some dysfunctional groups, such as Dokotala, where
the group chairperson and some Men in the group monopolised the group's cassava
benefits.

"The chairperson and five male group members sold our cassava, but took so

long before bringing the money to us. Despite the evidence that they were paid
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the money the same day our cassava was delivered to a company in Blantyre,
they disappeared, only to return 3 Months later, after we had already reported
them to the Traditional Authority and the Police. We thank God that they brought
our money, but we can no longer accept them in our group.” (Female member

of the Dokotala mixed gender group, GVH Dokotala).

Members of Cassava farmer groups had better access to inputs and relevant skills
due to their strong connection with government extension services and Non-
governmental organisations (NGOs). They were trained in the emerging formal
skills to boost their yields and manage cassava pests and diseases using robust,

efficient technologies.

"The agriculture officer introduced new cassava varieties to us and taught us the
best management protocols. Now our yields have improved." (Male participant
in Mixed FGD).

The farmers observed weak Institutional Linkages and bemoaned the absence of
formal cooperatives or financial services to support their scalability. Farmers in the
Malaika group reported that a shortage of storage facilities is one of the many
challenges they face as the upcoming farmer group. The study reported Strong
Social Capital among the farmer groups with shared norms (e.g., rotating labour,

penalty systems for non-compliance).

"If you miss meetings three times in a year, you’re fined a female goat!" (A Male
Participant in FGD, Kanjuchi Group).

The dominance of Women’s Participation was reported in all the groups in T/A
Mpama. Although individual female members prioritised cassava growing for food
security over profits, their male counterparts are profit-oriented and focused on

robust markets.

"We sell the excess cassava while keeping most for the preserved ones to eat
with our children." (Female Focus Group participant, Ulaya Group).

The smallholder group members further indicated that they benefit from
Collective Safety Nets. As reported, poorer farmers relied on groups for shared

labour during extreme climate events.
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"When my crops and my house were damaged by Cyclone Freddy in March
2023, the group helped me to replant and build a new house for my grandchildren
and me." (Elderly female group member in GVH Ulaya during household

interviews).

In terms of Market Access and Infrastructure, the study reported -critical
transportation challenges, especially among women-only groups. They reported

during interviews that they struggle to reach buyers in Blantyre due to high costs.

"Middlemen traders exploit us because we can’t transport our produce
ourselves to big buyers in Blantyre." (FGD, Male farmer in Kanjuchi village).

They also indicated that although they have enough cassava, they do not have a
Bank account, and big companies only pay through bank or mobile money, a
technology not available to many rural smallholder farmers.

The research reveals a paradox of participation in the farmer groups of
Traditional Authority Mpama. While women numerically dominate membership
(61.5%), their influence follows an inverse power law when examining leadership
structures and decision-making authority. The study reveals three critical
dimensions: (a) The Leadership paradox, where the quantity of female participants
in the mixed farmers' groups fails to translate into qualitative influence, with men
occupying 78% of executive positions across the mixed studied groups, and
women’s voices continue to be stifled. This governance gap manifests most acutely
in financial management (92% male-dominated) and market negotiations (88%
male-led). At least 63% of married women required spousal consent to join a group.

Almost 41% of female smallholder farmers needed male approval to ratify
decisions, and 29% of women reported male relatives attending meetings as "silent
supervisors." Furthermore, the study identified strains within the Tokenism-
Exploitation Continuum, in which women's inclusion often serves dual,
contradictory purposes. They are either included to meet donor gender quotas
(observed in 3 of 5 NGO-supported groups) or to maintain patriarchal control
through mediated benefit flows, with 57% of women reporting that income was
partially or completely redirected to male household members. This creates what is

called "extractive inclusion," where women's labour and participation are harnessed
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while decision-making and benefit control remain masculine. These findings
challenge linear assumptions about numerical representation, which automatically
lead to empowerment. Instead, they support a capillary power model in which
gender norms permeate collective institutions through informal sanction systems,
gendered knowledge hierarchies, and ritualised deference practices, as evidenced
by the researcher's observation of 70% of group meeting interactions.

The second dimension was Power Relations and Resource Allocation. The study
reveals that Access to inputs and land continues to favour male members more than
their female counterparts. Male members tend to have preferential access to high-
quality cassava cuttings, fertilisers, and extension services due to stronger social
networks with agricultural officers. Women, particularly those without male
household heads, face challenges in securing these resources. In addition, male
members hold the majority of control over income.

The study reveals that Profits from group sales are often distributed collectively,
but intra-household power dynamics influence how women utilise their earnings.
Some women reported that male family members appropriated portions of their
income for household expenses, limiting their financial autonomy. In addition,
group leadership positions are predominantly held by men, reinforcing patriarchal
structures: 4 out of 5 groups have male chairpersons, while women dominate

support roles such as secretaries (e.g., in all 5 groups, secretaries are women).

“We need a male chairperson to guide our proceedings with authority. Someone
who cannot be threatened by anyone. If we have a female chairperson, we are
afraid we might be ruled by her husband in the background who is not even a
member of this group. As a result, we might end up not achieving our

dreams...”(Female group member in FGD, Mpama group).

The third dimension is Social Norms and Economic Outcomes among the
smallholder farmers. The study reported that Women contribute significantly to
planting, weeding, and processing cassava but receive disproportionately lower
economic returns compared to men. This disparity stems from gendered divisions
of labour where women’s unpaid domestic work limits their ability to engage in

higher-value activities like marketing. Some female respondents highlighted
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solidarity among women in groups, enabling collective bargaining for better prices.
However, widowed or unmarried women reported marginalisation, as they lacked
the social capital to influence group decisions. Similarly, NGO-led gender
sensitization workshops have improved awareness of women’s rights in some
groups, leading to incremental changes, such as the appointment of female
treasurers or record-keepers. However, deep-rooted cultural norms still hinder full

economic empowerment.

The study reported an increase in tension when women perceive that their labour
contributions are undervalued in profit-sharing models. Some groups have
introduced gender-balanced committees to mediate such conflicts, but enforcement
remains weak. Some male members view gender equity initiatives as threats to
traditional authority, leading to passive resistance (e.g., withholding information or

bypassing female leaders in decision-making).

“It is indeed true that women are very active in cassava growing, and they are
in the majority. However, that does not change their position in a family or our
community. In the main, we must make a very important decision that will
improve the livelihoods of our families and society. We are very strategic and
candid when it comes to negotiating prices and finding lucrative markets for our

cassava...”(Male respondent in a household interview, Kanjuchi farmer group.

The study further reveals that while cassava farmer groups provide women with
increased access to resources and markets, persistent gender dynamics and power

imbalances constrain their full economic empowerment.

“Even in our group, where membership is restricted to women, critical decisions
are still made by our husbands. Members need key decisions for the group to be
completed at the next meeting, so we can return and seek counsel from our
husbands. We then meet to deliberate on different decisions presented by
members and come up with the final decision.”(4 group member from Malika

women’s only group).

The voice of the group member from Malika offers a profound and unsettling

window into the lived reality of women's participation in agricultural collectives.
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On its surface, the statement describes a procedural delay; a logistical hurdle in the
group's decision-making process. However, a deeper analysis, viewed through the
lens of gender and development, reveals a complex interplay of power, social
norms, and the spatial dimensions of agency. This narrative is not one of failed
participation, but of a group navigating the profound tension between its formal
structure as a women-only space and the powerful, invisible presence of patriarchal
authority that governs from beyond its borders.

The statement begins with a striking paradox: "Even in our group, where
membership is restricted to women, critical decisions are still made by our
husbands." This single sentence dismantles the simplistic assumption that creating
women-only spaces is sufficient for ensuring women's economic empowerment.
The group has successfully carved out a physical and social space for women to
come together, share knowledge related to cassava production, and build a
collective identity. Yet, this space is not a sovereign entity. It exists within a wider
community and household structure where patriarchal norms dictate that men are
the primary decision-makers, especially on matters perceived as consequential. The
phrase "even in our group" underscores the pervasiveness of this norm; it is a force
so powerful that it penetrates the very boundaries erected to exclude it. The group's
autonomy is thus conditional, circumscribed by an external authority that its
members still, in many ways, acknowledge as legitimate or, at the very least,
unavoidable.

This dynamic is vividly illustrated in the group's decision-making protocol. The
process is described as a two-stage cycle of consultation and deliberation that
effectively extends the meeting from the village gathering place to the domestic
sphere. The "critical decisions" that require the group's attention cannot be finalized
within the collective. Instead, they are transformed into a set of options that
members must physically carry back to their individual households. The group
becomes a space for framing the questions, but not for providing the answers.

This "seeking counsel" from husbands is the pivotal moment where power is
exercised. It is a moment that is invisible to the group, occurring in the private
realm. The term "counsel" is a gentle one, but in this context, it often masks a

hierarchical relationship. For a woman, seeking counsel can mean explaining the
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options, justifying a preferred choice, and ultimately seeking approval. Her
husband, positioned as the household head and final arbiter, holds the power of
ratification. The group's collective will is effectively filtered through the individual
wills of its members' husbands. The subsequent meeting, where members
"deliberate on different decisions presented by members," is therefore not a primary
decision-making forum, but a secondary one. The women reconvene not as
autonomous agents, but as delegates reporting back from their respective domestic
"committees." They are tasked with synthesising the preferences that emerged from
a process over which the collective had no control.

This practice fundamentally alters the nature of the group's collective action. On
one hand, it demonstrates the women's pragmatic adaptation to their constrained
reality. By building in a delay ("completed at the next meeting"), they create a
mechanism that allows them to function without openly challenging deeply
entrenched household power structures, thereby avoiding potential conflict. It is a
strategy for survival and operation within a patriarchal system. However, this
adaptation comes at a high cost. It severely undermines the group's efficiency, its
strategic agility, and, most importantly, the very goal of women's empowerment.
The group's potential as a space where women build confidence in decision-making,
negotiate collectively, and exercise economic agency is stifled. The final decision,
in its essence, is a composite of male authority, leaving the women as executors of
a vision they did not independently shape.

The Malika women's group, therefore, exists in a state of liminality. It is a space
of association and mutual support, yet its ultimate authority resides elsewhere, in
the "extended veranda" of the household. This narrative is powerful evidence that
gender-transformative interventions must move beyond the group level. It
underscores that empowering women through farmer organisations requires
simultaneously engaging with the domestic sphere, fostering dialogue between
spouses about shared goals, and working to shift the very norms that place final
authority in men's hands. Without this parallel work, even the most well-intentioned
women-only groups risk becoming mere extensions of the patriarchal structures

they seek to navigate, rather than the engines of equal benefit and empowerment.

39



1.3 4.3 Perceived factors affecting the participation of
women in cassava farmers' groups

In the disaggregated gender focus group discussions and key informant interviews,
members were asked to explain their perceptions on why few women participate in

cassava groups. Different groups gave the following reasons:

*  ‘Women, especially wives, are not intelligent and will not understand’

(men only FGD).

*  ‘Women are not confident. They lower themselves as men are household

heads’ (a male extension officer).

*  ‘Women are not interested and are not serious. They do not understand

the benefits of cassava groups’ (men only).
*  ‘Women are lazy’ (Female extension officer).

* ‘Women do not volunteer because they do not have the resources needed

to join cassava group’ (male extension worker).

*  ‘Women are not selected for training’ (women only FGD)

The qualitative data reveal deeply entrenched gender biases, structural barriers, and
socio-cultural norms that limit women’s participation in cassava farmer groups in
T/A Mpama, Chiradzulu. The responses highlight three key themes: (1) Patriarchal
stereotypes and gender discrimination as demonstrated by male-dominated
narratives that perpetuate the belief that women lack intelligence, confidence, or
seriousness ("Women are not intelligent," "Women are lazy"). These perceptions
may stem from traditional gender roles that position men as household decision-
makers while marginalising women’s contributions. The internalisation of
subordination is also evident in statements like "Women lower themselves as men
are household heads,' suggesting that societal norms condition women to self-
exclude from leadership spaces. (2) Structural and economic barriers faced by

women include resource-based exclusion, as noted by the male extension worker
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("Women do not have the resources needed to join"). Limited access to land,
capital, and inputs restricts their ability to participate meaningfully in collective
farming. Furthermore, women's exclusion from training ("Women are not selected
for training") further exacerbates disparities, as women miss opportunities to gain
knowledge that could boost their productivity and confidence. (3) Internalised
misogyny and lack of agency reinforcement are evidenced by the reproduction of
harmful stereotypes even by female extension officers ("Women are lazy"),
suggesting that gender biases are institutionalised across both community and
formal structures. The absence of women’s voices in mixed-gender discussions
indicates systemic silencing, where male-dominated spaces dismiss their

perspectives.

The findings reveal a self-perpetuating cycle of gender-based exclusion driven
by interconnected sociocultural and institutional factors. At the normative level,
patriarchal value systems consistently undermine women's perceived agricultural
skills through deeply rooted stereotypes about cognitive abilities, work ethic, and
leadership. These cultural ideas then translate structurally into discriminatory
practices in resource distribution and capacity-building opportunities, as shown by
women's limited access to productive assets, agricultural inputs, and extension
training.

The resulting underrepresentation of women in collective farming institutions
sustains and reinforces the initial biased attitudes, creating a feedback loop that
normalises female marginalisation. Consequently, this exclusionary cycle results in
the inefficient use of human capital, with female farmers’ knowledge, labour, and
innovative potential remaining systematically underutilised within the local cassava
value chain. This phenomenon highlights a significant inefficiency in rural
development systems, where gender constraints hinder both equal participation and
overall agricultural productivity. The cyclical nature of these barriers indicates that
effective interventions must target both the normative foundations and structural
expressions of gender inequality to create meaningful change in agricultural

collectives.
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2. 5. Discussion

1.4 5.1 Gender relations and women's participation in
cassava farmer groups

The comparative analysis of the groups reveals that mixed-gender cassava farmer
groups in Chiradzulu District achieve superior economic outcomes to women-only
groups across multiple metrics.

These differences are driven primarily by differential access to formal markets
and value-added opportunities. These findings do not indicate that women-only
groups are inherently incapable of commercial success but suggest deep-rooted
gender relations dynamics that continue to haunt women even if they operate among
themselves. The Nsanama Women Cooperative's achievements under AGCOM
demonstrate otherwise. Rather, they suggest that, in the absence of deliberate
interventions to address market linkages, infrastructure constraints, and the social
dynamics that limit women's commercial agency, mixed-gender groups will
continue to outperform women-only groups in purely economic terms. The mixed-
gender groups operate on a significantly larger scale and achieve notably higher net
profits per group (Fenwick & Neal,2001). This performance gap remains even after
accounting for scale using derived metrics: mixed groups achieved a 23.7%
efficiency advantage over women-only groups.

The efficiency differentials among the group categories are plausibly explained
by the marked disparities in formal market access and value-addition engagement
observed between the two group types. The direction of causality here is
multidirectional, as formal market participation typically demands consistent
volumes, quality standards, and processing capacity that larger, mixed-membership

groups are better positioned to supply. Simultaneously, engagement with formal
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markets reinforces the organisational discipline and technical capabilities that
enable the addition of further value. This virtuous cycle appears more accessible to
mixed-gender groups, while women-only groups remain relatively trapped in spot
markets with lower margins and greater price volatility.

Recent evidence from the Root and Tuber Crops Project, implemented by IITA
with Irish Aid support, confirms that strengthening market linkages and value-
addition capacity directly improves farmers' incomes (Quader et al., 2023).
Similarly, the World Bank's Agriculture Commercialisation Project (AGCOM) has
shown that producer organisations with a strong market orientation, including the
Nsanama Women Cooperative, which received matching grants for processing
equipment, can substantially increase production and income with appropriate
support.However, the Nsanama case is instructive: despite being women-managed,
its success required external capital investment and structured market linkages,
suggesting that women-only groups are not inherently disadvantaged but rather face
differential access to the resources that enable commercialisation.

An intriguing finding emerges from the transportation data. Mixed groups
incurred significantly higher absolute transport costs, yet this appears to represent
an investment rather than a burden. The qualitative testimony from the Malika
group member illuminates this dynamic: collective action enables access to distant,
higher-value markets such as Blantyre, with shared costs making such
transportation economically feasible. The respondent explicitly notes that her
individual contribution is "several times lower than what I used to pay when I was
a sole farmer," highlighting the economies of scale afforded by group membership.
This suggests that mixed groups' transportation investments are more productive,
moving higher-value processed products to premium markets rather than raw roots
to local vendors.

This interpretation aligns with evidence from Practical Action's renewable
energy for agriculture project in Nkhata Bay, where women farmers, leveraging
group structures and improved technologies, achieved a 154% increase in annual
income while simultaneously reducing individual labour hours. The combination
of collective action and value addition emerges as a powerful catalyst for

profitability. Women-only groups demonstrated higher input intensity per hectare,
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yet this greater expenditure failed to translate into commensurate gains in
profitability. This counterintuitive finding requires explanation beyond simple
inefficiency. The data suggest that women-only groups may be applying inputs
likely to be pesticides and labour in a context of constrained market access,
effectively "throwing good money after bad" when ultimate sales prices are
depressed by weak bargaining positions and reliance on low-value market channels.

This interpretation finds support in CGIAR research on cassava market linkages
in Malawi, which identifies "problems associated with low educational levels,
group dynamics, lack of ownership, and lack of common vision" as major limiting
factors for group-owned initiatives. Mixed-gender groups appear better positioned
to establish these private-sector linkages, plausibly due to men's greater mobility,
existing social networks, and freedom from the domestic responsibilities that
constrain women's participation in extended value-chain negotiations.

The qualitative insights within the results offer important context for
understanding the quantitative patterns. The female participant from Malika
highlights significant improvements since joining her mixed-gender group in 2019:
"I no longer struggle to find a market... the transport cost to Blantyre is shared
among group members." This story of empowerment through collective effort must
be considered alongside the earlier testimonial from the women-only group in
Malika, where key decisions still depended on husbands' approval. Collectively,
these qualitative perspectives suggest a nuanced reality: mixed-gender groups
might achieve better market outcomes, in part, by bypassing the intra-household
negotiation constraints that challenge women-only groups, while still providing
women with access to the benefits of collective marketing.

This interpretation aligns with doctoral research by Forsythe (2017) on cassava
commercialisation in Malawi and Nigeria, which found that while "some markets,
particularly those involving community-level cassava processing, provide space
where women can benefit," significant barriers still exist. The research shows that
"constraints on women's agency, the social conditionality of assets, and the
responsibilities of household care and food security, limit women's ability to
respond to new market opportunities and participate in more formal cassava value

chains." Women-only groups, therefore, face a dual challenge: external market
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constraints shared with all smallholders, and internal social constraints that hinder
their ability to take advantage of opportunities even when organised collectively.
The findings carry significant implications for agricultural development
programming. First, they suggest that simply organising women into groups is
insufficient to ensure equal economic benefit from the commercialisation of
cassava. Women-only groups in this study achieved only 67% of the net profit of
mixed groups, despite similar levels of institutional support, indicating that gender
composition alone does not determine outcomes. Second, the results underscore
the primacy of market access and value addition as drivers of profitability. The
23.7% efficiency advantage of mixed groups is largely attributable to their 40-
percentage-point advantage in formal market access and a 25-percentage-point
advantage in value addition. Interventions seeking to empower women cassava
farmers must therefore prioritise these commercial dimensions alongside group
formation. Recent initiatives on Semi-Autotrophic Hydroponics (SAH) for rapid
seed multiplication, and efforts to introduce beta-carotene-enriched cassava
varieties for school feeding programs, represent promising approaches that
combine technical innovation with market development. Third, the findings related
to transportation show that mixed-gender groups incurred 44% higher transport
costs due to productive investments that enable access to premium markets,
highlighting the importance of collective investment in infrastructure. Women-
only groups might benefit from targeted support for transportation assets or
logistical coordination, thereby reducing their reliance on local vendors while
maintaining the collective-action advantages that reduce individual cost burdens.
To ensure women benefit equally from cassava farmer groups, development
programs must address the structural barriers identified in this analysis:
strengthening market connections for women's groups, investing in shared
infrastructure to ease transportation challenges, providing value-added
technologies that support processing for premium markets, and, importantly,
engaging with intra-household and community norms that limit women's decision-
making power even within women-only spaces. Combining these elements through

multifaceted initiatives that integrate technical support, market development, and
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gender-transformative strategies offers the most promising way to achieve

equitable outcomes for women farmers in cassava cultivation groups.

1.5 5.2 Conditions Enabling Equitable Women’s
Participation

The gender relations and power dynamics within cassava farmer groups reveal a

complex situation in which women's numerical advantage does not necessarily

translate into influence.

This study introduces the concept of the Leadership Paradox, emphasising that
while women make up 61.5% of mixed-gender groups and some groups are entirely
female, most key decision-making tasks, such as managing finances and conducting
market negotiations, are handled primarily by men. This finding supports Masamha
et al. (2024), who argue that women's participation in low-value agricultural work
does not automatically lead to empowerment or increased agency due to deeply
rooted cultural norms and limited leadership opportunities. The gap between
women’s numerical presence and actual control underscores the need to reevaluate
the link between gender relations and collective theories that distinguish between
mere participation and genuine influence in the collective agricultural approach at
the local scale.

The second dimension of analysis was Cultural Gatekeeping Mechanisms,
which reveals that institutional constraints severely limit women's agency. Reports
from household interviews indicate that 63% of married women require spousal
consent to join farmer groups, underscoring a systemic issue of permission
structures that inhibit participation. The results reinforce the impact of cultural
norms and gender-based restrictions on women's leadership potential and
economic roles (Aniebonam et al., 2022). The fear of social retribution, as
articulated in the testimonies of women farmers, reveals how patriarchal control
extends beyond mere participation to encompass decision-making and household
economic benefits, echoing historical gender biases (Aniebonam et al., 2022).

Furthermore, the study reveals the Tokenism-Exploitation Continuum by

showing that women's participation in Mixed gender groups often serves dual roles
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designed to meet donor gender quotas while upholding patriarchal governance. For
instance, 57% of women reported that their income was partially or entirely
redirected to male family members, a phenomenon commonly called extractive
inclusion (Aniebonam et al., 2022). This agrees with literature findings
highlighting the exploitative aspects of gender inclusion efforts, where women's
involvement is consistently controlled by men, restricting meaningful benefits for
female participants (Aniebonam et al., 2022; Molnar, 2022).

The findings further explore Power Relations and Resource Allocation by
demonstrating that male farmers have preferential access to agricultural inputs and
resources, thereby exacerbating existing inequalities. Men not only dominate
leadership roles but also control financial decisions and income distribution,
reinforcing traditional power imbalances. The barriers women face in obtaining
high-quality agricultural inputs due to weak social networks mirror limitations
seen in various studies on women's participation in agricultural cooperatives,
which highlight similar patterns of exclusion (Niewoehner-Green et al., 2019;
Henri—Ukoha et al., 2019).

The study further reveals that Social Norms and Economic Outcomes make it
clear that, while women are essential in the labour-intensive stages of cassava
farming, their economic gains are much lower than those of men. This highlights
the gendered division of labour, where women's unpaid domestic tasks limit their
participation in more profitable market activities. Although solidarity among
female farmers is seen as helpful for collective bargaining, the exclusion of
widowed or unmarried women underscores ongoing gaps in social capital, leading
to their underrepresentation in decision-making roles (Thobejane et al., 2023).

This study demonstrates that although cassava farmer groups appear to enhance
women's access to resources, women's economic empowerment remains severely
constrained by persistent gender dynamics and power disparities. These results
support the need for a more nuanced understanding of power, highlighting how
informal sanctions and gender-specific knowledge hierarchies significantly affect
participation and result in collective agricultural organisations (Thobejane et al.,

2023; Masambha et al., 2024). Consequently, overcoming these obstacles requires
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systemic reforms that transform economic structures and cultural perceptions of

gender roles in agricultural contexts.

1.6 5.3 Perceived Factors affecting participation of
Women in cassava farmer groups

Women's participation in cassava farmer groups is evident in both women-only
and mixed-gender groups, providing important insights into the complex social,
economic, and cultural factors influencing women's roles in agriculture. Results
from detailed gender-specific focus group discussions and key informant
interviews highlight systemic barriers that significantly limit women's
involvement in the agri-food system, particularly in the cassava value chain.

The qualitative data from male respondents reveal deeply ingrained stereotypes
about women's abilities. Statements like “women are not intelligent” and “they
lack confidence” indicate widespread gender bias that diminishes women's self-
esteem and participation. These views marginalise women's contributions to
farming and reinforce a culture where men dominate decision-making (Koirala,
2023). Such biases reflect broader societal norms that uphold strict gender roles,
leading women to internalise these beliefs and reducing their involvement in
community projects (Aimua et al., 2023).

Family obligations emerged as the main perceived barrier to women's
participation, indicating that domestic duties significantly restrict women's ability
to engage in cooperative agricultural activities. The findings align with the
literature, indicating that women often carry the double burden of managing
household chores and farming tasks, thereby limiting their opportunities to fully
participate in groups (Ijatuyi et al., 2022). Additionally, women reported a lack of
financial resources as a major obstacle, highlighting the need for targeted
economic opportunities to help them engage more effectively with cassava farming
groups (Abdulai & Matsui, 2022).

Another key finding indicates that women encounter challenges in accessing
the training and resources needed to participate in cassava groups. Although

inadequate access to extension services and training was reported, it was not
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considered a major obstacle, suggesting a possible lack of awareness of available
opportunities. This gap highlights the need for programs to enhance women's
knowledge and skills in agricultural practices; access to training is essential for
improving their productivity and confidence (Verhofstadt & Maertens, 2014).

Cultural limits and religious barriers were also identified, with husbands'
disapproval as a major constraint. Such social dynamics can prevent women from
joining agricultural groups, reflecting broader issues of gender inequality and
decision-making power within households (Khoza et al., 2019). The intersection
of cultural and religious beliefs can hinder women's autonomy to participate in
agricultural cooperatives, thereby challenging the effectiveness of existing support
systems. Uncertainty about land tenure and limited access to and ownership of land
were reported as barriers to women's involvement. These issues are crucial because
land ownership is directly linked to empowerment and the ability to make long-
term agricultural investments. The importance of land rights in enabling women's
participation in agricultural groups cannot be overstated; without secure land
rights, women are less likely to invest in farming or join cooperative efforts
(Nyawo & Olorunfemi, 2023).

Moreover, women have less time and money to travel to credit institutions,
which are usually located in urban centres. Female farmers receive only 1% of total
agricultural credit, which reduces their motivation to pursue income-generating
opportunities (World Bank, 2008). These findings also match those of Chiwona-
Karltun et al. (2015), who stated that female smallholder farmers in Malawi face
challenges such as gender-based violence at the household level and limited access
to financial services. These issues, among others, hinder their effective participation
in productive agriculture. Similarly, this study shows that women struggle with
inadequate extension services, limited capital, and restricted access to the
productive resources necessary for effective farming. Positive associations between
women’s involvement in cassava groups and factors such as gender, marital status,
primary occupation, education, and farm size suggest that women with higher
education levels or who own larger farms are more likely to participate in these

groups. This also suggests that women who lack secure land rights or are burdened
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by household responsibilities are at a disadvantage, highlighting the importance of

inclusive practices that tackle these barriers (Aimua et al., 2023).

3. 6.Conclusion and Recommendations

6.1 Conclusion
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The focus on economic growth, better livelihoods, and rural prosperity through
farmer groups rather than individual effort has recently gained increasing interest
among social scientists and policymakers. This thesis provides answers to these
questions: (a) How do gender relations influence women's participation in cassava
farmer groups? (b) What conditions allow women to benefit equally from cassava
farmer groups? (¢) How do local communities perceive the factors affecting
women's participation in cassava farmer groups?

Based on the findings presented in this thesis, the following conclusions are
drawn: (1)Women-only groups face structural constraints that limit their
commercial performance. Despite providing important spaces for women's
association and mutual support, women-only cassava farmer groups in Chiradzulu
District achieve significantly lower economic returns than mixed-gender groups.
This performance gap is primarily explained not by inherent deficiencies in
women's farming capabilities, but by differential access to formal markets, value-
addition opportunities, and the social networks that facilitate commercial
linkages.(2)Patriarchal norms penetrate women-only spaces, circumscribing

collective autonomy.

The finding that critical decisions in women-only groups remain subject to
husbands' approval demonstrates that creating women-exclusive physical spaces
is insufficient to ensure women's decision-making autonomy. The household
remains a site of gendered power relations that extends its influence into ostensibly
autonomous collective spaces. (3) Collective action generates significant benefits
for women farmers. Despite constraints, group membership confers substantial
advantages: improved market access, reduced transaction costs through shared
transportation, enhanced bargaining power, and access to training and technical
support.

These benefits translate into tangible improvements in livelihoods, including
the capacity to meet household needs and invest in children's education.
(4)Targeted interventions can enable women's commercial success. The Nsanama
Women Cooperative experience demonstrates that women-only groups can
achieve significant commercial success when provided with appropriate support:

access to capital for processing equipment, training in quality management and
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business skills, and linkages to formal markets. Success requires deliberate
intervention to address the structural barriers women face. (5)Gender relations are
dynamic and negotiable. Evidence of ongoing renegotiation of gender roles,
influenced by factors including HIV/AIDS impacts, women's economic
contributions, and exposure to gender-transformative interventions, indicates that
patriarchal norms are not immutable. Women's visible economic success through
group participation can shift male attitudes over time, creating space for expanded
agency.

6.2 Recommendations

The following recommendations are intended for policymakers, development
practitioners, and researchers seeking to enhance the equitable participation of

women in cassava farmer groups in rural Malawi.
6.2.1 Recommendations for Policy

6.2.1.1 Integrate gender-transformative approaches into agricultural policy
Agricultural policies should do more than just ignore gender differences or focus
solely on women; they need to directly address the social norms that restrict
women's involvement. This includes providing resources for initiatives that
involve men as allies in empowering women, fostering household conversations
about decision-making, and supporting efforts to change community norms.
6.2.1.2 Prioritise investment in market infrastructure accessible to women's
groups

This study underscores how physical infrastructure significantly impacts
transportation costs and market access. Policies should focus on investing in rural
roads, collection points, and storage facilities to ease the logistical challenges of
reaching distant markets. Additionally, these investments should consider
women's mobility limitations and safety needs.

6.2.1.3Scale up matching grant programs targeting women's agricultural
enterprises

The AGCOM model, which offers matching grants to producer organizations that
show commitment by contributing 30%, has proven effective in helping women's
groups access processing technology and grow their operations. This approach

should be expanded, with particular focus on making application processes and
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contribution requirements accessible to women's groups facing capital constraints.
6.2.2 Recommendations for Practice

6.2.2.1 Implement household-level gender dialogue interventions
Development programs should incorporate structured approaches to facilitate joint
decision-making between spouses. Following the model of the "Household
Approach” implemented by UN Women, interventions should bring couples
together to discuss shared goals, negotiate roles and responsibilities, and develop
collaborative plans for agricultural activities and income use . Such approaches
can address the intra-household dynamics that currently subordinate women's
collective decisions to male authority.

6.2.2.2 Provide comprehensive training packages combining technical and
business skills

Training for women farmers should extend beyond production techniques to
encompass value addition, quality control, marketing, negotiation, and business
management. This reserach demonstrates that such comprehensive capacity-
building enables women's groups to access formal markets and negotiate better
prices. Training should be delivered through participatory methods that build
confidence and peer support networks.

6.2.2.3 Establish and strengthen market linkages for women's groups
Development practitioners should actively broker connections between women's
groups and formal market actors, processors, hotels, institutions, and retailers. The
Nsanama Cooperative's successful linkage with JoeClean Tomato Sauce Company
illustrates the transformative potential of such connections. Practitioners should
also support groups in meeting quality and consistency requirements for formal
market participation.

6.2.2.4 Invest in labour-saving technologies and infrastructure

Women's time poverty, resulting from disproportionate responsibility for
domestic work, constrains their participation in value-added activities and group
meetings. Interventions should provide technologies that reduce labour burdens,
such as cassava processing equipment, solar dryers, boreholes for water access,
and efficient cookstoves. The Sustain for Life project's provision of processing

machinery and boreholes to women in Kasangadzi offers a replicable model.
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6.2.2.5 Promote women's leadership within farmer organisations

Given evidence that representative leadership improves collective capacity,
interventions should deliberately cultivate women's leadership skills and create
pathways to leadership positions. This includes mentorship programs, leadership
training, and the establishment of quotas or targets for women's representation in
group governance structures.

6.2.3 Recommendations for Future Research

6.2.3.1 Conduct longitudinal research on gendered impacts of cassava
farmers' groups

The cross-sectional design of this study captures a single moment in time.
Longitudinal research tracking women's participation and outcomes over several
years would illuminate how gender dynamics evolve as groups mature and
commercialise, and whether initial constraints diminish or persist.

6.2.3.2 Investigate intra-household dynamics through couple-level
research

This study accessed women's perspectives primarily through group discussions
and individual interviews. Future research should intentionally engage both
spouses, using methodologies that capture couple-level dynamics, negotiation
processes, and the conditions under which male attitudes toward wives' group
participation shift.

6.2.3.3 Examine the interaction between group type and intervention
design

This research compared existing mixed-gender and women-only groups without
controlling for intervention history. Experimental or quasi-experimental research
comparing outcomes for women-only groups receiving different combinations of
support (capital-only,training-only, market-linkage-only, comprehensive package)
would provide evidence on which interventions are most effective in enabling
women's commercial success.

6.2.3.4 Explore the potential of digital technologies for enhancing women's
market access

With expanding mobile phone penetration in rural Malawi, research should

investigate how digital tools, market information platforms, mobile money, and
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group communication applications might reduce information asymmetries and
transaction costs for women farmers, while also examining whether digital divides

perpetuate existing inequalities.
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Popular Science Summary

In rural Malawi, farming is not just about growing food. It is about power, voice,
and who gets to make decisions. My master’s thesis, “Gender Relations and
Collective Action: A Case Study of Cassava Farmer Groups in Rural Malawi,”
examines how men and women in cassava farmer groups collaborate and the
results of their interactions.

Cassava is a hardy, drought-resistant crop that has become a lifeline for many
families in southern Africa. But while women do most of the planting, weeding,
and processing, men often control the land, the profits, and the decisions. This
study explored whether joining a farmer group could help shift that balance.

I spent several months among rural Malawian communities, interviewing and
observing mixed-gender farmer groups and women-only farmer groups. The
findings show that collective action, working together in formal groups, can open
doors for women. Women in these groups reported greater access to training,
shared tools, and even small loans. More importantly, they gained confidence to
speak up in village meetings and negotiate a fairer share of cassava earnings.

However, the study also found persistent challenges. Deeply held norms such
as the belief that men should lead public meetings or handle cash did not disappear
overnight. In some groups, men still dominated leadership roles, and women’s
labour was sometimes taken for granted. The thesis argues that collective action is
not a magic fix: without deliberate efforts to challenge gender norms, farmer
groups can end up reinforcing old inequalities rather than breaking them down.

The key takeaway is practical: farmer groups in Malawi and similar settings
need more than just tools and seeds. They need structured support for shared
leadership, gender dialogue, and fair distribution of benefits. When that happens,
cassava farming becomes not just a source of food but a pathway to greater

equality.
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Appendix 1. Checklist for Focus Group Discussions

(1) Production

Participation in Cassava farming groups and specific roles
Collaboration in the field

Decision-making in the field

Decision-making about inputs

Reason for decisions made

(2) Resources

Ownership of land and house

Ownership of assets (equipment.)

Decision making about purchase and sales of land, house
and assets

Official registration of assets

Household decision making

Credit: Access, reason and decision making

(3) Income

Sources of income
Control over use of income
Management family budget
Expenditure posts

(4) Leadership

Overview of different organizations
Membership/Leadership
Organizational structure and influence
Public speaking

(5) Time and drudgery

Daily activities
Workload

Seasonal workload
Health related risks
Leisure activities
Balance workload/leisure

(6) Access to extension service

Access to training
Access to agricultural information
Access to agricultural technologies
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Appendix 2.Questionnaire on Gender Relations and Collective
Action: A Case Study of Cassava Farmer Groups in Rural
Malawi

Introduction:

My name is Yamikani Harry Makwinja,a Master’s student in Rural Development
and Natural Resources Management at the Swedish University of Agricultural
Sciences, Uppsala Campus. This questionnaire aims to collect data for a master's
thesis. The research aims to assess the economic and social impacts of cassava
farmer groups in rural Malawi, focusing on gender dynamics, institutional
influences, and livelihood outcomes. Your responses will be useful for academic
purposes and may further inform policies aimed at enhancing collective farming
and rural prosperity in Malawi. All responses are confidential and you are free to
withdraw from this interview at any stage, should you feel that your privacy is not
respected.

Section 1: Demographic Information

1. Gender:
o Male
o Female
o Other
2. Age:
o 18-30
o 3145
o 46-60
o 60+

3. Education Level:

o No formal education

o Primary
o Secondary
o Tertiary

4. Household Size:

o 13
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o 4-6
o T+

5. Farm Size (hectares):

o <0.5
o 0.5-1
o 12
o 2+

Section 2: Participation in Cassava Farmer Groups
6. Are you a member of a cassava farmer group?

o Yes
o No (Skip to Section 4 if "No")
7. If yes, how long have you been a member?
o <l year
o 1-3 years
o 4-6 years
o T+ years
8. What motivated you to join the group? (Select all that apply)
o Better market access
o Shared resources (seeds, tools, training)
o Increased bargaining power
o Social support/networking

o Other:

9. How often does your group meet?

o Weekly

o Monthly
o Quarterly
o Rarely

69



Section 3: Economic and Social Benefits
10. How has group membership improved your farming outcomes? (Rate

1-5, where 1 = Not at all, 5 = Significantly)
o Yield increase: [1] [2] [3] [4] [5]
o Income stability: [1] [2] [3] [4] [5]
o Access to credit: [1] [2] [3] [4] [5]
o Reduced input costs: [1] [2] [3] [4] [5]
11. Does your group engage in collective marketing?
o Yes
o No
12. If yes, how has it affected your profits compared to individual sales?
o Increased significantly
o Slightly increased
o No change
o Decreased
13. What challenges does your group face? (Select all that apply)
o Leadership conflicts
o Unequal benefit sharing
o Lack of training
o Poor market access
o Transportation costs

o Other:

Section 4: Gender Dynamics and Decision-Making
14. Who holds leadership roles in your group? (Select all that apply)

o Mostly men
o Mostly women
o Balanced gender representation

15. Do women in your group have equal say in decisions?
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o Yes

o No (Explain: )

16. What barriers do women face in participating fully? (Select all that
apply)
o Cultural norms
o Lack of land ownership
o Household responsibilities

o Limited access to training

o Other:

17. Has the group taken steps to promote gender equity?

o Yes (Describe: )

o No

Section S: Institutional Support and Policies
18. Do you receive support from government/NGOs?

o Yes (Specify: )
o No

19. What type of support would most benefit your group? (Select all that
apply)
o Training programs
o Better market linkages
o Access to credit

o Improved storage facilities

o Other:

20. How effective are local institutions (e.g., cooperatives, extension
services) in supporting cassava farmers?

o Very effective
o Somewhat effective

o Not effective
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Section 6: Perceptions of Rural Prosperity
21. Has group membership improved your household’s overall well-

being?
o Yes (How? )
o No

Section 7. Gender Stereotypes and Social Norms
22.Do you agree with the statement: ""Women are less capable than men in

managing cassava farming groups'?
o Strongly agree

o Agree
o Neutral
o Disagree

o Strongly disagree

23.What are common reasons cited in your community for women’s low

participation in farmer groups? (Select all that apply)
o "Women lack confidence to lead"

o "Women’s primary role is household work, not farming groups"
o "Men are naturally better decision-makers"
o "Women are not interested in group activities"

o Other:

24.Have you heard women described as "lazy" or "unserious'" about
farming?
o Yes (Who typically says this? [ ] Men [ ] Women [ ] Leaders)

o No

Section 8: Structural and Economic Barriers
25.What resources do women lack to join cassava groups? (Select all that

apply)
o Land ownership

o Access to credit/loans
o Farming inputs (seeds, tools)
o Time due to household duties

o Other:
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26.Are women equally selected for agricultural training programs?
o Yes

o No (Why? [ ] Bias in selection [ ] Few female trainers [ ] Cultural
restrictions)

27.Do men in your community control income from cassava sales, even

when women grow the crop?
o Always

o Sometimes
o Rarely

o Never

Section 9: Institutional and Leadership Barriers

28 .Who usually holds leadership roles in cassava groups?
o Mostly men

o Mostly women

o Equal representation

29.1f leadership is male-dominated, why? (Select all that apply)
o Women are not nominated

o Women decline due to fear of criticism
o Tradition favors male leaders

o Other:

30.Have extension officers or NGOs encouraged women’s participation in
groups?
o Yes (How? [ ] Training [ ] Quotas [ ] Awareness campaigns)

o No

Section 10: Solutions and Perceptions
31.What would MOST help women join/lead cassava groups? (Rank by
priority: 1 (most) to 5 (least))
o Gender-sensitive training programs

o Land ownership rights for women
o Female-only farmer groups
o Penalties for discriminatory practices

o Male champions advocating for women
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32.0pen-ended: What changes would you suggest to make cassava groups
more inclusive for women?

33.What additional interventions could enhance rural prosperity? (Open-
ended)

Thank you for your participation!
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