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There is widespread need for gender-responsive agricultural research, yet the question of how this kind of
research can be implemented and its success measured needs further interrogation. This paper presents a
framework, developed on the basis of literature and validated by experts, for tracking the gender responsive-
ness of agricultural research throughout the research cycle, from the research plan to the dissemination of
research findings. The framework was tested in Uganda and Rwanda on 14 research projects considered to
be gender-responsive. Scores on the quantitative tool were triangulated with qualitative data from four case
studies. Data was collected between June and August 2016, by reviewing projects’ documents and conduct-
ing key informant interviews. Our findings show that most of the projects investigated were not sufficiently
gender-responsive. The easy-to-use framework presented in this paper provides a much-needed tool for guid-
ing agricultural researchers and partners to design, implement, and measure the gender responsiveness of
research projects.
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Introduction

There is increasing interest in gender-responsive development
and equitable outcomes, as evidenced by the United Nations
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), national and regional
strategic policies, and the requirements set by donors operating
in the development arena (Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation
2012; Kantor 2013; Danielsen et al. 2018). An empirical gender
analysis in three African countries reveals that closing the gen-
der gap in agricultural productivity could potentially lift out of
poverty as many as 238,000 people in Malawi, 80,000 in Tan-
zania, and 119,000 in Uganda (UN Women et al. 2015). Other
studies highlight that paying attention to gender in agriculture
enables better adoption of new technologies and it improves
family income, health, and education (Terefe 2020; UN Women
et al. 2015; Gates 2014; Quisumbing et al. 2014). Striving for
gender-responsive development is critical in order to ensure that
everyone benefits equally from development interventions, gender
inequalities are not perpetuated, and the impact of development
investments is enhanced (Terefe 2020). However, gender equality
should not be only a means to other ends, but a value in its own

right. According to a report by the European Institute for Gen-
der Equality (EIGE 2014), gender equality should be considered
as a fundamental human right, economic resource, and driver of
individual and societal well-being.

Njuki (2016) identifies several factors that call for a better
integration of gender responsiveness in agriculture research and
development. These include the fact that men and women play
different roles and have different needs and constraints, especially
in developing countries. In some African and other develop-
ing countries, women provide from 43 percent to 63 percent
of the agricultural labor (FAO 2011). Traditional roles played
by women, such as the one of unpaid caregivers, often go by
unrecognized (FAO 2011; Terefe 2020), exacerbating the gender
gaps in agriculture. Further marginalization of women stem from
their subordinate position in many cultures, which, in turn, con-
tributes to their disempowered status compared to men (Narayan
2015; Whitehead 2006; Young 2006; Fraser 1995).

According to Njuki (2016), attention is needed not only to
check whether gender issues are integrated into research and
development, but also to verify how they are actually inte-
grated. While many research organizations and researchers claim
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to incorporate gender into their research, there is lack of consen-
sus on what constitutes gender-responsive agricultural research.
Meinzen-Dick et al. (2011) and Mercer et al. (2019) warn against
the widespread assumption that adding a woman to a research
team is equivalent to achieving gender integration. These studies
reveal that researchers often mistakenly assume that people are
already equipped with knowledge on gender integration by virtue
of their sex.

We define gender-responsive research (GRR) as research that
considers gender needs/interests, priorities, opportunities, con-
straints and ensures that both women and men participate in,
and benefit from the research processes on equal terms, and are
addressed as both the clients (or beneficiaries) and actors (or
agents) in agricultural research (Meinzen-Dick et al. 2011; Njega
and Gurung 2011). Clarity on observable and measurable char-
acteristics of GRR could enable funders, researchers, and other
development practitioners to form an objective judgement on
whether what is currently purported as GRR actually lives up
to its promises. This calls for a systematic framework and tool
which can fruitfully guide the integration and tracking of the
gender responsiveness of agriculture research and development
processes.

The GRR process further requires robust gender-responsive
monitoring and evaluation (M&E) to reveal the extent to which
a project has addressed the different needs of men and women
and how it has impacted their lives as well as the overall social
and economic well-being of the community (Fort et al. 2001). On
top of this, such tools could inform and improve project perfor-
mance during the implementation phase, allowing for midterm
adjustments and the identification of lessons for future projects
(Fort et al. 2001).

Many scholars (Mercer et al. 2019; Danielsen et al. 2018;
Meinzen-Dick et al. 2011) and the World Bank (2012) raise
key issues which should be kept in mind when monitoring and
evaluating gender-responsive agricultural research. Among other
things, these include going beyond the household focus in order
to target individual women and men in their households as
well as developing gender-responsive quantitative and qualita-
tive indicators. To date, however, we still lack standardized
tools for monitoring and evaluating the gender responsiveness
of agricultural research projects.

This paper presents findings of a study that sought to develop
and test an M&E framework for tracking the gender responsive-
ness of agricultural research. The framework was tested in two
sub-Saharan African research institutions: the National Agricul-
tural Research Organization (NARO) in Uganda and the Rwanda
Agriculture Board (RAB). The two institutions were purposely
selected for the study due to their efforts in conducting gender-
responsive agricultural research and in building gender focal
person structures in their organizations.

The rest of the paper is organized into four main sections:
Section 2 outlines the key theoretical perspectives that informed
our framework; Section 3 describes the methodology for testing
the framework itself and the measurement scale, while Section 4
presents key findings. In Section 5, we conclude and give some
recommendations.

Gender-responsive agricultural research:
conceptual framework

Gender-responsive agricultural research requires to pay attention
to gender throughout the entire research cycle, from the design
of a research plan to the subsequent stages of priority setting,
research process and products, building institutional capacity
to integrate gender, and using gender-sensitive M&E indicators
(World Bank 2012; Njuki 2016). Against this backdrop, tracking
the gender responsiveness of agricultural research throughout the
research cycle entails an examination of the multiple research
processes or domains, right from the planning to the dissemi-
nation of research outputs. At the planning and priority setting
stage, a gender analysis provides information about men’s and
women’s needs, priorities, opportunities, constraints which, in
turn, can inform the rest of the research process (Meinzen-Dick
et al. 2011). Mercer et al. (2019) and Mangheni et al. (2019)
argue for greater attention to gender in the priority setting stage
in order to counter the tendency of decision makers to leave out
gender considerations whenever they do not value it enough. Pay-
ing attention to gender in agricultural research requires to set
clear gender equality goals, objectives, outcomes, and activities
(Njuki 2016; Njega and Gurung 2011; Mercer et al. 2019;). For
instance, research goals should go beyond increasing agricultural
yields and include additional or different aspects that matter
to women farmers (Meinzen-Dick et al. 2011; World Bank et al.
2009). Mercer et al. (2019) show that one of the major constraints
to gender responsiveness lies in its under-resourcing, especially
in terms of time and funds. Thus, the authors stress the necessity
to frame gender in a highly contextualized, technical way from
the very first stage of a research process (Mercer et al. 2019).

Secondly, the research process itself becomes gender-
responsive if there is active consideration of gender in the
formation of research teams, selection of research topics, formu-
lation of research questions, hypotheses, study variables, data
collection procedures, data analysis, and communication of the
research findings (Meinzen-Dick et al. 2011; Elias 2013; Mercer et
al. 2019). It is important that the principal investigators involve
both female and male scientists in research activities, given that
female researchers might be best suited to study female par-
ticipants in certain socio-cultural contexts (Meinzen-Dick et al.
2011; Elias 2013). For instance, in some communities in Ethiopia
and northern Nigeria, there are cultural taboos restricting male
researchers’ and extension agents’ interaction with women farm-
ers (Ragasa et al. 2015). Such social dynamics highlight the
importance of building research teams which include both men
and women equipped with adequate skills to efficiently imple-
ment GRR. Besides, involving women as research participants
may provide gender specific knowledge that informs more gender-
equitable research agendas and outcomes (Meinzen-Dick et al.
2011).

In terms of research focus, research questions, hypothe-
ses, and variables should build on sex-disaggregated data and
be informed by relevant literatures and contextual analyses
(Meinzen-Dick et al. 2011; Doss and Kieran 2014; Nathalie 2015).
Gender-responsive data should be collected on key variables,
such as crops and animals raised by men or women farmers,
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gender differences in poverty rates, land ownership, malnutri-
tion rates, and how particular crops are utilized by both men
and women. Other possible variables include trait preferences,
cropping calendars and seasonal workloads of men and women,
market opportunities, risks and risk tolerances, access to farm-
ing input and technologies, and information (Meinzen-Dick et al.
2011; Elias 2013; Njuki 2016).

Researchers should seek informed consent from both male
and female participants and schedule research activities at time
and locations/venues which are convenient for both men and
women farmers (Elias 2013; Njega and Gurung 2011). The deci-
sions should be context-specific, taking into account women’s
workloads, mobility, and literacy levels. Attention should also be
paid to foster inclusive and meaningful participation of both male
and female participants, by, for instance, providing a safe space
for participants to freely express their opinions (Elias 2013). In
contexts where women are not likely to be open in mixed-gender
groups, researchers need to separately interview male and women
participants. Data analysis should be sex-disaggregated and the
findings should be verified by both male and female participants
(Elias 2013).

Gender-responsive agricultural research calls for interdisci-
plinary research approaches and designs that integrate gen-
der into complex biophysical phenomena (Meinzen-Dick et al.
2011; Mangheni et al. 2019). Contextualizing gender within
agricultural research requires gender-responsive mixed meth-
ods research designs which are suited to complex problems
(Mangheni et al. (2019), ultimately enabling to develop nuanced
understandings of women’s involvement in agricultural pro-
duction, marketing, processing, and associated gender-based
opportunities and constraints (Meinzen-Dick et al. 2011).

Furthermore, GRR products, such as publications, presen-
tations, technologies, and technical reports, should rely on
sex-disaggregated data and be grounded in gender analysis.
This allows the creation of products that benefit both men
and women, enhancing the adoption of new technologies and
gender-sensitive policies.

GRR should be also embedded within conducive institutional
environments with enhanced capacity to integrate gender into
research (Njuki 2016; Ragasa et al. 2015). We define institutions
as the “rules of the game” of a society (Leković 2011; North
1990), such as a set of rules, compliance procedures, and moral
and ethical behavioral norms (Hodgson 2006; Knight 1992; North
1990). Institutions also include governing structures made up of
norms, rules, and enforcement mechanisms that order social rela-
tions and human interaction (Leković 2011; Manyire and Apekey
2013). Institutions can either be formal, including schools, labor
markets, and specific organizational structures such as companies
and regulatory bodies (e.g., ministries); or informal, including
religion, culture, marriage, family, and caste, which often deter-
mine the quality and sustainability of formal institutions (Casson
et al. 2010).

Institutions go beyond rules and procedures to include tech-
nical capacity, political will1, accountability2, and incentive
mechanisms (Njuki 2016; James-Sebro 2005). These parameters
strongly influence the gender responsiveness of agricultural orga-

nizations (IDRC, n.d.). Against this backdrop, regulations and
strategies seeking to foster a culture of gender responsiveness
should be put in place in all agricultural research organiza-
tions (Mangheni et al. 2019). Existing and new policies as well
as strategy documents, such as documents related to person-
nel recruitment and management systems, should emphasize the
need for GRR, provide gender budgets, and build meaningful
gender capacity and a reward system that incentivizes gender
responsiveness (Njuki 2016; Mangheni et al. 2019). Mangheni
et al. (2019) further urge agricultural researchers to change the
ways in which they design and conduct research, by acquiring
some basic gender research skills which can be fruitfully applied
to their contexts. Besides, there should be a change in organi-
zational mindset towards including gender equality as a norm.
Many times, gender biases related to the identities of women and
men are carried to the workplaces. In research, gender biases and
perceptions determine whom researchers talk to in the field, con-
sider important, and think should be given accesses to resources
(e.g., training) and information (Heilman 2015). There is there-
fore a need to be conscious of one’s own gender biases and
to address them in order to produce better equitable research
processes and outcomes.

In terms of gender-responsivemonitoring and evaluation, this
can be done at different implementation levels. Firstly, M&E
can reveal whether researchers pay sufficient attention to gen-
der throughout the research processes, and, secondly, to measure
the impacts of research products on men and women and of
gender-equitable outcomes more broadly (Mercer et al. 2019).
Danielsen et al. (2018) define gender outcomes as outcomes of
projects that enable women to experience positive contributions
to their well-being and empowerment, which are critical com-
ponents of gender transformation. Quantitative and qualitative
indicators can be used to inform the M&E process, including to
evaluate the number of staff members who are gender-responsive
in their work and the ways in which they are gender-responsive.
Studies by Mercer et al. (2019) and Meinzen-Dick et al. (2011)
caution against following the common practices of evaluation,
adoption, and impact assessment adopted by studies focusing on
household-level indicators, collecting data from male household
heads, and using standardized and predetermined indicators that
exclude women’s voices. In contrast to these common practices,
gender-responsive M&E requires that institutions target both
men and women in households and allow to capture individual
women’s insights and experiences of the project and its impact
(Mercer et al. 2019). Similarly, the World Bank (2012) and
Fort, Mart́ınez, and Mukhopadhyay (2001) denote that a gender-
sensitive M&E system should adopt gender-responsive indicators
to reveal the extent to which a project has improved the lives
and social and economic well-being of women and men. This
also helps to improve project performance during the implemen-
tation phase, facilitate midterm adjustments, and derive useful
lessons for future projects.

In the context of rural development projects, Fort et al.
(2001) explain that gender-responsive M&E should be conducted
at different levels: the first level requires to identify and prepare
a baseline gender analysis; use the generated data to set goals
and priorities; conduct a gender-responsive social assessment;
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and, evaluate institutional capacity towards gender responsive-
ness. Secondly, the design and appraisal level could ensure that
gender is integrated into the overall project goals and objec-
tives, developing capacity building to address gender issues, and
monitor and evaluate progress. The third level is at the imple-
mentation stage and it involves capacity development around
gender integration, monitoring, and evaluation; collection of
gender-sensitive data; monitoring the research progress against
the targets set for the period under evaluation; and provid-
ing feedback in order to allow for midterm corrections towards
gender-equitable outcomes. The final level involves assessing the
impact of gender integration on the overall project as well as on
men’s and women’s wellbeing.

The above presented research nodes – namely, planning and
priority setting, research process, research products, and institu-
tional environment – and their associated gender parameters,
equipped us with useful critical lenses to develop our gender
assessment framework, to which we now turn.

Methodology

Based on the literature reviewed above, we developed a concep-
tual framework to guide the assessment of the gender responsive-
ness of agriculture research projects. The framework consists of
six dimensions, observable activities that can be monitored, indi-
cators, and data sources (see Appendix 1 for a concise summary
of our GRR assessment framework). The dimensions include:
planning and priority setting; research process (researchers,
research focus, and methodology); research products; institu-
tional capacity to integrate gender responsiveness into research
( at both organizational and individual levels); monitoring and
evaluation; communication and dissemination. We developed a
tool for operationalizing the framework (see Table 1) comprising
of the project background, key components, scale, and weighted
score values. The tool was validated by international experts in
gender and agriculture3. Due to time constraints, this study did
not collect data from several institutional leaders and donors,
thus missing a consideration of institutional support mechanisms
from their perspectives. Future studies could pay attention to this
issue.

In order to test the efficacy of our tool, we piloted it to assess
the gender responsiveness of the agricultural research projects of
two agricultural research organizations, NARO and RAB. Our
overarching research question was: What is the level of appli-
cation of gender to biophysical and socio-economic agricultural
research?

A total of 14 agricultural research projects were purposely
sampled for quantitative scoring. We targeted projects that were
considered to be gender-responsive by the gender focal persons
and principal investigators (PIs) of the respective research orga-
nizations. Out of the 14 selected projects, we conducted an
in-depth qualitative analysis of four case studies (two of which
had registered average scores of gender responsiveness, while the
other two had very low scores) from both NARO and RAB (see
Table 2). This qualitative analysis allowed us to thicken our

understanding of the quantitative scores, by focusing on gender
integration during planning and priority setting, research focus
and formulation of objectives, implementation and the impact of
research technologies on women farmers.

Data were collected between June and August 2016. In total,
we conducted interviews with 17 PIs who were leading the 4
selected research projects. The interviews were supplemented
with a review of project documents, particularly of proposals
and published materials.

Findings

On the basis of the tool presented in Table 1, we found that an
overwhelming majority of the projects (12 out of 14) scored very
low on gender responsiveness. Only two out of the 14 projects
(one from NARO and one from RAB) registered average scores.
Table 3 summarizes these scores and findings.

The qualitative analysis of the four case studies revealed that
there was a lack of consistency in considering gender throughout
the entire research cycle and a limited intentional attention to
produce gender equality outcomes. Indeed, while the gender focal
persons and researchers initially perceived these projects to be
gender-responsive, the tool showed that this was not the case for
most of the projects. The next sections present evidence on how
the four case studies attempted to incorporate gender into key
stages of the research cycle (i.e., planning and priority setting,
research focus determination, research implementation process,
research product dissemination, monitoring and evaluation) and
the contradictions that emerged in trying to do so.

Planning and priority setting: practice vis-�a-vis ideal

In the above, we argued that a gender-responsive research plan-
ning requires to conduct a thorough gender analysis in order
to inform a gender-responsive research focus. In addition, the
project should make adequate budget provisions for gender- spe-
cific activities, reflecting its priority and commitment to gender
equality outcomes. None of the projects analyzed met these
expectations.

One case reported that it “indirectly” conducted a gender
analysis by examining the needs and constraints of men, women,
and the youth in producing the agricultural commodity of inter-
est (chickpea). The aim was to determine how these different
categories of people would benefit from the project. However,
what was construed as a gender analysis translated, in practice,
into community participatory brainstorming plenary sessions and
discussions with different groups. A PI commented that: “we did
have community participation but targeting gender was relative
and indirect”. Another participant indicated that there was no
need to conduct a gender analysis because the production and
marketing of the commodity of focus was mainly intended and
used by men. Another PI mentioned that the first phase did not
have clear gender planning: “[gender] was introduced in the sec-
ond phase when the World Bank insisted on [it]”. For another
project, the PI was not certain whether a gender analysis was
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Table 1 Components, weights, and score values for assessing gender responsiveness.
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Table 2 Profile of the four case projects.

conducted, as clearly illustrated by his response: “But there was
someone who was interested in [conducting a gender analysis]
and I think she did it . . . though I do not have details on how it
was done”.

Findings across all four projects show that insufficient bud-
gets were allocated to support gender activities. In one case, one
participant stated that:

Gender did not have a designated separate budget. The
social scientists got very little/small budget and they kept
on complaining that the project administration did not
consider them serious.

(Male key informant from NARO, Uganda, 2016)

The interviews with the PIs of the other three projects
reflected similar sentiments. Both NARO and RAB employ socio-
economists, so the PIs assumed that the organizational budget
allocated to socio-economists would cater for gender-related
activities. Therefore, the socio-economists who were not gender
experts did not feel compelled or incentivized to support gen-
der integration into the agricultural research projects of their
research institutes (Mangheni et al. 2021).

Broadly speaking, PIs’ responses reflected misconceptions
about what gender analysis entails and how this analysis can
inform the articulation of research problems, as well as about
the importance of gender budgeting from the outset. Researchers
interpreted gender responsiveness at this stage as synonymous
with having some female and male farmers participating in the
research formative stages. The assessment of the projects in
terms of their gender-focused goals, objectives, research ques-
tions, and the subsequent interventions broadly revealed an
intentional focus on food security and livelihood improvement,
time and labor-saving technologies, and work risk reduction for
women. Projects scored positively on these gender-responsive
indicators since the interventions targeted critical needs of men,
women, and children. Although there was no gender analysis at
the planning and inception stage, all four project interventions
were relevant to both women and men. However, the four projects
were largely gender-blind throughout the design and implemen-
tation processes. In the absence of intentional targeting, it is
unlikely to achieve equal benefits for men and women farmers.

A gender- responsive research process entails the constitu-
tion of research teams with appropriate gender expertise and the
choice of a suitable interdisciplinary research approach, design,
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