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ABSTRACT 
The study examined women's level of empowerment in agriculture and the roles of women in 
men’s households and women in women-led families in Meskan Woreda, Gurage Zone, 
Ethiopia. This study measures the level of female farmers’ empowerment in agricultural index 
in both women in men household and women-led households. A multi-stage purposive 
sampling technique used to select farmers and kebeles. A total of 140 sampled households, 
comprising 90 women in men households and 50 female-headed households were chosen. 
The survey data were analyzed using STATA software in descriptive statistics and 
empowerment index. The findings reveal that in the Meskan district, 77% of women lead and 
56% of women in men household are disempowered. The finding from this analysis 
confirmed that the highest disparities were observed in women's empowerment in agricultural 
index was related to community leadership, control, and access to resources. On the other 
hand, women in men household experienced disempowerment mainly due to time poverty 
and a lack of community leadership. The analysis reveals significant disparities in the lack of 
power among men and women, highlighting the need for tailored programs and policies 
based on local contexts to empower both genders. While both case of women were facing 
disempowerment in various areas, women are more likely to be disempowered within 
households. In general, effective policy intervention by federal government and office of 
gender in target area should focus on improving the difference contributing to women's 
farmers’ disempowerment in agricultural index. 
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Women play a crucial role in agriculture in developing nations as they are farmers and 
work on family farms, other farms, and agricultural businesses. In Latin America, 
approximately 20% of workers are in agriculture, while in Eastern and Southeastern Asia, the 
figure is over 50%, and in Sub-Saharan Africa, it is 43%. In developing nations, a higher 
percentage of women than men are part of the agricultural labor force. However, women in 
agriculture often produce less per unit of land compared to men. This is due to various 
institutional and norm-based limitations that result in women having less control over 
resources. Additionally, fewer women than men have primary ownership of commercial 
production, which is the most profitable sector of agriculture (Raney et al., 2011). 

The qualitative and autonomous nature of men's and women's roles in society is known 
as gender. The distinction between sex and gender is that sex is wholly biological, whereas 
gender is socially created. The power and dominance dynamics that shape men's and 
women's life opportunities are the foundation of gender relations. Therefore, it derives from 
the circumstances of production and reproduction, which are strengthened by the prevalent 
ideological, religious, and cultural systems in a society (Cheffo, et al., 2021). 

Due to the "gender gap," women are less productive and contribute less to the 
agriculture industry and the achievement of larger social and economic development goals. 
Research has shown that households headed by women face greater labor constraints than 
those headed by men (Dillon and Quiñones, 2010). Quisumbing and Pandolfelli (2010) point 
out that women's agricultural labor encompasses their ability to produce goods, as well as 
the amount and quality of unpaid labor they perform in and around the household. Since 
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most farms are owned by men, women farmers mainly rely on their husbands for available 
labor and struggle with limited access to funding, which makes it challenging for them to hire 
additional workers. As a result, they rely on both their own and their households' labour. 
Because they cannot afford to hire labour, they work longer hours in their fields. 

Ensuring the stable livelihoods and general well-being of families requires economic 
empowerment. In developing nations, women are vital to the expansion of agriculture and 
have the capacity to revolutionized it, but their continued inclusion in the sector is 
constrained by economic and structural barriers. Women's inclusion and empowerment 
(strategic needs) in the agriculture industry are measured by WEAI in an attempt to find 
solutions for those barriers. Women who are economically and socially empowered are 
powerful change agents because these factors are associated with increased autonomy and 
self-worth (Zahoor et al., 2013). 

Researchers from the Oxford Poverty and Human Development Initiative (OPHI), 
IFPRI, and USAID created the WEAI to measure changes in women's empowerment levels 
brought about either directly or indirectly by interventions under Feed the Future, the U.S. 
government's global hunger and food security program. The Index will be utilized for Feed 
the Future program impact assessments and performance tracking. The WEAI is also a 
helpful resource for academics, development organizations, and policymakers that want to 
support initiatives aimed at empowering women. Agricultural production, resources, income, 
leadership, and time are the five domains of empowerment (5DE), which are made up of ten 
indicators. Every domain and every indicator within a domain has the same weight. The 
Alkire-Foster Method, a rigorous multidimensional methodology, is used to generate the 5DE 
sub-index (Alkire et al., 2012; Esha S et al., 2013). The number of areas in which women are 
empowered is indicated by this empowerment metric. Ninety percent of the weight in WEAI is 
derived from the 5DE sub-index. 

According to IFPRI, WEAI uses five domains, each of which consists of ten indicators, 
to assess the roles and degree of women's involvement in agriculture. (1) Agricultural 
production decisions: Individual or collective decision-making about livestock, fisheries, food 
and cash crop cultivation, and agricultural production autonomy. (2) Resources: Possession, 
availability, and authority to make decisions on productive resources like credit, consumer 
durables, cattle, land, and agricultural equipment. (3) Income: Control over how income and 
expenses are used, either alone or in tandem. (4) Community leadership: Participation in 
social and/or economic groups, community leadership and influence, and public speaking 
comfort. (5) Time use: The distribution of time among household and productive duties and 
contentment with the amount of time allotted for leisure activities. A score between 0 and 1 is 
obtained by measuring the five domains; a score of >0.8 denotes empowerment. If a woman 
has sufficient accomplishments in four of the five domains or is empowered in a combination 
of the weighted indicators that represent 80 percent total adequacy, she is considered 
empowered in 5DE (Esha S et al., 2013). 

The distribution of work between men and women in Meskan woreda differs based on 
the crops planted, the agricultural method, the technology employed, and the household's 
level of wealth. In general, both men and women contribute significantly to a range of 
productive tasks, from the preparation of seeds to post-harvesting and marketing. Women 
are particularly essential to the production, processing, and sale of cattle. However, the role 
that women play in agricultural output has been largely overlooked. Women thus have less 
access to agricultural information and knowledge, technology and inputs, and supportive 
services. This study was assessed the degree of female empowerment in the agricultural 
index for both female-headed and male-headed families. 
 

LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

Empirical Research on Gender Disparities in Agricultural Labour Access Women's 
empowerment and the outcomes of family life, especially with regard to food security, have 
been found to be strongly correlated. Studies such as Schutter (2013) and Sraboni et al. 
(2014) have shown this relationship by demonstrating how women's assets and decision-
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making authority give them the leverage that increases their likelihood of assisting in 
ensuring household food security. 

Furthermore, Aziz et al. (2020) discovered that factors including leadership potential, 
agricultural production, asset ownership, and time spent on farmland all had a positive link 
with women's rights and had a major effect on food security levels. However, there is little 
empirical data on this issue in Ethiopia, primarily since the majority of research studies have 
only looked at nations in South Asia. A study by Girma and Singh (2019) on the factors 
influencing women's empowerment in Ethiopia discovered that a large number of these 
determinants are institutional and sociodemographic. Economic factors that are believed to 
be important for guaranteeing household food security, such as asset ownership and non-
farm and off-farm income, have received little attention. 

Yimer and Tadesse (2016) state that women's empowerment in agriculture is a factor in 
household food security, as part of the agriculture-food security development paths. These 
studies have limited scope in combining women's empowerment with total household food 
security because they focus largely on the relationship between women's nutritional status 
and their capacity to impact their children. A methodological flaw has also been found in 
these studies: none of them have used suitable econometric models to assess the impact of 
propensity score matching without taking unobserved component variables into account 
(Beriso et al., 2023) 

This different research suggests that agricultural "discrimination" signifies a low 
productivity trap, with women's restricted access to resources limiting their involvement in 
export or commercial agriculture, thereby hindering their ability to accumulate resources. This 
cycle is not unbreakable; certain barriers can be addressed through policy, while others 
continue to restrict women's full participation in commercial agriculture and their access to 
resources. 

Damisa et al. (2007) noted that several studies on women's contributions to the 
nation's agricultural development indicate that women execute between 60 and 90 percent of 
all farm work. Land clearing, land-tilling, planting, weeding, applying fertilizer or manure, 
harvesting, food processing, threshing, winnowing, milling, transportation, marketing, and 
livestock management are just a few of the jobs that women contribute to. 

According to Charles and Willem (2008), the role that women play in agricultural 
production is so important that the fact that institutional extension services have not yet been 
able to reach women farmers has significant consequences for social justice, national output, 
and food security. On the other hand Sharon (2008), both men and women contribute 
significantly to global agriculture, which produces, processes, and supplies the food we 
consume. Women make up over half of the agricultural labour force and half of the rural 
population. Half of the world's food production is done by rural women, who also produce 60–
80% of the food in the majority of developing countries. 

Mesay (2012) states that women's reliance on their husbands influences their 
agricultural participation. Contributing factors include low socioeconomic status, traditional 
cultural and religious norms, limited political involvement, illiteracy, and ignorance. 
Furthermore, there is a lack of organizations in the area that support and empower women in 
agriculture. 
 

METHODS OF RESEARCH 
 

Survey study was conducted in the Meskan District, Gurage Zone, Southern Regional 
State, Ethiopia. Meskan District is located 133 km away from Addis Ababa, 155 km from 
Hawassa (the regional capital), and 233 km from Weliqite (the zonal seat). The capital city of 
the Meskan district is Butajira. The district consists of 42 kebeles, including 2 urban and 40 
rural kebeles. The estimated total population of the district is 179,719 people, comprising 
91,786 women and 87,933 men. The total number of people currently living in the district is 
36,377. Out of these, 13,373 families are headed by women, and 23,004 are headed by men 
(Meskan Woreda Agricultural Office, 2014). 
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Figure 1 – Map of Meskan District 

 
Research examinations also made use of primary and secondary data sources. 

Qualitative data was gathered via focus group discussions (FGD), casual conversations with 
farmer households, Development Agents (DAs), and woreda experts, as well as through a 
transect walk inside sample kebeles. A personal interview schedule that was centered on the 
sampled household heads was employed to gather quantitative data. The four kebeles that 
were chosen are Wita, Yimarwacho, Misrak Meskan, and Welansho. Out of the 2149 total 
households in the four sample frames of the kebeles, 140 sample households were chosen 
using a systematic random sampling technique. The number of sample houses to be chosen 
from each Kebeles was fixed using the probability proportional to size (PPS) concept. 

Descriptive statistics and an empowerment index were used in the STATA-12 model to 
analyze the data from the sample of women farmers. For analysis, descriptive statistics such 
as the independent sample T-test, chi-square tests, frequency, mean, and standard deviation 
were used. The significance of the sample respondent's mean value for continuous variables 
was examined using the independent samples t-test. The χ2 test was also used to assess 
possible dummy explanatory factors. 
 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
 

This study incorporated were 140 sample women from the Meskan district's Gurage 
zone. Four kebeles—Wita, Yimarwacho 3rd, Misrak Meskan, and Welansho 2nd—were used 
to select the homes at random. Fifty women in male and 90 female household heads 
participated in the survey. The T-test was employed for continuous variables and the Chi-
square test for categorical or dummy variables to measure the significance of the 
components. 

The average age of households led by men was 45 years old, and that of women 
headed households by was 44 years old. Furthermore, the t-test result showed that the mean 
age of the household head in the two categories did not differ statistically significantly (t-
value = -0.910, p-value = 0.182). The average family size in the research area during the 
2014 cropping season was found to be 5.92 for women-headed households and 7.12 for 
men-headed households. The t-test result also revealed a statistically significant difference in 
mean family size between households headed by women and men at the 1% probability level 
(t-value = 3.525, p-value = 0.000). The literacy status revealed that the head group of male 
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households had a significantly higher percentage of literate (76.09%) compared to women 
households (39.22%). 

Illiteracy disproportionately affected women (60.78%) compared to women in men 
household (23.91%). This disparity highlights significant gender inequalities in access to 
education and opportunities. While overall illiteracy rates pose a challenge to societal 
progress, the pronounced difference between male and female illiteracy underscores the 
specific vulnerabilities and disadvantages faced by women. These disadvantages often stem 
from deeply ingrained cultural norms, limited access to resources, and societal expectations 
that prioritize male education over female education. A chi-square test indicated a statistically 
significant difference in educational status between the two groups at the 1% significance 
level (χ2-value=19.122, p-value=0.000). 

Economic factors are related to the position of the farmers in society which is 
determined by various social and economic variables such as land size, total annual income 
and Total livestock unit of the farmers in study area. This study shows the mean land size of 
the male and female household head was found to be 1.22 and 1.03 hectares, respectively. 
The t-test also showed that there is statistically significant mean difference between the male 
and women headed at 5% probability level (t-value=1.803, P-value=0.036). According to 
focus group discussion, probable reasons for higher land size for male head was inherited 
land from their parents. This agreed with findings of Gurmesa 2013, many rural women lack 
access to land or to have insecure land tenure due to customary laws, culture and tradition. 
According to the result, 4.33 and 3.31 TLU was mean average for male and female headed 
households, respectively. The result t-test also showed that there was statistically significant 
TLU mean difference between male and female at 5% probability level (t-value=2.355, P-
value= 0.009). The survey analysis result revealed out that 22,682 and 20,387 ETB mean 
total annual income for male and women head, respectively in the study area during 2014 
production season. The results of t-test also indicated that there is statistically significant 
difference between the mean total annual income in two groups by total annual income at 
10% probability level (t-value = 1.328, P-value = 0.093). 

Majority of MHH were access to mass media exposure than FHH. In the same way, the 
majority (72.8%) of MHH and 49.1% of FHH reported that they had the chance to listen radio 
in Amharic language, attend public meetings and get printed materials prepared in Amharic 
language from different stakeholders (through agricultural office) during 2013/14 production 
season. The chi-square test result also showed that there was highly statistically significant 
difference between the MHH and FHH regarding mass media exposure at 1% significance 
level (χ2= 8.942, P=0.003). This implies that MHH has better mass media exposure than 
FHH, most probable MHH radio ownership, better to read printing material that access 
through government office and attending radio program than FHH. The FHH was no enough 
time to attend radio program and read printed material because they are less educated than 
male household head. This was similar result with Catherine et al., 2013 that access to radio 
for production and price information more for MHH than FHH. 

In developing nations, women are vital to the agricultural sector and have the potential 
to be game changers, but they continue to encounter barriers and financial limitations that 
prevent them from participating fully in the industry (IFPRI, 2013). To determine how to get 
past these barriers and limitations, women's empowerment in agriculture measures how 
empowered and included women are in the industry. WEAI is a crucial part of that inclusive 
expansion, aiding in the measurement and tracking of women's participation and involvement 
in several facets of the agriculture industry. According to The Five Areas of Empowerment 
(5DE), a woman is considered empowered if she has made sufficient progress in four of the 
five areas or if her combination of weighted indicators reflects 80 per cent total adequacy 
(IFPRI, 2013). 

According to UNPFA, women’s empowerment is also an indispensable tool for 
advancing development and reducing poverty (UNPFA, 2011). Gender equality is one of the 
eight internationally agreed Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) designed to alleviate 
world poverty (UN, 2011). Gender equality does not mean equal numbers of men and women 
or girls and boys in all activities, nor does it mean treating them in the same way. It means 
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equality of opportunity and a society in which women and men are able to live equally 
fulfilling lives (Momsen, 2004). It recognizes the differences in needs and priorities, 
constraints and aspirations. The absence of gender equality means a huge loss of human 
potential and has costs for both men and women and also for overall development. 

The survey was typically administered only to female-headed households and women 
male headed household, respectively and fails to capture women’s empowerment relative to 
women within the WHH and WMHH. Nevertheless, the WEAI- the five domains comprise ten 
indicators selected to measure women’s empowerment in agriculture are applicable to the 
broader population of women farmers, both those in male-headed households and those with 
female-headed households. 

The survey finding shows mean score of 0.67 and 0.86 for women in FHH and WMHH, 
respectively achieved. This shows that the women farmers in FHH were highly scores in the 
five domains of empowerment (5DE) than women in MHH. The result shows 1 and 0.53 were 
max and min, respectively empowerment score for FHH and 1 and 0.4 were 5DE max and 
min for women in MHH score, respectively. The t- test result also indicated that there was 
statistically significant mean difference between the two categories with respect to women 
farmers’ level of empowerment in agriculture at 1% probability of significance level (t= -8.681, 
P-value= 0.000). The result implied that women farmers in female household head were 
achieved better empowered level in agricultural index because, FHH freedom to have taken 
their own decision in all agricultural activities than spouse in MHH. But, women in MHH 
cannot do any their own decision on different agricultural production activities and resource 
ownership rather than husband will. 

The survey finding indicated that sampled respondents (FHHs) were successfully 
empowered and had adequate achievements by six (6) indicators of women’s empowerment 
in agriculture, namely, input in productive decisions, autonomy in production, ownership of 
assets, decision on purchase, sale or transfer of assets, access to and decisions on credit, 
and control over use of income. On the other hand, women (spouse) in MHH empowered 
only in two indictors, such as input in productive decisions and autonomy in production. 

The survey results also revealed that the domains that contributed most to women’s in 
MHH disempowerment were lack of leadership in the community, Workload/burden (time to 
productive and domestic tasks), Group member (economical and/or Social) and time burden. 
Leadership in the community had the first and largest contribution to disempowerment of 
women in MHH and FHH farmers in agriculture in the study area. The survey result showed 
that 69(75%) and 30(58.8%) from total sampled respondents of wives of MHH and FHH 
categories, respectively, reported feeling uncomfortable in speaking in public, and had 
problems on leadership and influence in the community. On the other hand, 61(66.3%), and 
29(56.8%) wives of MHH and FHH categories, respectively sampled respondents, had 
workload to allocate time to productive and domestic tasks, and 67(72.8%) and 31(60.7%) 
interviewed women farmers in MHH and FHH, respectively were unsatisfied with the time for 
leisure activities. 

The possible explanation is that even though sampled respondents participated in 
either one or more economic and/or social groups (such as member of the Kebele, one to 
five development groups, and informal self-help groups – Idir or social forum for funeral, Iqub 
or social forum for economic purpose, Mahiber- social forum for religion) and had the chance 
to interact with group members, they were still feeling uncomfortable in speaking in public 
and had problem on leadership and influence in the community. The probable reason might 
be that they were incapable in communicative skill or passive participants or dominated by 
some group dominators or (male dominated) and cultural influences on women farmers in 
the society. Women farmers should speak out, voice their problems and influence the society, 
and know the extent to which their voice heard and responded to. 
 

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

Women have been making significant contributions to the growth and development of 
agriculture through their work in horticulture, crop production, fisheries, animal husbandry, 
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natural resource management, and other fields. The purpose of this study was to determine 
the degree of female empowerment in families led by women and households headed by 
men. 

A multi-stage purposive sampling technique was employed to select district, and male 
and female heads for the study. Wita, Yimarwacho 3rd, Misrak meskan and Welensho 2nd 
rural kebeles were selected randomly for this study. Females and males head were selected 
using stratified sampling and samples were allocated across the four Kebeles based on 
probability proportional to size (PPS) sampling technique. Finally, systematic sampling 
method was employed to have a total of 140 sample respondents (90 women in male and 50 
female farmers) for the study purpose. A pretested structured interview schedule was used to 
gather primary data from the sample respondents. Secondary data was gathered from a 
number of pertinent sources, including district agricultural and rural development offices, 
kebele level reports, and papers. The quantitative data was analyzed using descriptive 
statistical methods like mean, standard deviation, percentages, and frequency of occurrence. 
Women's empowerment in the agricultural index was used to analyze the role of women in 
agricultural output in households headed by women and men. 

Index results indicate the impact of independent variables on the empowerment of 
women farmers in agriculture. Out of eleven explanatory variables in the model, six showed 
statistically significant effects. Specifically, at the 10% significance level, land size and 
exposure to mass media positively influenced women farmers' empowerment. Conversely, at 
the 10%, 1%, and 5% significance levels, the respondents' sex, age, and market distance 
negatively affected their empowerment. The continuous variables of family size, TLU, DA 
centre distance, and farm distance did not significantly affect the degree of agricultural 
empowerment of women farmers. The degree of empowerment of women farmers in 
agriculture, however, was found to be unaffected by education level. 

Based on the result of this survey study, final recommendation should be considered in 
improving female farmers’ participation in women empowerment in agricultural to benefit both 
women farmers from in the study area context and effective policy intervention by federal 
government and office of gender in target area should focus on improving the difference 
contributing to women's farmers disempowerment in agricultural index. 
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