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Abstract: Globally, gender inequalities constrain food security, with women often disproportionately
affected. Women play a fundamental role in household food and nutrition security. The multiple roles
women play in various areas of the food system are not always recognised. This oversight emerges
from an overemphasis on one aspect of the food system, without considering how this area might
affect or be affected by another aspect. This study aimed to draw on international commitments
and treaties using content analysis to enhance the Global Panel on Agriculture and Food Security
food systems framework by integrating a gender perspective. The study found that generally, there
is a consensus on specific actions that can be taken to advance gender equality at specific stages
of the food system. However, governance and social systems constraints that are not necessarily
part of the food system, but have a significant bearing on men and women’s capacity to effectively
participate in the food system, need to be addressed. While the proposed conceptual framework has
some limitations, it offers a foundation on which researchers, policymakers and other stakeholders
can begin conceptualising the interconnectedness of gender barriers in the food system.

Keywords: gender; food systems; policy; agency; women; Africa

1. Introduction

Food insecurity is increasing globally, with almost 9% of the global population re-
ported as food insecure [1]. Africa has the highest undernourished population of all regions,
more than double the global average at 19% [1]. The continent is significantly off-track to
meet international and continental targets on ending hunger. Only one country (Uganda)
is on track to reducing stunting in children under five to 10% by 2025 [2]. Women dis-
proportionately experience moderate or severe food insecurity compared to men, with
implications for children’s and household nutrition [1]. While women are considered
essential to ensuring food and nutrition security, they remain significantly marginalised
in the broader food system [3]. Bezner Kerr et al. (2019) [4] and Lemke (2003) [5] suggest
that interventions that are accompanied by a focus on changing gender relations and
redistributing labour more equitably have been more successful in improving household
food security.

The multiple roles women play in various areas of the food system are not always
recognised [6]. This oversight emerges from an overemphasis on one area of the food sys-
tem, without considering how this area might affect or be affected by another segment [7].
For example, women are often considered critical players in household food and nutrition
security. However, women’s productivity and participation in economic activities are
often constrained by limited access to and control over inputs, training, technologies and
other services [8]. Consequently, they retain limited control over household resources and
decision-making power to acquire nutritious food [9]. Gender roles, norms and relations
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intersect with segments of the food system and often further marginalise women in the
food system. Gender refers to men and women’s socially allocated roles and responsibil-
ities and the relationships between men and women [10]. The dynamic gender systems
that define socially and culturally accepted norms underpinning men and women’s rela-
tions, identities, behaviour and entitlements manifest in various spheres of agriculture and
food systems globally. Often, gender relations comprise complex inter-dependent roles,
responsibilities in agricultural production and food provisioning. Women and men are not
autonomous agents but rely on each other and negotiate in different ways to ensure that
household needs are met [11,12].

Generally, where gender is concerned, there is a tendency to focus only on women as
a development target or category of analysis and to neglect the gender roles, responsibilities
and relations that shape women’s participation in the food system and empowerment [7].
Focus on women alone overlooks the systemic inequalities that constrain women’s partic-
ipation in the food system. This paper applies gender relations theory in the context of
gender in agriculture.

Women’s empowerment is considered a pathway to achieving improved maternal
and child nutrition outcomes and alleviating poverty; however, efforts to empower women
cannot be viewed in isolation of other gender roles women play in the food system. These
roles may be in direct conflict with their role in household nutrition [7]. For example,
increasing women’s involvement in economic activities may reduce the time they can spare
to prepare nutritious food. Consequently, convenient foods such as polony (a ground pork
sausage containing cubes of pork fat), fried chips and white bread, which are often high in
energy and low in nutrients, may be the most practical alternative [9]. Challenges related
to food production, processing, storage, transportation, trade, transformation and retailing,
and how these activities deliver on improved diets need to be investigated from a gender
perspective [13]. The interconnectedness of these challenges also needs to be understood.
Patel et al. (2015) [14], Bezner Kerr et al. [4] and Caron [15] point to the importance of
systems approaches for achieving gender, food security and nutrition.

Analysing gender from a food systems perspective is critical to our understanding of
the conflicting roles and expectations placed on women. Doss [16] argues how evidence
suggesting that providing women access to the same inputs as men could increase agri-
cultural yields by up to 30% has perpetuated the notion that women can and should be
responsible for food security. Women already face increased pressure to meet their domes-
tic, productive and community responsibilities. Applying a gender lens to the food system
can assist in avoiding the trap of placing undue expectations on women to “fix” the food
system. It also aids in understanding the positive and negative unintended consequences
of effecting change in one aspect of the food system and what it means for other aspects.
For example, Garcia and Wanner [17] explain that in a project aiming to promote women’s
participation in dairy production, girls began dropping out of school to contribute to labour.
This example illustrates how promoting women’s empowerment in agricultural production
can undermine other desired outcomes, such as girl’s education and ultimately women’s
future employment and income-generating opportunities.

We conducted a narrative review to assist us in identifying articles related to gender
and the food system. Articles from Web of Science databases, JSTOR, Agricultural and En-
vironment Science Collection, Agricultural Science Collection and Agricola were sampled
to identify existing literature. We sampled several agriculture databases because of our
interest in gender and all stages of agricultural production and consumption. We included
Web of Science and JSTOR to increase the robustness of our review. These articles were
then refined by region to focus on the African context. We found that a significant amount
of literature exists on gender and agriculture, gender and diets and gender and climate
change. Some studies have been conducted on gender and trade and markets, gender and
consumer demand, gender and consumer purchasing power and gender and value chains.
Some studies cut across several of these components. This study aims to augment the
existing literature by offering a lens for integrating gender in the African food system. Such
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a framework would provide policymakers with a tool to unpack the trade-offs women
make in order to participate in certain agricultural-related or other activities. It would
also ease the identification of leverage points that exist at certain intersections of food
systems components. Den Boer et al. [18] argue that it is at these leverage points where
interventions would be most effective.

International agreements, conventions and commitments offer countries guidance
on development priorities and their integration into policy. While these documents do
not refer specifically to food systems per se, guidance is provided on how gender can be
advanced in the main components that comprise it: agricultural production, trade and
marketing, consumer purchasing power, food transformation and consumer demand and
food environment.

This paper aims to enhance the Global Panel on Agriculture and Food Security
(Glopan) food systems framework by using international agreements and conventions
related to food security and nutrition to identify policy actions for integrating gender into
the components of the Glopan food systems framework. African food systems stakeholders
involved in the development of food policies are the primary target audience. They could
use the enhanced framework presented in this paper to inform how they integrate gender
in food systems policies. Providing a gender lens to the African food system will ensure
that integrating gender remains a priority of global debates concerning food systems,
particularly as the Global Food Systems summit approaches.

We used commitments and agreements related to food security because this agenda
has driven issues related to food systems on the African continent. These are the frame-
works with which the policymakers, donors and other stakeholders in this arena are
familiar. Using these documents allows us to begin unpacking food security into the food
systems components while also enabling stakeholders to understand these agreements
within the context of food systems.

In the next section, we explain the significance of using a food systems approach and
why we use the Glopan food systems framework as the basis for integrating gender in the
food system.

1.1. Food Systems

Experts realise that focusing on agricultural productivity alone is not an efficient
approach to ending hunger and malnutrition [6]. While agriculture has immense potential
to reduce malnutrition in its various forms, its intersections with other sectors are essential
to maximising the impact on nutrition [19]. In fact, in low-income countries, studies suggest
that agricultural policy and practice have led to limited changes in nutrition. Some of the
contributing factors to the limited impact include lack of adequate sanitation and hygiene
facilities and lack of women’s empowerment [20].

A systems approach is needed to ensure that households can afford healthy diets in
a manner that is environmentally sustainable [13]. The concept of food systems is not new;
however, it has regained interest because of emerging concerns around environmental
sustainability, diet and health issues. Generally, consensus exists that the main objective of
a food system is to deliver food and nutrition security sustainably both in terms of equity,
welfare and environmental preservation [21].

In 2014, the Glopan produced a technical brief on how agriculture and food systems
policy can improve nutrition [13]. This brief aimed to consolidate different areas of policy
interventions to facilitate a sustainable environment for food systems that can deliver
quality diets. Figure 1 is a user-friendly framework that was developed to illustrate
the different components of the food system and the possible policy actions that could
be pursued at each stage. Using this framework as a lens, in this study, we aimed to
understand how international conventions, commitments and agreements related to food
security can provide a lens for integrating gender equality in the food system. Figure 1
below offers an illustrated summary of the components of a food system.
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Figure 1. Glopan summarised food systems framework (Source: Glopan, 2014 [13]).

While other food systems frameworks exist, the Glopan framework was informed by
global experts in food and nutrition security. Though the same might be said of the 2017
HLPE food systems framework [9], the simplicity with which the food systems components
are captured in the Glopan framework eases an assessment of how gender perspectives
can be integrated into the food system. This framework also eases the understanding of
policymakers who might not be technical experts in food systems or gender. The authors
used this framework as a foundation for consolidating and identifying possible policy
actions that can facilitate the integration of gender into the food system.

1.2. Gender and the Food System

Formal and informal institutions govern food systems. Formal institutions include
governance structures, policies and legislation that inform the food system. Informal
systems include social systems that influence the functioning of the food system. Gender is
an informal system that defines men and women’s participation in the food system [20].
In this section, we unpack some of the gender literature associated with each of the food
systems components of the Glopan framework.

1.2.1. Agricultural Production

Societal norms inform the gender roles women and men play in agricultural produc-
tion. In many African countries, women play a significant role in subsistence farming;
however, men and women’s role in agricultural production is not homogenous and varies
depending on context. For example, in Northern Ghana, contrary to the norm elsewhere in
Sub Saharan Africa, men are responsible for meeting the staple food needs of the household,
while women are responsible for generating cash for other food products [11]. Regardless
of the context, there is a consensus that women across the continent typically lack access
to agricultural inputs, technologies and services, constraining their productivity [16]. Evi-
dence from Ghana, Kenya, Tanzania and Zambia indicates that most of the agricultural
labour force are women, yet significant barriers constrain their productivity [11,22–25].
Women’s limited access to quality land, improved seed varieties, fertiliser, extension ser-
vices and technologies are barriers that increase the gender yield gap.

Women’s low productivity is compounded by their limited decision-making and
control over agricultural inputs and outputs [20]. Addressing issues of access and control
simultaneously is critical to the unlocking of women’s agricultural production potential.
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For example, while access to secure land tenure is considered a significant hindrance to
women’s productivity, increasing women’s access to land without considering gender dy-
namics within the household will not increase women’s productivity. Several studies found
that women’s secure access to land did not translate to increased agricultural productivity
because of women’s limited participation in household decision-making. Behrman et al.
(2012) estimate that if women had equal decision-making power concerning food in the
home, malnutrition could decrease by 13%.

In particular, women’s limited control over land and land rights prevents significant
challenges towards food security, nutrition, gender equality and women’s health and well-
being [26]. Large scale land transfers that have siezed men and women of land rights have
increased the work burden on women. While households are sometimes compensated
for the transfer of land, women rarely control the income from these transactions as men
traditionally make decisions related to household income [27]. Men and women can no
longer produce sufficient food for their families, resulting in men migrating to urban areas
to seek employment. Women are increasingly taking up men’s agricultural responsibilities
in addition to housework and care responsibilities. In addition to women’s multiple
responsibilities, women also take up seasonal employment to meet household needs [28].

1.2.2. Consumer Purchasing Power

Multiple studies indicate that African women invest more of their income on house-
hold food, nutrition and well-being than men [20,29,30]. Women, however, often earn less
than men, limiting their consumer purchasing power. Women’s lower income is explained
by social gender norms that restrict their income-generating opportunities. For example,
in South Africa, fewer women are involved in the labour market where formal struc-
tures, including legal contracts, offer them job security and stable income. Consequently,
more women than men remain unemployed. More women are involved in the informal
sector [29]. de Groot et al. [31] argue that women typically dominate the informal econ-
omy because it offers them more flexibility given their multiple responsibilities. Women
carry multiple socially determined responsibilities in the home, including child care and
housework [32]. Disparities in women’s time use, compared to men, have compromised
women’s productivity and income-generating opportunities. Few households in rural
African communities have access to electricity and running water, constraining women
who spend much of their time collecting firewood and water. These activities limit the time
women could spend on agricultural, education or income-generating activities [32].

1.2.3. Market and Trade Systems

Women face time constraints in participating in market and trade systems. Men are
more likely to be involved in formal markets and women in informal markets [29]. Gender
determines the types of commodities men and women typically sell. These commodities
determine the types of markets men and women can access. For example, studies in
Tanzania indicate that women typically sell vegetables directly to consumers, whereas men
sell grains. Even in cases where men and women sell the same commodities, women often
sell locally while men trade regionally or internationally [23,33]. Although both men and
women are active in agriculture, women face limited market opportunities compared to
their male counterparts. These opportunities are constrained by time (as discussed above),
access to transportation and cultural restrictions that limit women’s mobility or entry into
certain spaces [20]. Both men and women’s access to markets has a positive impact on
household nutrition. However, women’s access to markets has almost double the impact
of men’s [30].

1.2.4. Food Transformation and Consumer Demand

Many external factors influence the types of products consumers typically demand,
including process, availability, convenience and desires [20]. Women typically determine
the kinds of food to purchase as they are responsible for food preparation. The types of
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food products men and women demand are often influenced by the various activities in
which they are involved. For example, in Kenya, both men and women are involved in the
sale of bananas. However, the types of cultivars they purchase/demand are informed by
their use. Women trade bananas locally, and as such, the types of bananas they demand are
determined by consumers’ purchases. Men, on the other hand, use bananas for brewing
beer to sell. Their cultivar demands are influenced by taste [34]. Women are often the
intended beneficiaries of nutrition education programmes. As such, women are often more
willing to pay for value addition than men. For example, a study from Kenya indicates
that women are more willing to pay higher prices for frozen cowpea leaves because they
understand the nutritional benefits and the necessity for improved storage [20,24].

1.2.5. Food Environment

Much of the literature on gender and diets indicates that women are responsible for
preparing food. However, they do not have complete decision-making over all the choices
involved in food preparation [20]. For example, food purchases might be made by men
in the household, limiting women’s choice of what food to prepare. Food preparation,
in particular, increases women’s time poverty because of constraints faced in accessing
water and fuel, again limiting the amount of time they have to pursue other activities
necessary for their empowerment [17]. Women may have to make trade-offs between
income-generating activities and food preparation. They often compromise their nutrition
in order to participate in income-generating activities [20,35].

Global discourse, informed by literature such as the Lancet Series on maternal and
child under-nutrition, and international commitments such as the World Health Assembly,
emphasise nutrition [36,37]. Attention to women and children’s nutrition during the first
thousand days of a child’s life—from conception until age two—is prioritised [30]. Conse-
quently, much of the literature on diets in Africa is centred around improving maternal
and child nutrition [38–42]. An overemphasis on women has undermined men’s nutrition,
overlooking important gender dynamics related to hegemonic masculinity and the signif-
icant implications of these on household food and nutrition security. Some examples of
the impact of hegemonic masculinities on food security include men’s use of household
resources for alcohol consumption [43–46] and polygamy. In relation to polygamy, the dis-
tribution of limited food resources by men amongst co-wives and children have important
implications on household food and nutrition security [47,48]. An overemphasis on women
also reinforces gender norms and the notion that women should be solely responsible for
food and nutrition [49].

Many of the gender-based constraints described in the literature arise from socially con-
structed gender roles and hierarchical power relations that undermine men and women’s
participation in the food system. Efforts to improve women’s participation in, and the
benefits they accrue from, the food system must unpack the trade-offs women make, the
unintended consequences of interventions. These efforts must also include avoiding plac-
ing undue pressure on women to improve food and nutrition security. Such efforts can
only be informed by a holistic approach to understanding how gender intersects with the
food system.

2. Materials and Methods

The authors used content analysis to conduct an in-depth review of 18 food and
nutrition security commitments, conventions and agreements. A latent analysis was
applied [50,51] to describe what was said about the different components of the food
system and the gender-related topics and to make inferences between the two themes
across the different documents. Latent analysis is a systematic and objective method used
to analyse verbal, visual or written data to make replicable or valid inferences by providing
descriptive results. Using this approach enabled us to identify sub-themes related to each
of the main categories (food systems components) of the Glopan framework and to identify
subthemes. These subthemes are policy options for integrating gender into food systems
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components. Two researchers conducted an in-depth reading of a final list of sixteen
documents, which included:

1. 1948 Universal declaration of human rights [52]
2. 1976 UN Convention on Economic Social and Cultural Rights [53]
3. 1981 Convention on the Elimination of all forms of Discrimination Against Women

(CEDAW) [54]
4. 1992 World Declaration and Plan of Action for Nutrition [55]
5. 1995 Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action [56]
6. 1996 Rome Declaration on World Food Security [57]
7. 2003 Protocol to the African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights on the Rights of

Women in Africa [58]
8. 2005 Voluntary Guidelines to support the Progressive Realisation of the Right to

Adequate Food in the Context of National Food Security [59]
9. 2009 Declaration on the World Food Summit [60]
10. 2012 Global nutrition monitoring framework operational guidance for tracking progress

in meeting targets for 2025 [36]
11. 2012 Voluntary Guidelines on the Responsible Governance of Land Tenure of Land,

Fisheries and Forests in the Context of National Food Security [61]
12. 2014 Malabo Declaration on Accelerated Agricultural Growth and Transformation for

Shared Prosperity and Improved Livelihoods [62]
13. 2014 Rome Declaration on Nutrition [63]
14. 2014 Principles for Responsible Investment in Agriculture and Food Systems [64]
15. 2015 Africa Agenda 2063: The Africa we want. First ten-year implementation plan

2014–2023 [65]
16. 2015 Africa Regional Nutrition Strategy 2015–2025 [66]
17. 2015 Malabo Implementation Strategy and Roadmap to Achieve the 2025 Vision on

CAADP [67]
18. 2016 Sustainable Development Goals [68]

These documents were selected because they can be considered the critical guiding
frameworks for food and nutrition security globally and in Africa. This list is by no
means comprehensive. Rather, it is a sample of conventions to assist us in unpacking how
gender can be integrated across the food systems component. The inclusion criteria were
the relevance of the document to food systems components, food and nutrition security
and gender. Several documents were excluded because they did not meet this criterion.
For example, the 2014 Malabo Declaration on Nutrition Security for Improved Economic
Growth and Sustainable Development was excluded from the analysis because it did not
explicitly mention women or gender.

While some of the documents included in the analysis date back to 1948, they remain
relevant to current gender and food systems discourses. For example, the 2030 Sustainable
Development Agenda explicitly mentions that the goals and targets are grounded in
the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights [53]. This concept of human rights
also underpins the introduction of agency as a component of food security, particularly
reinforcing principles that underpin the Right to Food [68]. Furthermore, UN and AU
member states who are signatories to these agreements and conventions continue to report
on the extent to which these commitments have been integrated into national policies
and legislation. Examples include: the 2015 South Africa’s Beijing +20 Report on the 1995
Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action; 2016 Kenya’s Eight Periodic Report on the 1981
CEDAW and 2020 South Sudan’s Report on the 1981 CEDAW. The prevailing relevance of
these documents is further evidenced by South Sudan’s ratification of the 1981 CEDAW
in 2015.

The selected documents were uploaded into Atlas-Ti version 8 software. The first
author conducted an in-depth reading of all the documents. Quotations were highlighted
and allocated code names (subthemes) using specific tools in Atlas-Ti. Themes related
to gender equality and the food systems components were identified in each document.
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Similar themes were highlighted using the same code name. The coding process allowed
us to determine the number of times a specific theme occurred. These themes were then
categorised according to the food systems components to which they best applied. For
example, the diet quality of women and girls was classified under the component food
environment. Some themes cut across several components of the food system. For example,
capacity strengthening cut across all five components. These themes were captured as
cross-cutting.

The first author initially identified 38 themes related to gender and food systems.
Themes were only coded if a reference to gender was explicit. For example, several
documents highlight the importance of improving access to agricultural markets. These
sections were only coded if they included reference to women’s access to agricultural
markets. Themes were coded if they appeared in a document. Frequency of appearance in
a single document was not coded. The themes were then reviewed to identify overarching
categories. Some themes were merged. For example, fair wages, maternity benefits
and increased employment opportunities were classified under the overarching category
“employment”. Other codes were excluded because their level of significance, relative to
other codes, was minimal. For example, alignment and budgeting were coded two times in
all 18 documents compared to legislation coded 12 times. Therefore, a code was considered
insignificant if mentioned less than three times in the 18 documents. This approach also
assisted in reducing subjectivity because the themes were selected based on the number of
times they appeared. Some themes appeared several times but could not be categorised in
the food system. For example, participation was mentioned in nine of the 18 documents
but could not be categorised under any of the food systems components. Such themes were
retained to review their relevance to the food system. In the final review, these themes were
considered to have a significant bearing on the food system. They were categorised as new
components that formed pillars to the effective integration of gender into the food system.

The final analysis included 23 subthemes listed in Table 1 of the results section. Subse-
quently, an Excel spreadsheet was prepared to summarise the documents that mentioned
a specific theme. Another sheet was set up to determine if a specific theme appeared in
relation to more than one component of the food system based on the Glopan food systems
framework. The second author reviewed all 18 documents to corroborate the themes.
Where inconsistencies were found, the authors discussed and reached a consensus. Two
more authors reviewed the final themes and validated the categorisation.

Table 1. Summary of main themes.

Glopan Food Systems
Components Sub-Themes Document Number

Agricultural
production 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 Total

Extension X X X X X 5
Land X X X X X X X X X X X 11
Water X X X 3

Markets and trade Trade X X X X X 5

Consumer purchasing
power

Employment X X X X X X X X X 9
Social protection X X X X X X X 7

Food transformation
and consumer demand

Marketing X X X X X 5
Processing X X X 3

Diet quality

Diet X X X X X X X X X X X 11
Maternal and
child health X X X X X X X 7

Water Health and
Sanitation
(WASH)

X X X X X 5
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Table 1. Cont.

Cross-cutting Agribusiness X X X X X 5
Capacity strengthening X X X X X X X X 8

Financial resources X X X X X X X X X 9
Infrastructure X X X 4

Resource Management X X X 3
Technology X X X X X X 6

Social systems
Unpaid work X X X X 4

Shared family responsibility X X X X 4
Food culture X X X 3

Governance Gender mainstreaming X X X X X X X 7
Legislation X X X X X X X X X X X X 12

Participation X X X X X X X X X X 10

Total 1 4 13 16 20 15 14 9 4 3 3 2 7 3 11 4 3 19

3. Results

A summary of the main themes emerging from the results is available in Table 1.
The qualitative analysis assisted us in transforming the text into an organised and concise
summary of the results. The texts from the documents were used to identify subthemes
that could be categorised under each of the Glopan framework’s food systems components.
These subthemes are policy options for integrating gender in the food system. The Table 1
indicates the number of documents that mentioned a particular theme. A tick under the
document number indicates that the subtheme was mentioned in the document. The results
are divided into three sections. Section 3.1 presents results on themes that are exclusive
to one component of the Glopan food system. Section 3.2 presents results on themes that
cut across several components of the food system. Section 3.3 presents results on themes
that are not necessarily part of the food system but significantly influence gender in the
food system.

3.1. Themes Exclusive to One Component of the Food System

The results presented in this section focus on themes that were exclusive to one
component of the food system. The themes are discussed under the components pertaining
to each theme.

3.1.1. Agricultural Production
Extension

Five of the 18 documents assessed referred to extension services. Another four doc-
uments referred to the provision of agricultural extension services targeted directly to
women. Improving women’s access to extension services is an intervention directed at
achieving several objectives. First, to increase women’s technical proficiency. Second, to
provide women with a higher quality of life by reducing poverty. Third, to strengthen
women’s vital role in food security. Fourth, to ensure gender-equal opportunities. Only the
Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action mentions increasing the proportion of women
extension workers.

Land

Land was mentioned in eleven documents. Women’s secure and equal access to
and control over land was emphasised. Six documents prioritised the development of
legislation on women’s right to own land and other forms of property. The Voluntary
Guidelines on the Right to Food propose that legislation protect women’s full and equal
right to own land and other property. This legislation should be aligned with legal and
other policy mechanisms that align with international human rights obligations.

Water

Three documents referred to women’s secure and equal access to water. Water was
described as a natural resource that could be used to enhance agricultural productivity.
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The documents referred mainly to women’s access to and control over this scarce resource.
The Rome Declaration on World Food Security referred to women’s participation in the
conservation of water.

3.1.2. Market and Trade Systems
Access to Markets and Trade

Markets and trade were mentioned in five documents. The declaration on the World
Food Summit and the SDGs mentioned that improving women’s market access was imper-
ative to double agricultural productivity by 2030. Women’s access to domestic, regional
and international markets was prioritised. Focus on women’s needs concerning the dis-
semination of market and trade information was highlighted. Emphasis was placed on
training to capacitate women in these fields. Specific reference was made to reducing the
adverse effects of trade policies on women, particularly on new and traditional economic
activities driving food security.

3.1.3. Consumer Purchasing Power
Employment

Employment was mentioned in nine documents. Areas of prioritisation included fair
wages and equal remuneration, rights and working conditions for women relative to men.
Maternity leave was highlighted, focusing specifically on establishing legislation to ensure
that women can take maternity leave without fear of losing their jobs. Emphasis was placed
on increasing women’s access to opportunities to pursue employment, especially non-farm
employment. Men and women should be subjected to the same criteria of selection for
employment. Several documents propose the establishment of legislation to legalise these
commitments. Training and skills development for girls was also emphasised as a measure
to increase employment opportunities.

Social Protection

Social protection was mentioned in seven documents. Specific reference was made to
social protections for mothers and children. Emphasis was placed on legislative measures
to support maternity leave with pay or comparable social benefits without loss of employ-
ment. The Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action and the CEDAW encouraged social
support services to support parents in balancing family and work responsibilities. The
establishment of high-quality, flexible and affordable child-care facilities was proposed as
an example in the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action. The Voluntary Guidelines
on the Right to Food suggests channelling food assistance through women to increase their
household decision-making role, particularly in relation to decisions concerning food.

3.1.4. Food Transformation and Consumer Demand
Marketing

Marketing was referred to in five documents. Women’s equal access to marketing
facilities, training and services at the local and community levels was emphasised. The
documents generally promote women’s participation in enterprises, particularly those in-
volved in food production. States are encouraged to facilitate networking and the exchange
of information, particularly amongst women entrepreneurs. The World Declaration and
Plan of Action emphasises the potential of research to promote the role of women in all
aspects of food production, including marketing.

Processing

Three documents mention processing. Agenda 2063 prioritises leveraging skilled
women entrepreneurs in agro-processing value chains. The World Declaration and Plan of
Action for Nutrition suggests investing in research that prioritises women’s involvement
in processing activities. The Rome Declaration on World Food Security emphasises gender
equal opportunities for education and training in food processing.
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3.1.5. Diet Quality
Diet Quality of Women and Girls

Issues related to the diet quality of women and girls were mentioned in 11 documents,
marking the highest number of mentions across the 18 documents. Specific reference was
made to monitoring micronutrient deficiencies in women. A range of targets, especially on
iron deficiency anaemia and reduction in hunger in women, were proposed. The nutritional
needs of adolescent girls were emphasised. The role of women in improving nutrition
within the household was mentioned. Women’s access to safe and nutritious food was
also prioritised.

Maternal and Child Health

Maternal and child health was mentioned in seven documents. Generally, the doc-
uments emphasised access to nutritious food by children under five, pregnant women
and lactating mothers. The Rome Declaration on Nutrition encourages a focus on the first
thousand days by supporting adequate care and feeding practices. The World Declaration
and Plan of Action for Nutrition emphasises preventing food-borne and water-borne dis-
eases and other infections by supporting exclusive breastfeeding for the first six months of
a child’s life.

WASH

Concerning water, health and sanitation, reference was made in the CEDAW and the
Protocol to the African Charter on Human and People’s Rights on the Rights of Women
in Africa to the state’s obligation to ensure the progressive realisation of women’s access
to safe drinking water. The SDGs prioritise access to adequate and equitable sanitation
and hygiene for open defecation with particular attention to the needs of women and
girls. The Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action and the World Declaration and
Plan of Action for Nutrition also emphasises women’s access to safe drinking water and
environmental sanitation, including waste disposal systems. This subtheme was mentioned
in five documents.

3.2. Themes Cutting across Several Food Systems Components

This section presents results on themes that cut across several components of the
food system. Table 2 below provides a summary of these themes and the food systems
components each theme cuts across. A tick indicates that the theme was mentioned with
reference to the specific component of the food system. Capacity strengthening and resource
management were the only two themes that cut across all five food system components.

Table 2. Summary of cross-cutting themes and their related food systems components.

Subthemes

Food Systems Components

Agricultural
Production

Market and
Trade

Systems

Consumer
Purchasing

Power

Food Transformation
and Consumer Demand

Diet
Quality TOTAL

Capacity strengthening X X X X X 5
Financial resources X X X 3

Infrastructure X X X 3
Resource management X X X X X 5

Technology X X X X 4

3.2.1. Agribusiness

Themes related to agribusiness were mentioned in five documents. Agribusiness was
mentioned in relation to agricultural production, market and trade systems, consumer pur-
chasing power and food transformation and consumer demand. No documents mentioned
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the role of agribusiness in improving quality diets. In general, the documents prioritised
the entry of women into agricultural enterprises at the production, market and trade and
processing stages. Emphasis was placed on women’s entry into agricultural value chains.

3.2.2. Capacity Strengthening

Capacity strengthening of women in food systems related activities was mentioned in
eight documents. Capacity strengthening was mentioned in relation to all five components
of the food systems. Specific areas of capacity strengthening included nutrition, technology
use, business, climate change, resource management, food production, processing and
marketing. The Rome Declaration on World Food Security emphasised the increased
proportion of women in skills development systems.

3.2.3. Financial Resources

Financial resources were mentioned in nine documents. Financial resources were
mentioned in relation to agricultural production, market and trade systems and consumer
purchasing power. Financial access focused specifically on women’s access to agricultural
credit and loans on easy terms at the local and community levels, the right to own a bank ac-
count and access to financial services. Agenda 2063 emphasised women’s access to finance
to enable them to graduate from the informal sector to the small and micro-enterprise sector.
The Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action emphasises non-traditional and mutual
credit schemes and the development of innovative linkage with financial institutions to
promote women’s entrepreneurship. It also proposes offering incentives to the banking
sector to develop services targeted at women. Several [3] documents emphasised not only
access but also control over financial resources.

3.2.4. Infrastructure

Infrastructure was mentioned in three documents in relation to agricultural produc-
tion, market and trade systems and consumer purchasing power. The SDGs promote
the development of infrastructure to promote shared responsibility within the household.
The Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action promotes women’s equal access to trans-
portation to support food production activities. It also prioritises economic infrastructure,
including water and sanitation, electrification, transport and road construction to improve
women’s access to jobs and contracts. Such infrastructure could also reduce the time
women spend collecting water and firewood. Public infrastructure to support women’s
access to markets is also highlighted in the same document as a means to support women’s
income and their access to markets to buy food.

3.2.5. Resource Management

Resource management was mentioned in four documents in relation to all five compo-
nents of the food system. Emphasis was placed on strengthening women’s participation
in resource management, particularly women’s participation in policy decision-making.
Drawing on women’s indigenous knowledge of resource management was highlighted as
critical. The Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action encourages mainstreaming a gen-
der perspective in the design and implementation of sustainable resource management.
This includes an understanding of the impacts of environmental degradation on women.

3.2.6. Technology

Six documents mention technology in relation to agricultural production, market
and trade systems, consumer purchasing power and food transformation and consumer
demand. In general, the documents promoted women’s access to appropriate technologies.
The SDGs explicitly highlight enhancing the use of enabling technology, especially infor-
mation communications technology, to empower women. Three documents also encourage
the use of technology in reducing environmental degradation and mitigating the impacts
of climate change. The Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action emphasises women’s
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equal access to technology to increase women’s incomes and promote household food
security. The World Declaration and Plan of Action for Nutrition emphasises the need for
research and extension on time and energy-saving agricultural devices to reduce women’s
workload. The Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action specifically encourages the
development of appropriate productive and domestic labour-saving technologies.

3.3. Themes Influencing Gender in the Food System

Across the 18 documents, the authors identified several themes concerning gender
and food systems that did not necessarily apply to any of the food systems components but
are essential for integrating gender appropriately in the food system. These sub-themes
were categorised under the headings Social Systems and Governance. While some of
these themes could be placed under a specific food systems component, they were more
appropriate in the categories discussed below.

3.3.1. Social Systems

Social systems have a bearing on how gender is incorporated in the food system and
can significantly influence the optimal functionality of the food system. Sub-themes related
to social systems included unpaid work, shared family responsibility and food culture.

Unpaid Work

Unpaid work was mentioned in four documents and cut across all five components
of the food system. In general, the documents highlight that women are involved in care
work and other domestic activities, preventing them from pursuing agricultural, marketing
and other activities to increase their income. While this work is non-monetised, it plays
a significant role in the survival of households and families. The Protocol to the African
Charter on Human and People’s Rights on the Rights of Women in Africa highlight the
importance of taking the necessary measures to recognise the value of women’s work
in the home. Measures included in the SDGs include the provision of public services,
infrastructure and social protection.

Shared Family Responsibility

Shared family responsibility was mentioned in four documents and was also regarded
as a measure to overcome women’s unpaid work. Shared family responsibility did not
relate to any of the food systems components but could significantly influence women’s
access to many of the services and resources promoted across other elements of the food
system. In general, the documents emphasise that caring and maintaining the household
are responsibilities that both men and women should carry out. The Protocol to the
African Charter on Human and People’s Rights on the Rights of Women in Africa explicitly
highlight that both parents bear responsibility for the upbringing and development of
children. The Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action encourages media campaigns
that demystify gender stereotypes related to the role of men and women in the family. The
World Declaration and Plan of Action for Nutrition proposes encouraging men to fully
participate and take responsibility for the nutritional well-being of their families.

Food Culture

Food culture was mentioned in three documents and mainly related to food transfor-
mation, consumer demand and diet quality. Food culture emphasises the cultural values
of dietary and eating habits in different cultures, particularly in relation to pregnant and
lactating women. The World Declaration and Plan of Action for Nutrition encourages
the development and implementation of public information campaigns to promote the
fair distribution of food resources irrespective of sex, age and other characteristics. It also
highlights the role of mass media in demystifying harmful food taboos.
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3.3.2. Governance

Governance emerged as a critical theme related to gender and food systems. While
governance issues could be allocated to specific components of the food system, the
significance of this theme required including it as a stand-alone theme. Sub-themes under
governance included gender mainstreaming, legislation, participation and targets.

Gender Mainstreaming

Gender mainstreaming was mentioned in seven documents. In general, the five
documents promoted the integration of a gender perspective in all policies, legislation
development plans and programmes. The SDGs promote gender mainstreaming at na-
tional, regional and international levels. The Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action
emphasises strengthening gender analysis capacities.

Legislation

Legislation was mentioned in 12 documents and also cut across all components of
the food system. In general, the documents promote the enactment and enforcement of
legislation related to equal pay for men and women, maternity leave and other social
protection measures, women’s rights to employment, full participation in the economy,
land, breastfeeding and owning and operating a bank account. The CEDAW specifically
promotes legislation on social support services to enable parents to combine family obliga-
tions with work. The protocol to the African Charter on Human and People’s Rights on the
Rights of Women in Africa promotes legislation on women’s right to adequate and nutri-
tious food. The Rome Declaration on World Food Security encourages the development
of gender-sensitive legislation to enable women to have equal access to and control over
credit, land, water and other productive resources.

Participation

Participation was mentioned in ten documents and cut across several components
of the food system. In general, the documents emphasised women’s involvement in
the development and implementation of policies and programmes. Several documents
emphasised women’s participation in decision-making about political, economic and
public life at all levels. The Voluntary Guidelines on the Right to Food promotes women’s
active participation in all aspects of agricultural and food production strategies. The
Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action explicitly highlights the inclusion of women in
leadership positions at all levels of decision-making.

4. Discussion

This discussion draws on the results to propose an enhanced Glopan framework for
integrating gender in the food system. The elements of the new framework presented
in Figure 2 below, the ‘Framework for integrating gender in the food system’, guide the
discussion. We begin by discussing the inner five circles that highlight proposed gender
policy actions in the Glopan food systems framework components. We then discuss the
outer circle, which presents themes that need to integrate gender across all the food system
components. We highlight how several cross-cutting actions are necessary to support
women’s effective participation in the food system. We then highlight access and control
as factors that influence women’s ability to participate in the food system. Governance
and social systems are introduced as two pillars that are essential for the food system to
function optimally, highlighting the proposed themes identified for each of these pillars.
Finally, we highlight gaps in the proposed framework.

The inner circle proposes policy actions to integrate gender in agricultural production,
market access and trade, consumer purchasing power, food transformation and consumer
demand and diet quality. Generally, the findings on gender policy actions to integrate
gender in the food systems components are consistent with the literature. While some
of the documents assessed date back to the early 1990s, current literature indicates that
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many of the same challenges, such as women’s unequal access to resources, persist. For
example, gender policy actions in agriculture production focus on efforts to improve
women’s agricultural productivity. The findings indicate that women’s access to extension
services, land and water are essential. This finding is consistent with the vast literature on
improving women’s agricultural productivity [8,69,70]. Inequalities in access to agricultural
resources and services widen the gender gap in agricultural productivity [32,71]. Land was
mentioned in 11 documents, indicating the essential role of women’s access to and control
over land. This finding is consistent with the literature as women’s land tenure continues
to constrain food security and nutrition. Furthermore, large-scale land transfers increase
women’s poverty and have implications for women’s health and well-being [27].

Figure 2. Framework for integrating gender in the food system. (Source: Adapted from the 2014 Glopan food systems
framework [13]).

While improving women’s agricultural productivity is critical, their control over
harvests and agricultural outputs is often undermined by gender norms. Bezner-Kerr
et al.’s study in Northern Malawi [4] indicates that women were actively involved in
production, in some cases, without support from their partners. However, harvests were
taken and sold by men who often used the income generated for alcohol consumption
rather than to benefit the household. A gap in these commitments concerns women’s
control of agricultural outputs.

The literature suggests that gender divisions of labour and social norms limit women’s
participation in market and trade systems [23,32,33,72]. Women’s time constraints prevent
them from fully participating in market and trade systems. Traditional gender divisions of
labour allocate market responsibilities to men, with women participating in informal trade
of surpluses they produce within the homestead [20]. Two key actions were identified
under the market and trade systems component: improving women’s access to markets
and trade. In particular, improving women’s access to markets and market information
was emphasised. Increasing women’s ability to participate in domestic, regional and inter-
national trade was also highlighted. However, one critical oversight was the intersection
of gender roles and relations with women’s access to markets and trade systems. Access
to transportation, cultural restrictions on women’s mobility and increased time pressures
are all gender norms that prevent women from fully participating in, and benefitting from,
market and trade systems [20]. These systemic inequalities are reproduced through social
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and cultural norms. Interventions developed to increase women’s market access need to
take into account the context-specific gender realities of women.

Consumer purchasing power emphasised women’s employment and social protection.
Frequently, women’s socially constructed roles prevent them from pursuing formal em-
ployment. Time spent looking after children and other family members, cooking, cleaning
and collecting firewood and water constrains women’s ability to seek and secure employ-
ment. Consistent with the literature [73,74], the findings suggest that social protection
programmes that address time constraints could offer women buffers that enable them to
pursue employment and other opportunities. Some of the legal documents also provide
scope for women to exercise their right to equal pay. However, one critical oversight is
access to information on rights and mechanisms to empower them to exercise these rights.

Gender policy actions proposed for food transformation and consumer demand em-
phasised women’s participation in processing and marketing. Processing referred to
women’s involvement in adding value to products to increase the nutritional value and
ultimately the demand for these products. Women’s capacity to market these improved
products was also emphasised. Marketing referred to the development of women’s en-
terprises. While many of the documents emphasised strengthening women’s capacity
in value-addition, less emphasis was placed on the gender norms that inform consumer
demand for nutritious food. Okello et al. [24] suggest that women are often the recipients of
nutrition information. Therefore, they are more likely to demand nutritious food. However,
while women hold primary responsibility for food preparation, they are not responsible for
all the choices involved in preparing food [20]. This literature suggests that more efforts are
needed to understand the gender dynamics associated with the demand for nutrient-rich
food. Efforts might include offering men nutrition education.

Women’s role in improving household and children’s diet quality remains one of the
critical areas of intervention. From the analysis, improving the diet quality of women
and girls, maternal and child health and WASH were proposed as gender policy actions
to integrate gender in the food system. This finding is also evidenced by the significant
number of indicators [36] on women and quality diets. This finding is consistent with the
vast literature on maternal and child nutrition and health [38–41]. The heavy workloads
women carry mean that they typically have high nutrient requirements. Coupled with
biological factors such as menstruation, pregnancy and lactation, women and girls’ dietary
needs frequently surpass men’s [6]. The emphasis on women’s access to quality diets
is necessary. Access to the right information, as well as improved diets, could improve
women’s productivity as well as girl’s capacity to participate actively in school. However,
targeting only women in household and child nutrition could reinforce the notion that
food and nutrition are women’s responsibility. Such an overemphasis overlooks the
complementary role of men and reinforces women’s role in unpaid care work [72,75].

The outer circle of Figure 2 represents the cross-cutting gender actions. Women’s
involvement in agribusiness, capacity strengthening, financial resources, infrastructure,
resource management and technology were highlighted as priorities related to several food
system components. These cross-cutting actions are opportunities to support women’s
participation in several components of the food system. For example, improving water
infrastructure could reduce the amount of time women spend collecting water, increasing
the time they have to pursue agricultural production or other activities to strengthen their
consumer purchasing power. Again, access and control remain essential to ensure that
women can optimally participate in all activities. The documents overlook one critical cross-
cutting element that relates to resource management. The literature indicates that climate
change has significant implications for and impacts on gender equality [11]. Women’s
limited access to and control over natural resources frequently constrains their ability
to adapt to climate change. Climate change also increases women’s work burden [76].
These feedback loops widen gender inequalities between men and women. While the term
climate change emerged after many of these documents were adopted, a gap was observed
in the more recent documents related to gender and climate change policy actions.
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Many of the actions in the inner circles and the cross-cutting issues emphasise access.
However, access is not enough [70]. Women should also be capacitated to control extension
service outcomes, land, water, markets, finances and technologies. Altering the context
which constrains choice or agency is vital in agricultural work [74]. Women’s ability to
retain control and decision-making power over resources and services is essential. For
example, in low-income countries, control over income and other household resources is
frequently dominated by men. Consequently, while programmes may target women, they
may not be able to effectively use resources or training because of gender norms that limit
their capacity to make decisions [32]. The two arrows on either side of the cross-cutting
issues indicate the importance of simultaneously addressing barriers to access and control.
This paper proposes articulating issues of access and control as agency.

The 2020 HLPE report introduced agency as a new pillar for defining food security.
The term is defined as people’s ability to make decisions concerning food, how they access
it and their participation in processes that shape the food system [6]. As this concept of
food systems evolves, agency needs to be appropriately conceptualised and integrated.
Women play multiple roles in society, including caregiving, producing food and looking
after the home. However, their participation and ability to make decisions within the food
system is often constrained by socially entrenched beliefs about men and women’s roles
and relationships [74].

Much of the literature on gender has focused on women’s role in the production and
food environment components of the food system, with little attention on the marketing,
food transformation and consumer purchasing power elements. Women have been empha-
sised, overlooking gender relations that inform men and women’s participation in the food
system [20]. Our analysis indicates that the documents used in this assessment perpetu-
ate an over-emphasis on women, with few documents highlighting policy priorities for
addressing gender relations between men and women. Nonetheless, the need to address
social systems was identified as a thematic area. The framework we propose incorporates
governance and social systems as core pillars for integrating gender in the food system.
Participation, legislation, targeting and gender mainstreaming were all emphasised in the
18 documents. These themes suggest that the formal governance systems that underpin
food systems also need to be considered.

Men and women’s participation at all levels of food systems governance, from global
to community, needs to be prioritised in all the food system elements. This finding is
consistent with the introduction of agency as a new component of food security [6].

Legislation to offer men and women an avenue to exercise their rights needs to be
established. The fact that legislation was mentioned in ten of the 18 documents indicates
that a demand exists for policies related to gender and food systems to become legally
binding. Legislating gender issues related to the food system ensures that enforcement
measures can be put in place. Gender mainstreaming has been a priority since the 1995
Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action and continues to be a priority across many of
the documents assessed. Social systems refer to societal expectations and pressures that
undermine women’s participation in the food system. These include food culture, shared
family responsibility and unpaid work. The results indicated that many of these actions
were global policy priorities since the signing of the 1992 World Declaration and Plan of
Action on Nutrition. These actions have again become a priority through the SDGs. Social
systems do not fall under a specific food system component, but they are important factors
for ensuring that the food system functions optimally. The social systems gender policy
actions offer opportunities to address some of the constraints women face in participating
in and benefiting from the food system. For example, much of the literature on food systems
emphasise women’s nutrition and the role of women in children’s nutrition. While this is
indeed important, the overemphasis on women overlooks the dynamism of gender [7] and
the need to understand and expand men’s roles. Opportunities to leverage men’s shared
responsibility in providing quality diets are neglected [72].
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Evidence from Malawi suggests that men are becoming increasingly involved in
children’s nutrition and participating in housework [77]. Opportunities to redistribute
unpaid care work exist. Men’s shared responsibility in the household could increase the
time women have to pursue activities in at least three food systems components. Similarly,
working with men to share control over household resources and decision-making power
could improve women’s access and control over the resources, training, capacity building
and other services proposed as policy actions [49].

As the Global Food Systems Summit approaches, integrating gender into the food
system must remain central to the discussion. Often integrating gender is a tick box exercise
for many policymakers. Our findings suggest that gender-related food systems challenges
have persisted regardless of the numerous gender commitments that exist. Understanding
the interconnectedness of the food systems is essential to ensure that we leverage positive
outcomes in one sector and apply them to another. Policies that tackle one aspect of the food
system without a holistic understanding of the trade-offs and consequences of the policies
on other domains could perpetuate and further exacerbate inequalities. For example, as
Patel et al. (2015) [14] argue, increasing maternity leave could improve women’s ability
to exclusively breastfeed, thereby improving child nutrition. However, this also increases
women’s reproductive work and perpetuates the notion that women should be responsible
for child nutrition. The proposed framework offers a lens to assist researchers, policymakers
and other food systems stakeholders to begin exploring trade-offs and leverage points for
transforming gender inequalities using a systems approach.

The framework also emphasises agency and the participation of women in decision-
making in private and public spaces. Patel et al. [14] point to the value of ensuring that
community’s perspectives are integrated into policy development by highlighting that
communities understand causes and responses to food systems challenges that policy-
makers and other stakeholders cannot. While the agreements and commitments that we
include in this assessment are essential to global development, we cannot ignore that the
communities they govern are not passive recipients of policy. They engage and respond to
initiatives in different ways, and these responses are gender in nature and have important
implications for food systems outcomes.

5. Conclusions

The in-depth analysis of the 18 documents led to the identification of 24 gender policy
actions that inform how gender can be integrated into the Glopan food system framework.
While the frameworks and agreements included in this paper offer a body of evidence for
integrating gender in some of the components of the food system, many of the interventions
proposed address the symptoms and not the root causes of inequality [78]. The introduction
of the two pillars of governance and social systems to this framework attempts to address
some of the underlying systems that underpin gender inequality. The framework provides
a foundation for exploring the trade-offs women make to participate in various segments
of the food system. Feedback loops that reinforce inequalities across various food systems
components can also be explored. Further studies on such frameworks may include the
Paris Agreement [79] to ensure that the proposed framework addresses gaps in climate
change. The Glopan framework in itself lacks explicit components related to climate change.

Critical to applying this framework is conducting a gender analysis that accounts
for different contexts and different gender groups. Social, economic and cultural contexts
need to form an integral component of how gender is incorporated into food systems
approaches. Njuki [80] reminds us that women and men are not homogenous. Even within
the same community, women’s needs may differ by age, race, class and other factors.
The heterogeneity of different gendered groups needs to be considered when developing
interventions that aim to address inequalities.

The paper unearths a demand for more gender and food systems research and litera-
ture. No documents were identified that offer a gender lens for integrating gender in the
food system. The framework proposed in this paper is an initial attempt to frame gender
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within the context of the food system. Further research is needed to understand how the
proposed gender policy actions are inter-connected and present barriers or opportunities
for women’s participation and benefits in the food system.
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