
Key research findings

Gender analysis in forestry research
What policymakers should know

 • What is gender? Gender refers to the economic, political and cultural attributes associated with being a man or a woman. These 
attributes vary between and within countries and can change over time. Gender roles are the socially defined tasks, responsibilities and 
behaviors that are considered appropriate for women and men in a particular community. It is important to understand the complexity 
of gender roles as this results in identifying opportunities for improving forest management and for building greater equity. Overlooking 
gender differences can result in incorrect assessments of the tradeoffs and effects of policies on forest communities.1

 • Gender influences forest management: Gender influences individuals’ roles in managing forests, their access to forests, and how they 
use forest resources.1 For non-timber forest products (NTFPs) there is incredible variation within and between countries in the types of 
products, and the stages in production where men and women are engaged. For example, in southern Ethiopia, it is primarily women who 
tap and collect gum olibanum, while in northern and north western Ethiopia these activities are done by men.2 Unfortunately, there is a 
lack of data around women’s participation in many forestry activities as well as in large-scale forestry, which makes it difficult to obtain an 
accurate picture of their involvement. This may suggest that women’s roles in the forestry sector are invisible and informal, leading to poor 
working conditions and lower remuneration.3

 • Women depend on forests for income and subsistence: According to the World Bank, women in forest communities derive half of 
their income from forests, while men derive only a third.3 Research by CIFOR’s Poverty Environment Network (PEN) found that income 
from forest activities makes up about one-fifth of total household income for rural households living in or near forests; men contribute 
more than women because their activities generate an income whereas women are more involved in subsistence activities. While both 
men’s and women’s forestry activities contribute to household livelihoods there is considerable gender differentiations in the collection of 
forest products.4 

 • Gender and decision making: Forestry has frequently been considered a sector dominated by men, making it difficult for women’s 
participation in forest management and decision making.1 Women are often excluded from decision making because of social barriers; 
logistical barriers; the rules governing community forestry; and male bias in the attitudes of those promoting community forestry 
initiatives. Recent studies suggest that women’s participation is likely when there are less-exclusive institutions, higher household 
education levels, and there is small economic inequality between genders.5 Enhanced women’s participation in decision-making 
committees in community forest institutions has been shown to improve forest governance and resource sustainability.6,7

 • Gender and climate change: In 2007 the International Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) recognized that climate change will have 
differing consequences for men and women. Climate change has the potential to exacerbate gender inequalities and increase women’s 
vulnerability in a number of ways.1 For example, rural women who derive their income from forests will find their livelihoods altered by 
changes that affect the availability of resources. Yet, active involvement of women in managing and conserving forests and other natural 
resources make them key actors in mitigation and adaptation efforts.8 As climate-smart agricultural techniques are identified, these will 
need to be tailored and disseminated in ways such that both women and men have the opportunity to adopt them.

 • Women and REDD+: It is important to consider gender in global policies and climate mitigation schemes, such as REDD+. To enable the 
long-term success of REDD+ on the ground, gender-differentiated needs, uses and knowledge of the forest will be critical inputs to policy 
and interventions.9 The potential risks of REDD+ for women include restrictions on livelihood activities or forest access, which can lead to 
higher workloads or a loss of income, and exclusions from benefit sharing mechanisms.10

 • Women and land tenure: Owning assets, such as land or trees, strengthens the position of women in households and communities11 and 
provides them with incentives to sustainably manage their resources. However, a narrow focus on ownership overlooks women’s access 
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to, and use of, these resources. While understanding customary laws and de facto rights are important, much more focus needs to be paid 
to ‘in-between’ spaces that women have access to; spaces that are between men’s crops, trees, or on degraded land where women can 
collect fuel wood or wild foods.12 Understanding the gender dimension in existing land rights and tenure will lead to more effective and 
flexible sustainable management policies that safeguard the needs of multiple users. 

 • Men and women in sustainable forest management: There a huge benefits in engaging both men and women in forest management 
policies.6 Involving women in forest-related decision making at the community level has been shown to have positive effects on a 
range of forest management issues, including the regulation of illegal activities and the capacity of community groups to manage 
conflict. Women’s inclusion in forest management executive committees and effective participation in decision making improves forest 
governance and resource sustainability. In many forests and countries, therefore, greater gender equity is one of the keys to sustainable 
forest management.

 • Addressing the gender gaps in research: There are significant gaps in research aimed at understanding how the complementary roles 
and responsibilities of men and women could improve sustainable forest management. These include more research on the types of 
governance that enable more women to make decisions13,14; the distribution of responsibility, benefits and information between men 
and women in mixed groups; the implication of reforms on women’s rights to trees and forest resources; and, the roles and contributions 
of women and men with respect to collective action and constraints in forestry settings. There also needs to be a closer examination 
of gender-differentiated impacts of emerging global processes and policies such as climate mitigation and adaptation. Addressing 
these gaps will be vital to improve forest management policies, in particular, for the equitable allocation of resources and distribution 
of benefits.14
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