
Gender Perspectives on Cocoa Production in Ecuador and Peru

Key messages

• Cocoa is a key cash crop in rural economies within 
coastal Ecuador and the Peruvian Amazon, where nearly 
all producers are smallholders who depend on cocoa as 
their principal source of income. 

• Women are heavily involved in cocoa production, often 
carrying out the same tasks as men – especially harvest 
and post-harvest activities. But despite women’s interest 
and involvement in cocoa production, traditional gender 
roles limit their participation in cooperatives, inclusion in 
training, access to agronomic and market information, 
and involvement in decision making regarding production 
and sales.  

• Women are more likely to use agroforestry practices 
than men are, preferring agroforests because they 

help households meet their nutritional needs. Cocoa 
agroforests ensure household food security through the 
provision of plantains, citrus and other tropical fruits. 

• Efforts to expand and sustainably intensify cocoa 
production in the region should include specific measures 
to facilitate women’s access to technical support and 
knowledge.

• Increasing men’s support in household and domestic 
activities, and strengthening women’s voices in decision 
making, could create important synergies between 
increased productivity and environmental outcomes, 
including the increased adoption of sustainable practices 
such as agroforestry.
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Introduction 

In coastal Ecuador, cocoa is grown almost exclusively 
by smallholder households and is traditionally produced 
using agroforestry practices. Cocoa production is one 
of the country’s major industries: employing 12% of the 
economically active population, it is the main source of cash 
for smallholder cocoa farmers (Blare and Useche 2014). 
However, smallholder cocoa producers are one of the most 
economically disadvantaged groups in Ecuador. For this 
reason, the success of the cocoa industry is seen as critical 
to alleviating rural poverty. Because of growing ecological 
concerns, Ecuador’s Government, bilateral aid agencies and 
NGOs have promoted cocoa agroforests as a means to allow 
poor farming households to meet their needs while employing 
sustainable practices. They view  these agroforests as a 
means to provide benefits both in terms of livelihoods (access 
to income as well as food and medicinal crops) and ecological 
sustainability (pollution control, carbon sequestration, habitat 
creation, soil enhancement) (Blare and Useche 2015). 

In Peru’s Valle de los ríos Apurímac, Ene y el Mantaro 
(VRAEM), households have produced cocoa for generations. 
But a series of conflicts in the 1990s and early 2000s forced 

many to abandon their farms and return only after 2010 to 
reactivate their cocoa fields. While other regions of Peru have 
seen intense interventions to promote cocoa production, the 
remoteness of VRAEM and the continued production of illicit 
crops have limited development agencies’ ability to promote 
cocoa production there. Government agencies, cocoa buyers 
and development programmes are now investing resources to 
facilitate the intensification of smallholder cocoa production in 
the region so that households can generate income that is not 
tied to illicit crops (Armbruster et al. 2019).

In both Ecuador and Peru, scientists from the World 
Agroforestry  (ICRAF) have been investigating gender 
relationships and bottlenecks in the cocoa value chain with 
the objective of informing development strategies that improve 
farmers’ wellbeing and increase women’s participation. 
This brief summarizes the findings from studies carried out 
between 2014 and 2016, including on the implications of 
gender imbalances for the success of cocoa intensification 
programmes and efforts to strengthen cocoa value chains in 
these countries.

Women’s empowerment and participation in sustainable practices

ICRAF scientists (Blare and Useche 2015, 2018) observed 
that men and women have different perceptions and place 
different values on the ecosystem services provided by 
agroforests, which influence their land-use preferences and 
uptake of farming practices, including whether to grow cocoa 
as monoculture or in agroforests. For one of their studies, 
the authors conducted a choice experiment to determine the 
value that men and women place on different characteristics 
of cocoa agroforests. This research demonstrated that on 
average, women place a higher value on cocoa agroforests 
than men and are more likely to favour agroforestry practices 

over monoculture production. Although monoculture 
provides more immediate and greater economic incentives 
– a characteristic that is more important to men – cocoa 
agroforests are more sustainable and produce additional food 
crops, which women indicated as being particularly important. 
Because of these gender differences, women’s inclusion 
in decision making would likely lead to different land-use 
outcomes. However, men’s and women’s participation in – 
and influence over – these decisions are influenced by gender 
roles and relationships, which often limit women’s voices in 
land-use decisions.

Variable Agroforest Monoculture

Women owned solely or 
jointly (% of parcels)

43.48 40.45

Women included in 
management decisions  
(% of parcels)

37.46 27.83**

Profit (US$/ha) 
Mean 
Median

 
1083.21 
1040

 
1351.21*** 
1110

Significant difference **at p<5%, *** at p<1%

conservation of an agroforest, when women are included in 
the management of the plot, the household is more likely to 
choose agroforestry. Further research showed the importance 
of women’s “fallback position” – which measures a woman’s 
status within the household and her ability to negotiate and 
make decisions – in their ability to influence decisions on 
cocoa agriculture. The study found that households in which 
women have a stronger fallback position, which includes 
more education, inherited land, non-farm income and welfare 
payments, are more likely to manage agroforestry plots. Of 
the variables included in fallback position, owning inherited 
land and receiving welfare payments most significantly 
strengthen woman’s position. Thus, women’s voice in land-
use decisions could be strengthened by ensuring their equal 
access to education, income-generating opportunities and 
land rights.

Table 1. Characteristics of monoculture and agroforestry plots in coastal Ecuador

In another study, the authors discovered that although the 
gender of the owner of a cocoa plot has no impact on the 
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Gender norms and gender-based constraints in production intensification

ICRAF’s research in Ecuador and Peru shows that women are 
actively engaged in cocoa production. In areas like VRAEM in 
Peru, they are also interested in increasing their participation 
(85% of women stated that they are interested or very 
interested in engaging more in cocoa production). However, 
traditional gender roles and gender-based constraints hinder 
their participation in intensification programmes.

Extension programmes offered by governmental and 
non-governmental actors in Ecuador are attempting to 
implement a new value-chain paradigm that reduces the role 
of middlemen, provides agricultural and business training, 
and assists farmers in obtaining certification for the use of 
sustainable practices. But a study of some of these extension 
programmes’ impacts on rural households (Blare and Useche 
2014) found that great gender disparities remain in terms 
of participation. It is clear that women have been excluded 
from full participation in the cocoa value chain. For example, 
research showed that women were often excluded from 
participating in agricultural extension activities. On average, 

only 17% of participants in agricultural training were women 
(by site, this proportion ranged from 26% to only 6%).

Women face particular constraints in Peru’s VRAEM region, 
where cocoa intensification programmes are being offered 
as an alternative to coca production, targeting smallholder 
farmers returning to their farms after years of conflict. 
Following traditional gender roles, women are expected 
to complete all domestic activities, which means that they 
usually have limited time for participating in producer groups, 
cooperatives and training courses. A time-use study in 
VRAEM by ICRAF researchers found that on average, women 
spent 39% of their time on income-generating activities and 
61% of their time on care or domestic activities such as 
cooking, cleaning, washing clothes and caring for children 
(Armbruster et al. 2019) (see Figure 1). This study also found 
that women were less informed about the marketing of cocoa 
than men and have little say in the sale and purchase of 
agricultural products and farm equipment.

Figure 1. Percentage of women who identified the following factors that limit their participation in the cocoa value chain 
in VRAEM, Peru

Source: presentation on “Building a cocoa value chain in VRAEM, Peru: Insights on livelihoods and gender”

In addition, research in VRAEM showed that most households 
studied were heavily dependent on cocoa production and 
thus vulnerable to shocks. Some households were also 
involved in other activities such as raising small animals and 
planting crops such as citrus, plantains and other food trees. 

Participation in all these activities was also gender dependent 
(see Figure 2). A livelihoods approach that promotes the 
production of these other crops can enhance resilience and 
household well-being, and provide additional opportunities for 
women (Blare and Donovan 2017).

Figure 2. Primary productive activities identified by men and women in VRAEM 

Source. Blare, T. and Donovan, J. (2017). Intensification of cocoa in the Peruvian Amazon: Gender relations and options for 
deeper engagement by women. 
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Conclusions and recommendations

Women are important actors in cocoa production and they 
show a strong interest in participating in cocoa production 
and commercialization. However, they are often seen as 
secondary players. While they are engaged in various aspects 
of production such as harvesting, weeding and post-harvest 
activities, they are often excluded from key decisions over 
assets and from access to markets. Furthermore, traditional 
gender roles limit their influence over land use and production 
decisions, and limit the time they have available to participate 
in capacity- and value chain-development activities. 

Increasing women’s meaningful participation can be critical 
for production intensification and the uptake of sustainable 
practices. Policies and programmes promoting the 
intensification of cocoa production should: make specific 
efforts to include women in training and extension activities, 
through for example support for childcare and farmer-to-
farmer extension approaches; use information technologies 
to share agronomic and price information; employ women; 
and sensitize technicians to the importance of responding to 

the specific needs of women interested in cocoa production. 
In addition, it is important to address cultural and gender 
norms that constrain women’s time and access to information. 
These initiatives should also facilitate dialogue that involves 
both men and women in discussing how these norms create 
gender imbalances that undermine households’ ability to 
make the best use of their productive resources. 

Women’s stronger preference for agroforestry cocoa 
production than men indicates that increasing their voice in 
decision making could lead to more sustainable land-use 
choices. Supporting women’s empowerment through stronger 
property rights, access to social-assistance programmes 
and education and employment opportunities will not only 
enhance women’s fallback position and contribute to gender 
equality, but will lead to smallholder households’ increased 
adoption of sustainable practices. These practices can also 
diversify household resources and create new opportunities 
for women.  
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