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About the Research Project “Ways out of Poverty, Vulnerability and Food Insecurity”
(AVE)

The aim of the accompanying research project, funded by the German Federal Ministry for
Economic Cooperation and Development (BMZ) since 2015, initially as part of the special
injtiative “ONE WORLD without Hunger” (SEWOH) and now as part of the special initiative
“Transformation of Agricultural and Food Systems” (SI AGER), is to develop
recommendations for German government development cooperation (DC) on measures that
can be taken to reach poor, vulnerable and food-insecure population groups in order to
effectively and sustainably improve their situation.

In its first phase (2015-2020) the project focused on land rights, land access and land use,
social security and the inclusion of poor population groups in value chains. With a focus on
holistic agricultural support, access to financial services for poor smallholder farmers and
school meals as a contribution to poverty reduction and social protection, the second phase of
the research project ran until the end of 2023. At the beginning of 2024 feminist development
cooperation became the prime focus of the research. The primary goal here is to identify
gender-transformative approaches and effects and to examine how different development
cooperation organisations deal with the issue. The sectoral focus of the research project on
agriculture, access to land, food security and agricultural financing, and rural development
remains the same as before.

The research project was and is located at the interface between the specific conditions of
poverty and food insecurity on the one hand and the — possibly inadequate — instruments of
development cooperation on the other. Building on the analysis of previous problems with
reaching the aforementioned target groups through development cooperation and successful
examples of poverty reduction, promising projects (good practices) are to be identified and
examined in detail. It is important to analyse the circumstances of each success in detail, in
order to identify the conditions for a transfer to a broader range of development cooperation
measures in other situations and countries and to make them available to those responsible at
the BMZ and with implementing organisations as well as to NGOs, knowing full well that
there can be no blueprints in development cooperation.

From the outset in 2015 the consistent consideration and examination of gender aspects
have played an important role for the AVE research project, as one out of three cross-cutting
topics alongside socio-cultural aspects of development and the participation of the affected or
involved population groups in all decision-making about their living conditions. From
literature research to the design and implementation of field research to the formulation of
conclusions and recommendations, the living conditions of women — mainly female farmers
— with their wishes and potentials, the discrimination, obstacles and problems they face, their
involvement in project measures and the project’s impact on them have been a major issue of
AVE. In the course of the on-site investigations, women farmers and groups of women were
explicitly interviewed, and women were also deployed as interviewers wherever possible, in
order to gain unbiased insight into women’s perspectives and opinions.
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Summary

7

While women account for almostonet hi rd of Zambia’s agricultural workf
to face multiple disadvantages compared to men. Limited access to inputs, markets, and

mechanised equipment, combined with the burden of unpaid domestic and care work, curtails

their productivity. Fur t her more, especially in rural households,
over financial resources remains limited, likewise their decision-making power. Agricultural

cooperatives are increasingly promoted as platforms to bridge these gender gaps and to foster

women’ s e, csocimloamd political empowerment. Existing research shows that

cooperatives can provide women with access to resources, capacity building, and leadership

opportunities, but also highlights that discriminatory gender norms and institutional barriers

often restrict women’  s-makiagbodées ent ation in decision

This study investigates the gendered dynamics of agricultural cooperatives in Zambia,
focusing on the challenges women face when accessing leadership roles, the enabling
conditions for their equal representation, and the wider effects of female leadership within
cooperative structures. Conducted as part of a qualitative field study in Eastern Province in
April and May 2025, the research draws on focus group discussions and in-depth interviews
with 192 smallholder farmers across 12 cooperatives, complemented by semi-structured
interviews with traditional authorities, government representatives, private sector actors, and
representatives of German development cooperation.

The study identified several gender-s pe ci f i ¢ barriers that restrict wom
cooperatives, particularly in leadership roles. Foremost among these are entrenched
traditional gender norms which place the primary responsibility for domestic and care work
on women, limiting their time and availability for cooperative activities. Moreover, these
norms reinforce the perception that public decision-making and leadership positions are the
domain of men. Women’s constr aiowerdevelmofformdai t y and c¢com
education further exacerbate these challenges. Leadership roles often require basic literacy
and numeracy skills as well as regular attendance at meetings that may be held at distant
locations — conditions that many women find difficult to meet. In addition, several female
respondents highlighted low self-confidence and a lack of prior leadership experience as
obstacles that discourage them from putting themselves forward for leadership positions,
even when opportunities formally exist.

Against this backdrop, the study emphasises the pivotal role of capacity building in
fostering women’s participation and leadership withi
farmers with access to training in, for example, agroecological methods, financial
management, and entrepreneurship, cooperatives equip women with the knowledge and
skills to become key decision-makers in agricultural processes. This often translates into the
enhancement of women’s voices antheyargablatommakewi t hi n t hei r
direct contributions to enhancing agricultural productivity, thereby augmenting household
income.

As women gain confidence and expand their roles as knowledge-bearers, they experience
improvements in self-esteem and self-efficacy. Concurrently men, who may have initially
been hesitant to support women in decision-making roles, increasingly recognize the benefits
of women’s contributions -ntakingpndbedome mdrewwillingtoand deci si o
endorse their leadership.

Moreover, the study shows that many women begin their leadership journey in lower-tier
cooperative positions, e. g. as producer group trainers or as lead farmers. These positions serve
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as stepping stones, enabling women to build experience and gradually ascend to more
prominent leadership positions within the cooperatives, such as chairperson, treasurer or
board member. Once in leadership, women earn trust and reputation as competent and
reliable leaders. This recognition often extends beyond the cooperative, with women taking
leadership roles in other community affairs bodies, such as in savings and credit groups or
Church committees.

At the same time, evidence suggests that also cooperatives benefit from strong female
leadership. Women-led cooperatives tend to be better organised, to use resources more
effectively, and are more proactive in seeking funding and investment opportunities, all of
which have a positive impact on the functioning and development of cooperatives.

In conclusion, the study underscores that cooperatives can serve as significant platforms
fostering gender equality and wo nspenificharriermgreo we r me n
actively addressed. Targeted measures — particularly capacity building, leadership
development, and approaches to transform discriminatory gender norms and traditional roles
— are essential for enabling women’s active and meaningful part
decision-making structures. Concerning development cooperation, this highlights the
importance of designing interventions that go beyond formal membership numbers and
instead focus on substantive gender equality in leadership and decision-making processes.

Unlocking this potential may contribute not only to stronger cooperatives but also to broader
gender-transformative change in rural Zambia.
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1. Introduction

On 19 June 2024 the United Nations General Assembly declared 2025 the International Year
of Cooperatives. Under the slogan “Cooperatives Build a Better World” the central role of
cooperatives in sustainable development and thus in achieving the 2030 Agenda is
highlighted. They are recognised worldwide as driving forces for economic participation,
social cohesion and environmental sustainability. This international recognition highlights
that cooperatives are not only economic organisations but also social spaces where issues of
justice, representation and participation are negotiated.

As early as 2002 the International Labour Organization (ILO) emphasised in its
recommendation on the promotion of cooperatives that the equal participation of women in
all areas of cooperatives — especially in leadership and decision-making positions — must be a
central concern (ILO 2002). Current debates on the transformation of agricultural and food
systems also point out that although women are in large numbers involved in production and
marketing processes, they rarely have an effective voice in decision-making structures.

The reasons for this are complex. Deep-rooted gender norms, structural inequalities and
the triple burden of productive gainful employment, reproductive domestic and care work,
and community-related tasks limit women’s opportunities to actively represent their interests
in (cooperative) decision-making forums. Without targeted strategies to overcome these
barriers, efforts to create more inclusive agricultural and food systems are likely to fail.

This issue is particularly relevant for German development cooperation. By the publication
of its strategy on feminist development policy the Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation
and Development (BMZ) has enshrined equal participation and representation of women and
girls in decision-making processes as a key objective. For the priority areas of food and
nutrition security, agriculture and rural development, the Third Development Policy Action Plan
on Gender Equality (2023-27) explicitly states: “We support the development of [...]
(agricultural) cooperatives and other organisational structures and contribute to the equal
representation of women.” (BMZ 2023: 17)

Against this backdrop, this study examines gender-specific dynamics in agricultural
cooperatives in Zambia. It is based on a qualitative field study conducted in the Eastern
Province in April and May 2025 and includes focus group discussions and interviews with
cooperative members, traditional authorities, government and private sector actors, and
representatives of German development cooperation.

The study focuses on three interrelated research questions:

(1) What challenges do women face when accessing leadership positions in
agricultural cooperatives?

(2) Under what conditions can equal participation and representation of women in
decision-making structures be enabled?

(3) What (gender) effects does female leadership have within the cooperative
structures examined?

The study focuses on cooperatives belonging to the Zambian social enterprise COMACO,
which have been supported over several years by German development cooperation
programmes implemented through the Deutsche Gesellschaft fiir Internationale
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Zusammenarbeit (GIZ). Using this example, the study examines how women'’s! leadership
roles develop, what obstacles need to be overcome, and which transformative effects this has
on households, cooperatives and local communities.

The study thus has a dual objective: On the one hand, it is meant to contribute to the
academic debate on the gender impacts of cooperatives. On the other hand, it is meant to
formulate practical conclusions and recommendations for development cooperation in order
to tap into the potential of cooperatives as platforms for gender equality and social change in
a targeted manner.

1 The research project is based on an inclusive, non-binary understanding of gender that recognises the
existence of diverse gender identities and sexual orientations. At the same time this study focuses on
“women” as a mar ginal i sepresengthiednrggstdisciiminated grorp veoddwidd e y 1
Furthermore, the binary categories of “female” and
in rural societies, and thus continue to shape development cooperation programmes and projects aimed

at poverty reduction and food security in rural areas.

“

m:
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2. Cooperatives in Developmental Agricultural
Promotion

21 Definition and Objectives of Cooperatives

Cooperatives are basically based on the idea of promoting their members by prioritising their
needs and by acting collectively. This is due to the assumption that the union of individuals
creates positive interactions which in turn facilitate the achievement of common goals. The
International Labour Organization defines a cooperative as

“an autonomous association of persons united voluntarily to meet their common economic, social
and cultural needs and aspirations through a jointly owned and democratically-controlled
enterprise” (ILO 2002).

This definition emphasises both the economic objectives and the social and cultural
dimensions of cooperative structures.

As member-based organisations, cooperatives take many different forms and are found in
all areas of society. Despite their different structures and fields of activity, they share, at least
ideally, the fundamental values of self-help, self-responsibility, democracy, equality, equity
and solidarity (ICA n.d.), in accordance with their cooperative identity. To put these values
into practice, the International Cooperative Alliance (ICA) has formulated seven principles
that serve as guidelines for cooperative action (ICA n.d.):

i)  Voluntary and open membership
ii) Democratic member control

iii) Member economic participation

v) Education, training and information

(

(

(

(iv) Autonomy and independence

(

(vi) Cooperation among cooperatives
(

vii) Concern for community

In countries of the Global South the majority of cooperatives exist in the agricultural sector.
Their primary goal is usually to facilitate their members’ access to markets, to affordable
agricultural inputs such as fertilisers and seeds, to financial and advisory services, and
sometimes also to mechanisation (FAO 2024a; Ferguson/Kepe 2011). In addition, they provide
a forum for knowledge exchange, advocacy and social support.

Traditionally, cooperatives have been seen primarily as a form of self-organisation, i.e. as
bottom-up or grassroots organisations founded by farmers themselves, sometimes with
external support. However, there are also cooperatives initiated by agricultural companies,
often with the aim of better coordinating cooperation between the company and a large
number of smallholder producers (Bijman/Wijers 2019). Government institutions and
development policy actors are also increasingly working with cooperatives, using them, for
example, as channels of access to rural populations for the provision of market information,
inputs, financial services or agricultural advisory services (Ingutia/Sumelius 2022;
Johnson/Shaw 2014).
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2.2 General Effects of Cooperatives

The effects of agricultural cooperatives are context-specific and depend, among other things,
on the degree of formalisation, the membership structure, the services offered and the specific
context within which they operate, such as the political and legal framework. Nevertheless,
overarching impact dimensions can be identified in the (scientific) literature, both in relation
to agricultural cooperatives and farmers’ organisations? in a broader sense.

Particular emphasis is placed on economic effects, such as improved access to markets?,
inputs, advisory services and training, for example in the field of agroecological, climate-
adapted farming methods and the development of skills in business management and
marketing. Positive effects on productivity, production quality and income have been
observed (Bizikova et al. 2020; Chagwiza et al. 2016; Ingutia/Sumelius 2022; Mojo et al. 2015).
The creation or improvement of income opportunities in turn enables members to cover family
expenses, to pay school fees or to make agricultural investments, such as the purchase of
equipment (Develtere et al. 2008). Furthermore, studies have shown that cooperative
membership has a positive influence on the adoption of innovations and the application of
knowledge acquired through advisory services (Fischer/Qaim 2012).

Ecological effects are also sometimes derived, including increased resilience to the effects
of climate change, improved soil fertility, and water quality and quantity (Bizikova et al. 2020).

As organisations for collective action, cooperatives can also have positive social effects for
their members. Studies show that they promote trust and mutual support, strengthen social
networks and create spaces for collaborative learning and the exchange of knowledge and
good practices (Ferguson/Kepe 2011; Lecoutere 2017; Mojo et al. 2015). Furthermore,
cooperatives can strengthen collective agency and act as representatives of their members’
interests by pooling their concerns and needs and representing them externally
(Johnson/Shaw 2014).

Often even non-members benefit indirectly, for example by imitating the cultivation
techniques used by cooperative members or by accessing cooperative infrastructure even
without membership (Ferguson/Kepe 2011). Particularly in countries of the Global South
agricultural cooperatives are therefore considered to play an important role in poverty
reduction, food security and rural development (DFID 2010; UN 2009; see also
Birchall/Simmons 2013; Develtere et al. 2008). German development cooperation also
promotes the establishment and strengthening of farmers” organisations such as cooperatives
within the framework of the BMZ special initiative “Transformation of Agricultural and Food
Systems” (BMZ n.d.).

2 In addition to cooperatives, t he br oader st’ergamsati6n’arimec] udes agricul
associations, producer organisations and, in some cases, self-hel p and women’s groups 1in
ie.farmer s’ associations that are meant to represent the
621).

3 However, with regard to the observed effects of agricultural cooperatives it should be noted that the

majority of studies are based on case studies that focus on a specific country context and/or type of
farmers’ organisation. Comparative studieNstudiesd st udie
are rare. One of the few broad-based, systematic literature reviews of the services providedby f ar mer s’
organisations and their impact on smallholder farmers is provided by Bizikova et al. (2020).

¢ This usually includes the purchase of agricultural products by the cooperative which then either
processes or markets them.
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However, the literature also emphasises that the effects are not necessarily positive or equally
beneficial to all cooperative members. Studies indicate that cooperatives are not inclusive per
se, reproduce existing power asymmetries and discriminatory norms, and may intentionally
or unintentionally disadvantage or exclude certain groups, such as women, ethnic minorities
or small-scale farmers (Bijman/Wijers 2019; Lecoutere 2017; Verhofstadt/Maertens 2015). A
critical examination of internal governance, access criteria and the distribution of resources
and services within the cooperative structure is therefore essential for assessing the potential
of cooperative models (see also Hannan 2014).

2.3 Gender Impacts of Cooperatives®

In recent years farmers’ organisations, and cooperatives in particular, have received
increasing attention both in research and in development policy practice as a tool for
overcoming gender inequalities and strengthening the role of women in rural areas.

A growing body of research, albeit based predominantly on case studies, suggests that
agricultural cooperatives can make a substantial contribution to the economic and social
empowerment of women if certain institutional, organisational and socio-cultural conditions
are met. Empirical studies from Uganda, Kenya and Tanzania show that membership in
agricultural cooperatives can improve women’s access to markets, information and
productive resources such as agricultural inputs and credit (Ingutia/Sumelius 2022; Lecoutere
2017; Majurin 2012). In addition, women benefit from training and advisory services provided
within cooperative structures, particularly in the field of leadership and entrepreneurial skills
(Ferguson/Kepe 2011; Lecoutere 2017, COPAC 2018).

In addition to improved production and marketing opportunities, several studies
document concrete economic effects. For example, Serra and Davidson (2021) use the
Ethiopian honey sector as an example to illustrate that smallholder women farmers’
membership in cooperatives leads to higher sales volumes and better market prices. Income
increases resulting from cooperative membership are often accompanied by greater decision-
making power for women over household resources (Lecoutere 2017; Majurin 2012). Women
also report increased self-confidence, improved decision-making and negotiation skills, and
greater participation and agency in their households and community life (Ferguson/Kepe
2011; Majurin 2012).

Furthermore, studies point to cooperatives as spaces of mutual support, exchange and
collective action, which enable women in particular to establish social contacts beyond the
family setting, to get organised and to stand up for their rights (Theeuwen et al. 2021;
COPAC/ICA 2025). This would not only expand women’s individual capacity to act but also
contribute to broader social change, according to the conclusion of the Committee for the
Promotion and Advancement of Cooperatives (COPAC) and ICA:

“Through shared experiences and solidarity, cooperatives help shift social norms, challenge
discrimination, and amplify women'’s voices in both community and institutional settings. This
collective empowerment strengthens individual agency and drives broader social change.”
(COPAC/ICA 2025: 2)

5 The following literature review focuses on studies that focus on Sub-Saharan Africa. For a literature
review on Latin America and the Asia-Pacific region see Rawlings and Shaw (2016), among others.
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However, these positive gender effects are by no means guaranteed. Critical voices point out
that merely orienting oneself towards cooperative values and principles (see Chapter 2.1) does
not automatically result in gender-equitable cooperative structures, as is often claimed
(Duguid/Weber 2016). Rawlings and Shaw (2016) also emphasise that membership does not
automatically lead to the empowerment of women, insofar as cooperatives may reproduce the
patriarchal structures and gender hierarchies that prevail in their respective societies. This is
particularly evident in relation to the representation of women in cooperative decision-
making structures. Despite formal membership, women are often discriminated against in
terms of access to leadership positions, and their contributions within mixed-gender
cooperatives are marginalised (Duguid/Weber 2016; Majurin 2012; Rawlings/Shaw 2016).

The literature points out to a number of gender-specific barriers that prevent women from
joining cooperatives, from leading them or from benefiting from them on an equal footing.
Particular emphasis is placed on the multiple burdens placed on women by domestic, care
and paid work as well as by prevailing socio-cultural ideas of appropriate behaviour and
activities for women, whereby activities outside the home and, in particular, leadership
responsibilities are reserved for men (Majurin 2012). In addition, discriminatory legal
regulations and customary restrictions, for example on land ownership or the control of
financial resources, limit women’s opportunities for participation, for example if membership
fees or land ownership are prerequisites for membership (COPAC/ICA 2025; Majurin 2012).
Their often limited mobility and lower levels of education compared to men pose further
obstacles for women, especially when it comes to holding leadership positions, which usually
requires basic reading, writing and arithmetic skills, as well as participation in meetings that
are sometimes held far away (Ingutia/Sumelius 2022; Majurin 2012). Meier zu Selhausen (2016)
also emphasises the importance of more equal power relations within the household as a key
determinant of women’s opportunities for participation in agricultural cooperatives.

Discriminatory social norms, traditional gender roles, discriminatory laws and customary
practices thus shape not only the integration of women into agricultural value chains but also
their opportunities for access and influence within cooperative structures. Promoting gender
equality in and through cooperatives therefore requires targeted, context-specific strategies
that address both the socio-cultural and systemic causes of gender inequalities and empower
women to take individual action.
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3. Socio-Economic Foundations and the Situation of
Agriculture in Zambia

3.1 Socio-Economics, Poverty and Food Insecurity

The Republic of Zambia is a multi-ethnic country with more than 70 ethnic groups,
characterised by a high degree of political stability in regional comparison. Nevertheless, the
socio-economic development of this landlocked country in Southern Africa continues to be
dominated by serious challenges, including widespread poverty, food insecurity and
persistent gender inequalities.

Zambia has experienced a significant population growth in recent years, with a total
population of 21.3 million in 2024 (World Bank Group n.d.-e). According to the latest census
of 2022, around 60% of the population lives in rural areas and 40% in urban areas (ZamStats
2022a: 7). At the same time, the proportions of urban and rural populations vary significantly
between the country’s ten provinces. With a rural population of 83.2%, the Eastern Province,
along with the provinces of Muchinga and Luapula, is one of the most rural regions (ibid.: 11).

With a median age of 18.4 years (CIA 2025), Zambia is an extremely young country,
characterised by a high dependency ratio of over 77 (2024) (World Bank Group n.d.-a). 41% of
the population is under 14 years of age (World Bank Group n.d.-d). Around 11% of married
women aged between 15 and 49 live in polygamous households, i.e. in relationships in which
a man has more than one wife or lives with more than one woman in a marriage-like
relationship (ZamStats et al. 2019: 62).

Despite considerable mineral resources, especially copper, and a high agricultural
potential that has not yet been fully exploited, Zambia is classified by the World Bank as a
lower-middle income country (World Bank Group 2024). The macroeconomic development
in recent years has been marked by multiple crises. After many years of strong economic
growth, Zambia’s growth rates slowed down to three to four per cent annually from 2015
onwards. Following the economic consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic, persistent high
public debt, high inflation rates and the devastating drought in the wake of the El Nifio event
in the 2023/2024 harvest season recently led to a significant reduction in growth (2024: 4%
compared to 5.4% in the previous year) (World Bank Group n.d.-c). Although the World Bank
forecasts a recovery to 6.2% in 2025 and 6.6% in 20262027 (World Bank Group 2025: 2), the
country remains heavily dependent on commodity exports and thus on fluctuating world
market prices and climate-vulnerable agriculture.

Poverty rates in Zambia remain high. More than half of the population (64%) lives on less
than US$2.15 per day (UNDP 2025: 299). At the same time, the latest edition of the national
Living Conditions Monitoring Survey from 2022 shows striking differences between urban and
rural areas. According to the survey, 78.8% of the rural population lives below the national
poverty line of ZMW 517.60 per month (approx. € 1 8cpmpared to 31.9% of the urban
population (ZamStats 2022b: 131). Female-headed households are more frequently affected by
poverty (ibid.: 136). In addition, there is marked income inequality, finding expression by a
Gini coefficient of 51.5 (UNDP 2025: 285).
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Zambia has one of the highest rates of malnutrition in Sub-Saharan Africa.6 Although the
proportion of undernourished people in Zambia has fallen from 49.4% in 2004-2006 to 37.2%
in 2022-2024, it remains at a high level (FAO et al. 2025: 110). 17.2% of people live in
households with high levels of food insecurity (ibid.). 4.2% of children under the age of five
suffer from wasting, and 32.3% of children in this age group are stunted, an indicator of
chronic malnutrition (ibid.). The prevalence of food insecurity has recently worsened
significantly, particularly as a result of the El Nifo-induced drought of 2023/2024 and the
associated crop failures as well as a cholera outbreak. In October 2024 a report by the
Integrated Food Security Phase Classification (IPC) estimated the number of people affected
by acute food insecurity between April and September 2024 at around 4.95 million (29% of the
population) (IPC 2024: 1). An increase to 5.83 million people (33% of the population) was
forecasted for the period from October 2024 to March 2025 (ibid.).

In the Human Development Index (HDI) Zambia ranks 154th out of 193 countries, with a
score of 0.595 (UNDP 2025: 285).

3.2 Gender Dynamics and Inequalities

In recent years the Zambian government has created important legal and political frameworks
to promote gender equality, such as the National Gender Policy 20237 and the Eighth National
Development Plan (8NDP) 2022-20268. Progress has been made in individual fields, such as the
enrolment rate of girls at primary school and the reduction of fertility rates. Nevertheless,
Zambian society remains strongly marked by gender inequalities. These are deeply rooted in
social norms, customary law and traditional practices that (re)produce patriarchal ways of
thinking and behaving. As a result, women and girls are often denied equal access to
resources, rights and decision-making spaces, even where formal laws provide for equality.?

In the Gender Inequality Index (GII) Zambia ranks 141st out of 193 countries, with a score
of 0.524, indicating significant inequalities in the fields of reproductive health, empowerment
and economic participation (UNDP 2025: 295). For example, maternal mortality stands at
around 135 deaths per 100,000 live births, while the adolescent birth rate is 115.9 births per
1,000 women aged 15 to 19 (ibid.). These indicators highlight the structural health risks that
disproportionately affect women particularly in rural areas.

There are also significant deficits in the field of empowerment. Women make up only
around 15% of the parliamentarians in the 2021-2026 National Assembly, and their share has
actually fallen compared to the previous legislative period. In addition, women are much less
likely to have secondary education (women: 35.5%; men: 52.9%) (ibid.). Key factors in this
context are early marriages and the high prevalence of teenage pregnancies, which often lead
to women dropping out of school.

¢ By way of comparison, the proportion of undernourished people in Sub-Saharan Africa averages 21.9%
(FAO et al. 2025: 109).

7 Available at: https://www.gender.gov.zm/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/Cabinet-Office-Gender-
Policy.pdf [09/2025].

8 Available at: https://www.cabinet.gov.zm/newsite/wp-content/uploads/2023/12/8NDP-2022-2026.pdf
[09/2025].

? For a comprehensive overview of key legal requirements and policy measures as well as existing gender
equality deficits in Zambia see World Bank Group (2023).
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Furthermore, women are underrepresented in the formal labour market. The labour force
participation rate for women is 56.4%, which is significantly lower than that for men (67.8%)
(ibid.). In addition, women predominantly work in the informal sector and without reliable
social security.

Fig. 1: Female smallholders sowing seeds in their gardens

P

At the same time women constitute approximately one third of the agricultural workforce
(ZamStats 2023: 29). Despite this important role, they are often denied access to and control
over land and productive resources. Only 26% of women own land — either alone or jointly —
compared to 32% of men (ZamStats et al. 2019: 294f.). Although the National Lands Policy
(2021)10 aims at strengthening women’s access to state-owned land (statutory land), it does not
apply to so-called customary land. There, land allocation is in the hands of traditional
authorities, the chiefs, and is strongly influenced by social and cultural norms that generally
favour male heads of households. Women often only gain access to land through male
relatives and without legal protection. In patrilineal societies, where land is inherited through
the male line, this often means that widows lose access to land after the death of their
husbands, as the deceased’s family claims the land and forces the widow to leave.

Women'’s access to financial services is similarly restricted. Not only do women less often
have basic financial literacy, but they also continue to be disadvantaged compared to men in
terms of financial inclusion (Bank of Zambia 2020: 16; 86). Furthermore, survey data show that
microfinance institutions are more likely to reject women as borrowers (57.2% of women
compared to 42.8% of men) (ibid.: 75). Lack of collateral and low levels of education make it
difficult to obtain loans. As a result, key levers for investment in more productive agricultural
activities remain untapped.

10 Available at: https://faolex.fao.org/docs/pdf/zam219882.pdf [09/2025].
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Decision-making structures within households also continue to be patriarchal in nature. In
rural areas, for example, in a quarter of cases it is primarily the husband who makes decisions
about how his wife’s income is used (ZamStats et al. 2019: 292).

In addition, there is a high prevalence of gender-based violence. In the latest Demographic
and Health Survey of 2018, more than one third (35.9%) of the female population aged between
15 and 49 stated that they had already experienced physical violence (ibid.: 320). Domestic
violence against female family members is particularly widespread. 46.8% of all currently or
formerly married women reported to have experienced physical, sexual or emotional violence
from their current or former husband or partner (ibid.: 326).

26.8% of Zambian households are headed by women, the proportion in rural areas being
slightly below the national average at 25.8% (ibid.: 26). Although female-headed households
formally have sole decision-making power, they are particularly vulnerable to poverty due to
limited resources, lack of access to productive assets and high vulnerability to shocks.

3.3 Agriculture and Agricultural Value Chains

The agriculture sector is central to Zambia’s social and economic development. According to
the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO), around 57% of the
working population was employed in agriculture, forestry and fisheries in 2022 (FAO 2024b:
120). According to the Zambian Ministry of Agriculture (MoA), the agricultural sector
provides livelihoods for more than 70% of the population (MoA 2022: 1). Nevertheless, the
sector contributed only around 2% to the GDP in 2024 (World Bank Group n.d.-b). This
discrepancy indicates low productivity and poorly developed value chains — despite fertile
soils and abundant water resources.

Around 98% of the agricultural production comes from smallholder farmers, most of
which practise rain-fed agriculture (World Bank Group 2019: 5). Of these, 71% cultivate less
than 2 hectares of land, 24% between 2 and 5 hectares, and 5% between 5 and 10 hectares
(ibid.). The remaining 2% — around 3,000 farms — are large farms, some with more than 200
hectares of cultivated land (ibid.).

For the vast majority of rural households, subsistence production, often combined with
small-scale livestock farming, is the main source of livelihood. Nutrient-poor white maize
dominates as a staple food crop, while alternative crops such as soya beans, groundnuts and
millet are only slowly gaining in importance.

Yield levels in Zambia are well below their agronomic potential. Average maize yields are
less than 2 t/ha, while up to 10 t/ha would be possible under optimal conditions (AfDB 2023:
7). The situation is similar for soya beans (1.2 t/ha compared to 3 t/ha potential), groundnuts
(0.63 t/ha compared to 3 t/ha potential) and cassava (8 t/ha compared to 3040 t/ha potential)
(ibid.). The causes of this discrepancy are manifold and include, among other things, limited
access to high-quality seeds, lack of mechanisation, inadequate agricultural extension support
services!!, and disease and pest infestation (e.g. fall armyworm or cassava brown streak
disease) (ibid.: 7f.). Many smallholder farmers also lack access to agricultural financing and
thus capital for agricultural investments.

11 The ratio of advisors to producers is approximately 1:1200, which is well below the recommended ratio
of 1:400 (AfDB 2023: 8).
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Fig. 2: A smallholder farmer on his way to his maize field, with a field of cassava plants in the
foreground.

To this there adds the low land utilisation rate. Only 14% of potentially usable arable land is
cultivated, of which less than 6% is irrigated (AfDB 2023: 8). Production is therefore almost
entirely dependent on rainfall and correspondingly vulnerable to climate change. As a result
of climate change, increasing extreme weather events such as droughts and heavy rainfall
pose a growing threat to agricultural production and thus to the livelihoods of the rural
population in particular. This was particularly evident during the 2023/2024 harvest season,
when an El Nifio-induced drought led to massive crop losses and record prices for maize.

Agricultural value chains in Zambia are poorly developed and highly fragmented.
Smallholder producers often have no access to markets, transport or storage infrastructure.
As a result, a significant proportion of production is lost through post-harvest losses or
remains in the local subsistence economy. Furthermore, commercial processing of agricultural
products by processing companies takes place mainly in Lusaka and other urban centres,
meaning that most of the added value remains outside rural areas.

Agricultural cooperatives have grown significantly in Zambia in recent years. Between
2012 and 2022 the number of registered cooperatives rose from around 11,000 to over 94,000,
of which over 97% belong to the agricultural sector (MSMED 2024: 5f.). However, only a few
of them are actually economically active. Many are established primarily to gain access to
government support programmes such as the Farmer Input Support Programme (FISP). The
majority remain inactive after registration or are limited to primary production, meaning that
the contribution of cooperatives to employment promotion and value creation has been low
to date. A few successful examples can be found mainly in established value chains such as
dairy or edible-oil.
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Fig. 3: Traditional granary in rural Zambia, constructed from locally available natural materials.
A

Nevertheless, cooperatives are considered a key instrument in national policy for integrating
smallholder farmers into markets, improving access to inputs and finance, and providing
agricultural advisory services. By the publication of the Revised National Cooperative
Development Policy 2024 (MSMED 2024) the government is focusing on strengthening the
cooperative sector beyond agriculture and aims at increasing its contribution to employment,
poverty reduction and prosperity. The policy recognises shortcomings such as weak
management and entrepreneurial skills, lack of market access and a one-sided focus on
support programmes and formulates a framework for action that relies on coordinated
cooperation between the state, the private sector, development organisations and civil society.
The policy is thus in line with the objectives set out in the Eighth National Development Plan
(8NDP) 2022-2026, which aim, among other things, at diversifying the agricultural sector,
strengthening agricultural value chains and increasing regional market integration.
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4. The Promotion of Cooperatives Through German
Development Cooperation: The Example of
COMACO Cooperatives in Zambia

4.1 The Social Enterprise COMACO and its Cooperative Structure'?

Founded in 2003, the Zambian social enterprise COMACO (Community Markets for
Conservation) combines the promotion of smallholder agriculture with environmental and
wildlife protection through a market-based approach.

On the one hand, the company supports smallholder farmers through training in fields
such as sustainable, soil-conserving farming methods (conservation farming)®® and
agroforestry, as well as by providing agricultural inputs. COMACO’s agricultural advisory
services are provided under the leadership of local communities through a network of lead
farmers. The training is based on the Better Life Book (COMACO 2018), a handbook on good
agricultural practices developed in collaboration with the Zambia country package of the GIZ
global project “Green Innovation Centres for the Agriculture and Food Sector” (GP GIC). In
addition to aspects of sustainable agriculture, including compost production, crop rotation,
the planting and use of the nitrogen-fixing tree Gliricidia sepium, and soil-conserving
cultivation techniques, it also covers topics such as cooperative organisational development,
good governance and financial planning.

At the same time, COMACO offers smallholder farmers improved market access by
purchasing their products, including groundnuts, soya beans and maize, and processing them
at its factories. The food products are sold under the “It's Wild!” brand at two large
supermarket chains in the country, among others. In addition to products for end consumers,
COMACO produces corn-soy porridge for the international organisation Mary’s Meals for its
school feeding programmes.

COMACOQO’s business model is based on a system that rewards smallholder farmers for
sustainable, resource-efficient production. Farmers who work with COMACO sign a
conservation pledge committing themselves to a set of principles for environmental and
species protection. This includes, among other things, refraining from using artificial fertilisers
and instead applying soil-conserving and water-conserving cultivation methods in line with
the practices set out in the Better Life Book. In return, the company purchases the products of
smallholder farmers that comply with the requirements at a premium price which, according
to the company, is around 10% to 20% above the market price, and pays the cooperatives a
bonus, a so-called conservation dividend.

12 Information in this section is based on https://itswild.org/, COMACO (2018) and on interviews with
COMACO officials.

13 According to the FAO definition, conservation agriculture is an approach that aims at improving soil
structure and fertility by help of a combination of minimal or no tillage, permanent soil cover by help of
cover crops or crop residues, and diversification of planting by way of crop rotation or intercropping;
see https://www.fao.org/conservation-agriculture/en/ [07/2025].
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Fig. 4: Excerpt from the
bilingual Better Life Book
(English/Nyanja), which uses
numerous illustrations to
support easy-to-understand,
practical knowledge transfer.

A crucial component of COMACO’s business structure is the organisation of smallholder
producers into cooperatives which serve as platforms for knowledge transfer, marketing and
community-based resource conservation. According to its own information, in 2023
COMACO worked with over 262,000 smallholder farmers organised into 113 agricultural
cooperatives spread across 96 chiefdoms in the Eastern, Central and Muchinga provinces.

Producer groups (PGs) based at village level form the lowest level of the cooperative
structure. They are led by a producer group leader, also known as a producer group trainer
(PGT), and consist of approximately 15 to 20 smallholder farmers who voluntarily join
together and usually meet on a weekly basis. Upon joining the group, each member signs the
conservation pledge and pays an annual membership fee to the parent cooperative. In return,
membership gives farmers access to training, inputs such as seeds, and markets via
COMACO. In addition, the groups provide a platform for exchange, mutual support, and
collective action, for example with regard to the development of further income-generating
activities at the community level.
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Fig. 5: A producer group at their weekly meeting.

Each producer group is supervised by a senior lead farmer (SLF) who works on a voluntary
basis for several groups at the level of a Village Action Group (VAG)* or a so-called Camp
Area's. As part of the advisory network, SLFs conduct trainings, act as role models for the

application of sustainable, soil-conserving farming methods, and monitor whether these are
applied as learned by the smallholder farmers in their field of responsibility. In addition, SLFs
are responsible for collecting membership fees from cooperative members. They are also
sometimes tasked with looking after nurseries where Gliricidia tree seedlings are grown and
given to cooperative members. In some cases they also store agricultural equipment on behalf
of the cooperative, which they distribute to members as needed.

Elected sub-committees at VAG and Camp level act as a link between the decentralised
producer groups and the cooperative’s management. These consist of ten members each, who
are elected from among the senior lead farmers and producer group leaders of the region they
represent. The main tasks of the sub-committees include the monitoring of production in
accordance with COMACO principles, coordinating the purchase of agricultural products,
imparting knowledge and selecting candidates for the cooperative’s board of directors.

All senior lead farmers of a cooperative report to the principal lead farmer (PLF). The PLF
is responsible for the overall coordination of agricultural advisory services in the cooperative’s
catchment area. In addition, the PLF acts as a compliance officer, monitoring compliance with
COMACO'’s production standards and nature conservation guidelines. Like SLFs, PLFs work
on a voluntary basis but are provided with mobile phones and means of transport by

“Village Action Groups ( VAGs ) -basedewildlife mdnagenfent stemb i a’ s c ommuni
and report to Community Resource Boards (CRBs). Together with government agencies, CRBs are

responsible for managing wildlife resources. VAGs are local representative and decision-making bodies

whose elected members send delegates to the CRBs.

15 In Zambia, Agricultural Camps form the lowest administrative unit of the Ministry of Agriculture and
serve as central points of contact for the delivery of agricultural extension and advisory services by state 23
Camp Extension Officers.
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COMACO to carry out their tasks — SLFs in the form of bicycles and PLFs in the form of
motorcycles.

At the top of the cooperative structure there is the cooperative board. It consists of the
following positions:

e  chairperson,

e vice chairperson,

e secretary,

e  vice secretary,

e treasurer, and

e board members, usually five people, but in some cases more.

The board members are elected from among the representatives of the sub-committees on a
parity basis. In addition, gender equality in the composition of the board is sought, although
no binding quotas are set. The term of office is usually three to five years, with re-election
possible. The board usually meets once or twice a month. In addition to formulating the
statutes and performing administrative tasks, such as registering the cooperative with the
Ministry of Small and Medium Enterprise Development (MSMED), it makes strategic
decisions on the expansion of cooperative activities and on investments, for example in
agricultural equipment or infrastructure (e.g. construction of storage or meeting halls). The
financial affairs of the cooperative are managed by a business manager and an accountant.

In 2021, on the initiative of COMACO cooperatives in the Eastern Province, the Chitetezo
Cooperative Federation (CCF) was founded. As an umbrella organisation, the CCF aims at
establishing an independent interest group and exchange platform for smallholder
cooperatives. The federation thus explicitly positions itself as the voice of cooperatively
organised smallholder farmers: “We are speaking on behalf of the farmers and on behalf of the
cooperatives who are down there, who are making COMACO to run and making the Federation to
run.” (Interview with a member of the CCF board, 28 April 2025). The CCF sees itself as an
equal partner of COMACO, an understanding that is reinforced by a formal memorandum of
understanding between the two parties. In economic terms, in addition to market access via
COMACQO, the federation aims at establishing independently organised processing facilities
and alternative market access for its members. A first step was the acquisition of a licence for
seed production. The umbrella organisation currently comprises 62 cooperatives, with plans
for further expansion. The CCF board consists of ten representatives from the various member
cooperatives and is currently chaired by a woman. Operational management is the
responsibility of a salaried general manager.

According to COMACQO, 52% of the farmers producing for the company are female and
around half of the cooperatives” management positions are held by women (COMACO n.d.).
During the period 2014 to 2019, COMACO had a specific contact person for gender issues and
women’s empowerment (gender specialist) for its activities in the east of the country.
However, when third-party funding for this position expired, the person responsible was not
retained. According to the organisational chart, the position is still part of the company
structure but has been vacant since then.
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42 GlobalPr oj ect “Green Innovation Centres for th
S e ¢ t(@GRXGIO)*

TheGI Z gl obal project “Green Innovation Centres for t
GIC) aimed at contributing to sustainable rural development through innovations in the

agriculture and food industry sector. To this end, the GP promoted measures within the

framework of 16 country packages to increase the production and income of smallholder

farmers, promote employment and improve regional food supply based on selected value

chains (VC). The focus was on developing and disseminating innovations in food production,

processing and marketing, and on strengthening the local processing industry.

The Zambia country package, which has now been completed, was funded by the BMZ
with €27.8 million between November 2014 and September 2025. It aimed at strengthening
small-scale farms and micro, small and medium-sized enterprises (MSMEs) along the soya
bean, groundnut and dairy value chains by promoting innovation and capacity building. The
target indicators were:

(i) Increasing the productivity of 70,000 small-scale farms that apply the promoted
innovations,
(if) Increasing the average income from the sale of soya, groundnut and dairy products

of 70,000 small-scale farms,
(iii) Application of climate-smart innovations by 96,000 small-scale farms,

(iv) Improving key performance indicators of 80% of the 67 supported upstream and
downstream companies (three out of the five indicators: turnover, number of
customers, formalised business relationships, production costs and investments)

(v) Creation of 430 additional jobs, 40% of which are held by women and 50% by young
people.

The project region covered seven districts in the Southern Province (VC dairy) and 12 districts
in the Eastern Province (VC soya beans and groundnuts). The country package was
implemented in close cooperation with the Zambian Ministry of Agriculture (MoA) and the
Ministry of Fisheries and Livestock (MFL). The Zambian company COMACO was also a key
cooperation partner in the groundnut and soya bean value chains.

The key activities of the country package in the Eastern Province included training for
smallholder farmers in fields such as sustainable, climate-smart agricultural cultivation
methods, agroforestry, aflatoxin management'” and the prevention of post-harvest losses.
Smallholder cooperatives were also trained in good cooperative governance and
management, business development and diversification and certified seed production. In
addition, the focus was on establishing and strengthening COMACQO’s sustainable business

16 Information in this section is based on GIZ (2021; 2025) and internal reports by the GP GIC.

17 Aflatoxins are toxins produced by certain moulds that can be found in various foods, including maize,
rice, spices and nuts (e.g. groundnuts, almonds and pistachios). Their formation is significantly
influenced by harvesting and storage conditions, in particular high temperatures and humidity, contact
with the ground and prolonged drying processes in the open air. Aflatoxins are highly hazardous to
health and, if consumed regularly, may cause liver damage, cancer and genetic damage, among other
things.
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structures through organisational consulting and process optimisation, as well as on further
developing and strengthening the company’s agricultural advisory services.

As a GGl-mandated project, gender equality was a significant secondary objective in
achieving the main objective. At the same time, in the course of implementation, the global
project recognised that the measures taken to structurally improve the situation of women
were insufficient and made the gender-specific activities carried out to date subject to an
internal review in 2020. As a result, gender-transformative approaches were expanded in the
project, indicators were revisited through a gender-disaggregated lens, and initiatives to
strengthen the “three Rs” (rights, resources and representation) were expanded in the various
country packages (for detailed information see GIZ n.d.).

Gender-specific activities carried out in the Zambia country package included promoting
the representation of women in cooperative leadership positions, the targeted participation of
women in advisory services, and raising awareness of existing power relations and gender
inequalities within households. Furthermore, the country package developed a so-called
Gender Game for use at target group level, which playfully addresses gender-based
inequalities in the selected value chains and promotes strategies to overcome them (see Box 1).

Box 1: The Gender Game — A Playful Approach to Addressing Gender Inequalities

The Gender Game developed by the GIZ global project “Green Innovation Centres” in Zambia
is based on the results of a gender study commissioned in 2020 (Umar/Nyanga n.d.). This
study identified structural and normative challenges in the three value chains analysed —
dairy, soya beans and groundnuts — that affect and disadvantage women and men in different
ways in the fields of production, processing and marketing. With the aim of not merely
viewing the results of the study as an inventory but rather using them to promote gender
equality in the context of the country package, the idea of the Gender Game was born as a
practice-oriented learning and awareness-raising tool for use at target group level.

The game aims at critically questioning gender-based discrimination and underlying social
norms while promoting positive behavioural changes that contribute to gender equality and
social inclusion. Based on the logic of the classic board game “Snakes and Ladders”, the
Gender Game illustrates how existing gender roles and norms influence individual and
collective progress.’8 The “snakes” symbolise gender-based constraints such as unequal access
to resources, limited mobility or lack of decision-making power. In contrast, the “ladders”
illustrate interventions and good practices that help overcoming these obstacles and
empowering women.

The game can be used as a stand-alone training tool or being integrated into other training
courses, for example as a stimulating element. It is available in a life-size version (5 m x 3.5 m),
which allows for greater interaction and provides excitement and variety thanks to its design,
as well as in a handy board game version for more flexible use. The Gender Game is available
not only in English but also in the local languages Nyanja and Tonga.

18 A digital version of the Gender Game is available at
https://gaie.atingi.org/mat/Zambia/Crosstopics%20and %200thers/Trainings/GIC%20Gender%20Game
%20(Snakes%20and %20Ladders).pdf [09/2025].
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4.3 Global Project “Promotion of Agricultural Finance for Agri-Based
Enterprises in Rural Areas” (GP AgFin)"

In Zambia, the GP GIC worked closely with the GIZ global project “Promotion of Agricultural
Finance for Agri-Based Enterprises in Rural Areas” (GP AgFin). As part of nine country
packages, the project, which is also commissioned as a GG1 project, pursues the goal of
improving access to suitable financial services for farmers and agri-based enterprises in rural
areas.

The Zambia country package, which ran from January 2016 to July 2025, received
€ 9 miflion in funding from the BMZ. To ensure that farmers and agri-based businesses had
access to suitable financial services, the project took a two-pronged approach, targeting both
the supply and demand sides. On the one hand, the project collaborated with selected financial
institutions. Using tailor-made concepts and instruments for analysing agriculture-based
business models, capacities for designing and implementing financial services tailored to
needs were built up at the partner financial institutions.

On the demand side, the project cooperated with agri-based entrepreneurs and small
farms, training them in financial literacy and financial management. The basic training course,
Farmers’ Financi a lforpfovidihgdarnjets With)asic fnanciatltedacy. The
training approach is structured as a participatory action learning method and is based on nine
learning stations. Each station focuses on one key financial literacy skill, coupled with
elements of business management tailored to the needs of the target group. The content of the
basic training included income and expenditure planning, savings and investment
opportunities, borrowing and credit terms, risk management and digital financial services.
The Agricultural Business Analysis and Investment Training (AgBAIT) course is aimed at
agribusiness entrepreneurs. The training teaches business analysis skills and tools for
planning and implementing profitable and productivity-enhancing business and investment
decisions (with the help of investment loans).

In addition to the project regions of Southern and Central Province, Luapula and Lusaka,
GP AgFin, like GP GIC, also operated in Eastern Province. As part of an integrative approach,
the two global projects worked closely together on cooperative training and business model
development.

Members of the COMACO cooperatives benefitted from training offered by GP AgFin on
basic financial literacy and management, both at household level and in agricultural
businesses, as well as training on the use of various financial services, including digital ones.
In addition to capacity building for smallholder farmers and cooperatives, COMACO
employees were also trained in delivering financial literacy training. As part of the
institutionalisation of knowledge products, GP AgFin also worked with COMACO to
permanently embe d t he Far mer s’ traiding mpproach anto th€ gxtedsien
structure of the social enterprise. In addition, GP AgFin and COMACO collaborated on the
development of a digital payment system.

19 Information in this section is based on GIZ (2024a; 2024b), internal reports from the GP AgFin and a
study conducted by the AVE team in March 2023 (Gaesing et al. 2023).
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5. Methodology of the Study

This qualitative study is based on primary data collected in the course of a four-week research
stay in Zambia in April/May 2025. The study was conducted by Carolin Rosenberg, researcher
at the Institute for Development and Peace (INEF) at the University of Duisburg-Essen, on
behalf of the AVE project team. She was supported in the field by a local research assistant
who was not only very familiar with the study region and had extensive prior knowledge of
the subject matter but also spoke the local languages Nyanja, Nsenga, Tumbuka and Ngoni,
thus acting as a translator in conversations with the local population.

The field research was preceded by a comprehensive review of relevant secondary
literature, including scientific literature, reports, analyses and rather practice-oriented
documents from the Zambian government, international organisations, NGOs and
development policy actors. So-called grey literature was also taken into account, including
internal project reports, evaluations and training materials, which were made available in
advance, particularly by GIZ. In addition, several virtual discussions were held with the
responsible GIZ project staff and the local partner COMACO in preparation for the study. This
preliminary study served for gaining an overview of the current state of research on the
subject of investigation and the cooperation with COMACO cooperatives within the
framework of German development cooperation in Zambia.

Data collection in the field was carried out by applying a qualitative mix of methods
consisting of (1) focus group discussions (FGDs), (2) semi-structured intensive interviews, and
(3) informal discussions and observations in the course of the field stay for contextualisation
and collecting background information.

The research focused on focus group discussions and intensive interviews with members
of 12 COMACO cooperatives in the Eastern Province of Zambia. The cooperatives were
selected with the aim of achieving the broadest possible social, cultural and geographical
distribution in the regions under investigation. Both matrilineal and patrilineal social
structures as well as polygamous and non-polygamous household structures were taken into
account. Care was taken to ensure the widest possible regional distribution of the
cooperatives, including various districts and chiefdoms, without losing sight of the logistical
conditions. For example, access by four-wheel drive vehicle had to be guaranteed. In addition,
care was taken not to select locations that were too far apart, as excessive dispersion would
have resulted in considerable travel times which would have compromised the depth of the
field research. The study region ultimately comprised seven out of the fifteen districts of
Zambia’s Eastern Province and covered the territory of 11 different chiefdoms (see Figure 6).
An overview in the appendix (Table 4, p. 69f.) presents the key characteristics of the
cooperatives included into the study.

Contact was established on site by local COMACO representatives, known as regional
coordinators, who provided organisational support for the field research in their field of
responsibility. They facilitated contact with the relevant principal lead farmers or directly with
the leadership of the cooperatives, who then, by a second step, proposed participants for
interviews and focus group discussions. This selection through local structures had the
advantage of providing quick access to relevant actors, especially cooperative members who
were difficult to reach, however methodologically it carried the risk of a certain degree of pre-
selection, for example with regard to particularly committed or communicative individuals.
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Fig. 6: Zambia and its provinces; the seven districts included into the study are highlighted (map
created by Harald Krihe, August 2025).
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The FGDs were predominantly conducted separately by gender, in order to facilitate open
exchange and prevent potential inhibitions when discussing sensitive topics in the presence
of the opposite sex. A total of 10 FGDs were conducted with male cooperative members (75
participants in total) and 10 FGDs with female cooperative members (67 participants in total).
In addition, four mixed-gender focus group discussions were held with a total of 23 women
and 19 men. These mixed discussions opened up new perspectives in some cases by way of
direct dialogue between the genders and showed how certain gender stereotypes and roles
are discussed in open group settings. In addition to introductory questions concerning
household, agricultural activities, other sources of income and decision-making structures in
the household, the FGDs focused primarily on the organisational structure and activities of
the cooperative as well as on the positive and negative effects of membership on the
respondents.

In addition to the FGDs, a total of eight semi-structured intensive interviews were
conducted at the COMACO cooperative level. The aim of these interviews was to gain a
deeper understanding of individual perspectives and personal experiences with regard to
gender-related role distributions, participation processes and power structures within the
cooperatives. The semi-structured interview guide enabled the systematic recording of key
topics while at the same time leaving room for personal narratives and flexible responses to
unexpected topics. The intensive interviews focused in particular on the subjective
experiences of female cooperative members, with special attention being paid to women in
cooperative leadership positions when selecting interviewees. In addition, several people who
had participated in the Gender Game training were included in order to be able to record



Carolin Rosenberg

possible changes in gender awareness after targeted sensitisation. By comparing the
perspectives of a female senior lead farmer and her husband it was also possible to gain an
intra-family insight into negotiation processes and gender role change in the context of female
leadership responsibility. Table 1 provides an overview of the individuals interviewed at the
cooperative level.

Table 1: In-depth interviews conducted at the cooperative level.

Interview Gender Selection criteria
1 female Chairperson of a cooperative
2 female Chairperson of a cooperative
3 female Chairperson of a cooperative
4 male Chairperson of a cooperative;

Participant in Gender Game training

5 female Treasurer of a cooperative;
Participant in Gender Game training

6 female Cooperative member without a position in the board;
Participant in Gender Game training

7 female Senior lead farmer

8 male Husband of the female senior lead farmer of Interview 7;
Cooperative member without a position in the board

In some regions, fewer FGDs and in-depth interviews were conducted than originally
planned. The reasons for this included the large geographical area covered by some
cooperatives, which meant that farmers would have had to travel up to 60 km — often by
bicycle or hitchhiking — to reach the cooperative meeting point. Furthermore, the research
period was immediately before the harvest season, and in some regions the maize harvest had
already begun, which limited the availability of many smallholders. Due to the tight schedule
of the study, it was only possible to find alternative interviewees on a limited basis.

Despite these limitations, a heterogeneous group of COMACO cooperative members — a
total of 192 people, including 96 women and 96 men — were included into the study. The group
included people of different ages and marital status, with and without leadership roles in the
cooperatives, from matrilineal and patrilineal contexts, and from households of various
compositions (polygamous/non-polygamous, number of children).2 This diversity was
crucial for enabling the analysis of gender-specific effects in the context of different socio-
demographic backgrounds.

In addition to discussions with cooperative members, further semi-structured interviews
were conducted with selected key actors. The aim was to incorporate the views of relevant
stakeholders who influence gender-specific norms and role perceptions and/or the design of
cooperative structures and the services provided by the cooperative at local, regional or

20 For a more detailed description of the key socio-economic characteristics of the cooperative members
surveyed see Chapter 6.1.
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national level. A particular focus was on traditional authorities. In this context, two male
chiefs, a chieftainess, a male advisor to a chief (induna) and a male village headman were
interviewed. Other interviewees included current and former COMACO employees,
including those from the fields of monitoring and evaluation, capacity building (extension)
and field coordination. In addition, an interview was conducted with a board member of the
Chitetezo Cooperative Federation (CCEF).

Discussions were also held with representatives of German development cooperation, in
particular with (former) GIZ project staff involved in the design and/or implementation of
capacity-building measures for cooperative members. Furthermore, employees of the
Zambian Ministry of Agriculture (MoA) at national and provincial level and of the Gender
Division (formerly Ministry of Gender) were interviewed in order to include the government’s
perspective on gender-specific challenges for smallholder women farmers, agricultural
cooperatives and women'’s leadership roles in farmers’ organisations into the analysis.

Limitations of the Study

Despite careful planning and implementation, the study design has certain limitations that
also offer starting points for further research. On the one hand, a certain degree of subjectivity
cannot be ruled out in qualitative studies, even though the data collection and analysis were
carried out with great care and with the author constantly reflecting on her own positionality.

On the other hand, gender issues in Zambia — as in many other contexts — prove to be
particularly sensitive, which may have had a potential impact on the openness and
authenticity of the responses given. Efforts were made to counteract this as best as possible by
the design of the FGDs and interview situations, for example by help of gender-segregated
FGDs and “easy” introductory questions. Nevertheless, it cannot be ruled out that some
interviewees felt restricted in their freedom of expression and/or made socially desirable
statements. The predominantly positive assessment of the project activities and their effects
may also have been influenced by the hope of renewed access to development cooperation
measures, even though the researcher repeatedly emphasised the independence of the study
from development cooperation projects and funding decisions.

Finally it should be noted that the study focused on a specific region in the Eastern Province
of Zambia. The transferability of the results to other regions of the country or beyond is
therefore limited, as social and gender-specific norms are context-dependent. In order to
obtain a more comprehensive picture of the gender-related impacts of agricultural
cooperatives, further studies in other geographical and socio-cultural contexts are therefore
necessary.
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6. Results of the Study

6.1 The Living Conditions of the Cooperative Members Surveyed

The following descriptive statistics are intended to provide an overview of the most important
socio-economic characteristics of the 192 cooperative members surveyed in order to better
contextualise the results. The data was collected from each participant at the beginning of the
FGDs and intensive interviews.

43% of the households surveyed are located in regions with matrilineal succession, while
the other 57% live in patrilineal contexts.

With regard to marital status, a clear majority of 78% of the smallholder farmers surveyed
are married. Widowed (11%) and divorced persons (8%) represent only small groups in
comparison. However, the unequal distribution of these categories by gender is striking:
While 21% of the women surveyed are widowed, this applies to only 2% of the men surveyed.
The situation is similar with regard to divorce. 15% of women, but only 1% of men, stated that
they were divorced. Around 8% of the households surveyed (16 out of 192) are polygamous,
these primarily being located in the Chasefu district (12 households) and, to a lesser extent, in
the districts of Lundazi (2), Chipata (1) and Mambwe (1).

The households are characterised by a high number of children. On average, 5.44 children
live in the families surveyed, with a significant proportion of the households surveyed
(around 11%) having much larger families with more than nine children.

Fig. 7: Highest educational achievement of the cooperative members surveyed (the author’s
representation).
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Just under half of those surveyed had only attended primary school (grades 1-7), 23% of
smallholder farmers having completed grade 7 (24% of women, 23% of men). The other half
of the respondents has secondary education, divided between junior secondary (grades 8-9)
and senior secondary (grades 10-12). As Figure 7 shows, men are more likely to have
secondary education than women. Only a few respondents (4%) have pursued tertiary
education (college or university), while a small proportion (2%) have no formal education.

The people in the study region live mainly on agriculture, which they practise as rain-fed
farming with one harvest per year. They sometimes combine arable farming with livestock
breeding, in particular by keeping chickens, pigs and goats, and in some cases also cattle. In
addition, one male respondent stated that he owned two fish ponds.

The amount of arable land available to the farms surveyed varies considerably. It ranges
from one acre (around 0.4 hectares) to 60 hectares, the average being around five hectares.
Three quarters of the farms surveyed are between two and ten hectares in size. However, there
are clear gender differences. Single, divorced or widowed women have significantly smaller
areas of arable land at their disposal, averaging around three hectares.

Around 40% of the respondents stated that they were unable to cultivate all of the land
available to them. They gave a lack of seeds and insulfficient financial resources to purchase
them as the main reasons for this. As a result, smallholder farmers often cultivate only 50% to
80% of the land available to them.

The crops grown are very similar across the various regions included into the study. Maize
is grown as a staple food by all 192 smallholder farmers surveyed. In addition, groundnut,
sunflower and soya bean are among the main crops grown. Cowpea and cassava are also often
grown. Other crops, although only cultivated by individual respondents, include sorghum,
rice, tobacco, cotton, bambara groundnuts and cashew nuts (summarised under “others 'in
Figure 8).

Fig. 8: Crops cultivated by the cooperative members surveyed (the author’s representation).
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In the study region, the arable land is mainly cultivated manually by help of hand hoes. In
addition, many of the farms surveyed use animal-drawn implements. In addition to ox
ploughs, single-pronged loosening tools, known as rippers, are increasingly being used.
Ripping differs from conventional ploughing in that the soil is not completely turned over.
Instead, the ripper draws a line in the soil, into which seeds are then sown. COMACO
promotes this method as a more soil-friendly and water-conserving alternative to ploughing
and teaches it at the agricultural cooperatives, which is how the smallholder farmers surveyed
were introduced to the method.

Fig. 9: Simple hand hoe for soil
cultivation.

Another technique used by the smallholder farms surveyed to increase water storage and soil
fertility as a result of agricultural advisory services by COMACO and GP GIC is known as
potholing. This involves digging holes into the ground and filling them with compostable
material before sowing.

More than half of those surveyed (61%) also cultivate a home garden where they grow
vegetables and fruit. These are primarily for their own consumption but in many cases also
contribute to the household income. The main crops grown in the gardens are tomatoes,
various types of beans and cabbage, onions, okra, potatoes and sweet potatoes. In some cases,
winter maize is also grown, which can be harvested outside the main season. In addition,
sugar cane, bananas and fruit trees such as papaya, guava and mango are sometimes planted
in the gardens.

In addition to agriculture, many households engage in other income-generating activities.
These include, in particular, the sale of broiler chickens or eggs. Some households also process
parts of their agricultural products themselves, e.g. into sunflower oil, which they sell to
neighbouring smallholders or at the local market. In addition, some respondents generate
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income by selling homemade snacks such as fritters and other pastries, trading in clothing and
fabrics, or by way of craft activities such as sewing or carpentry. Micro-entrepreneurship also
plays a role. Some respondents run bars, restaurants or small shops. Seven smallholder
farmers (all men) surveyed also earn income from beekeeping and the sale of honey, after
having received appropriate training by COMACO.

Fig. 10: Additional income is
generated through the sale of
homemade sunflower oil.

The smallholder farmers surveyed report a variety of challenges in relation to agricultural
activities which both reduce yields and affect the food security and income situation of their
households.?! Many smallholder farms, especially those run by women, do not have sufficient
financial resources to invest in key means of production such as high-quality seeds, artificial
fertilisers or pesticides. The purchase of draft animals for soil cultivation, the use of
mechanised equipment such as tractors or the hiring of additional labour for field work also
remain out of reach for many. In addition, rainfall patterns are becoming increasingly
unpredictable, and extreme weather events are on the rise. Droughts and floods lead to failed
sowing and/or lost harvests. The situation is further exacerbated by infestations of fall
armyworm, which mainly attacks maize crops.

21 See also the results of two earlier studies conducted by the AVE project in the Eastern Province of
Zambia on agricultural financing (Gaesing et al. 2023) and the mechanisation of smallholder farmers
(Rosenberg et al. 2023).
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6.2 Changes in Living Circumstances Upon Joining the Cooperative

The analysis of the interviews and focus group discussions clearly shows that membership in
COMACO cooperatives has a far-reaching impact on the living conditions of smallholder
farmers. Although respondents mention access to inputs and marketing opportunities, the
main benefit of cooperative membership is seen in the capacity building provided, particularly
in the fields of agro-ecological farming methods and financial management.?? Many
respondents emphasised that without the cooperative, they would not have had access to such
training and high-quality agricultural advisory services. The cooperative is therefore
particularly important as a platform for knowledge transfer and social innovation, enabling
smallholder farmers to professionalise their farm management.

The following section takes a closer look at the changes in the living conditions of
smallholder farmers brought about by the cooperatives. First, the focus is on developments in
agricultural productivity and marketing (6.2.1). By a second step, changes in the management
of income and household finances as well as in intra-family decision-making processes (6.2.2)
are examined.

6.2.1 Development of Agricultural Productivity and Marketing

With significant support from the global project “Green Innovation Centres” (GP GIC),
COMACO has established a solid agricultural advisory structure that is rooted in the
cooperatives and involves principal lead farmers, senior lead farmers and trainers from
producer groups. As shown by the FGDs and interviews with cooperative members, the
sustainable and climate-smart innovations disseminated by cooperative agricultural advisory
services contribute to productivity and income growth at smallholder farms.

Fig. 11: Field prepared for sowing applying the potholing method.
i = A ; o "

22 For an overview of the training courses conducted in the cooperatives surveyed see Table 4 in the
appendix.
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The smallholder farmers surveyed particularly appreciate the conservation farming methods
taught in training courses, such as ripping, potholing and crop rotation. According to the
respondents, the application of these methods has increased soil fertility and improved water
storage, resulting in significantly higher yields. Individual smallholder farmers also report
positive effects on resilience to erratic weather events. Although they, too, suffered losses as a
result of the drought in the 2023/2024 harvest season, these were significantly lower than those
suffered by farms applying conventional farming methods, according to the respondents.
However, some respondents complain that potholing in particular is very labour-intensive
due to the creation of the depressions, which is why they generally only use the technique on
smaller areas or in horticulture.?

The cooperative members surveyed also rated the planting of Gliricidia trees on their fields,
promoted by COMACO and GP GIC, and the composting techniques they had learned to
enrich the soil with organic nutrients as positive. A large number of respondents stated that
they had significantly reduced or completely stopped using expensive chemical fertilisers and
pesticides. According to some respondents, the organic fertiliser is very effective, even better
than chemical fertiliser. However, the significantly reduced financial burden is considered the
main advantage of not using artificial fertilisers. Especially for female smallholders, whose
access to agricultural inputs and financing is often limited (see Chapter 3.2), the use of self-
produced compost may provide noticeable relief. Despite this predominantly positive
assessment, some smallholders also point out that completely abandoning pesticides and
chemical fertilisers — which they are actually committed to doing as part of the COMACO
conservation pledge — is not feasible due to the size of the cultivated land. Consequently, they
disclose that they use organic fertiliser made of compost and manure on part of the field but
continue to use chemical fertilisers on other sections.

In addition to the positive effects of significantly improved access to agricultural advisory
services, the previously often difficult marketing of the harvest has also improved
significantly — at least for the crops purchased by COMACO, i.e. maize, groundnuts, soya
beans and cowpeas. Most respondents named selling to COMACO as the best option which
they prefer over other marketing opportunities such as the Zambian Food Reserve Agency
(FRA), traders in the nearest town or so-called briefcase buyers?, provided they have a choice.

For many smallholder farms, the so-called bulking points, where the harvest of the
cooperative members is collected for onward transport to COMACQO’s production facilities,
are close by. This makes it easy to transport the harvest, even for smallholder farmers who
have limited means of or money for transport. The proximity of the bulking points is
particularly advantageous for female-led farms, as often women find it more difficult to
transport their products to distant markets, due to limited mobility, for example because of
care responsibilities and limited financial resources. The premium price paid by COMACO is
also rated very highly by respondents compared to other marketing options.

2 Similar observations regarding the high labour intensity of manually digging planting holes as a key
limitation to the application of this method are also documented in a study by Umar (2021).

24 Briefcase buyers are traders who also visit remote villages, take care of the transport of goods
themselves and pay immediately. However, the price they pay is usually very low. According to the
respondents, they also often cheat when weighing the harvest products, for example by using
uncalibrated scales.
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Fig. 12: Storage facility of a cooperative.
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However, in practice COMACO only needs a certain harvest quota for its production and
therefore only purchases a limited amount of agricultural products from the cooperatives. As
a result, only a small proportion of smallholder farms benefit from the premium price,
according to the respondents. In addition, some smallholder farmers also report that the
comparatively late date at which COMACO usually purchases the harvest is a problem for
them.? In many cases they need money for household expenses earlier, which means that they
have to resort to other marketing channels. According to the smallholder farmers, if money is
urgently needed, the only option is often to sell to briefcase buyers.

Another advantage of cooperative membership, albeit one that was less prominently
highlighted by smallholder farmers in the FGDs and interviews, is improved access to
agricultural inputs. Some smallholder farmers emphasised that their cooperative makes it
much easier for them to obtain high-quality seeds, especially for growing groundnuts.

In sum, it may be said that joining the cooperative has reduced the challenges previously
faced by the respondents in agriculture (see Chapter 6.1). Overall, the respondents report a
significant improvement of their living conditions, with particular emphasis on the positive
effects of the cooperative on agricultural productivity, income and food security. This, in turn,
enables for investment in the agricultural business as well as in residential properties or the
purchase of additional land. According to the respondents, the expansion of cultivated land
is also facilitated by the financial opportunities created to pay workers and by improved access
to seeds. In addition, several households report that the increase in income now enables them
to provide their children with access to tertiary education and vocational training.

25 COMACO waits to purchase until the moisture content of the harvest has reduced in order to avoid
losses due to mould formation.
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6.2.2 Handling Household Finances and Decision-Making in the
Household

For many smallholder farmers, improved agricultural yields, particularly as a result of better
access to agricultural advisory services, have been accompanied by a significant increase in
income. At the same time, the cooperative members surveyed emphasised that the training
courses offered by the global project “Agricultural F i n a §GP AgFin) in the field of financial
literacy and management, in particular the basic training course Farmers’ Financial Cycle, as
well as the training sessions carried out on the basis of the Better Life Book?, have brought
about significant changes in the way income and household finances are managed. According
to the respondents, agriculture is now understood as an economic activity (“business”) and
no longer, as before, merely as a way of life. Furthermore, according to the majority of
respondents, married couples are now much more transparent towards each other about
income from agriculture and other income-generating activities. In addition, now there
happens joint income and expenditure planning. One female smallholder farmer described
the change in the course of which women in particular have gained more decision-making
power, as follows:

“[W]e [i.e. the women] did not have a say the way we do now. Now, because of the trainings that
we are both receiving, there is transparency when it comes to money and we are able to make a
budget together.” (Female smallholder farmer, Kalima Cooperative, 15 April 2025)2

Whereas previously it was mainly the men who controlled the finances, the clear majority of
smallholder farmers reported that, as a result of the training, it is now the wives who keep the
money. Compared to their husbands, they are generally much more disciplined and
thoughtful in their handling of money, are not only better able to assess necessary household
expenses but also prioritise them while avoiding unnecessary expenses, according to the
unanimous opinion of both female and male respondents.

In addition to the management of finances, the decision-making processes regarding their
use have also changed in particular, as the following statements illustrate:

“Now, both the men and women have got power to make a suggestion. Before, the man’s word
was final, so a man just used to dictate everything. But now men do listen to women, and they
can debate.” (Male smallholder farmer, Kuchweni Cooperative, 25 April 2025)

“When we sell [ .. [and] my husband comes back with
keep. Then we sit down. We even call the children. [ ..]
start using that money — starting from inputs, then to what we need at home.” (Female

smallholder farmer, Kalima Cooperative, 15 April 2025)

In most households respondents report that different investment proposals are collected and
their pros and cons are jointly weighed against each other before a decision is made. The

26 The Better Life Book (COMACO 2018) contains the following chapters on this subject: Chapter 45,

“"Family budgetingd ;plChrarmitreg «4m8d buGbgeting’; Chapter 49, F
Good practices’; Chaplh€s’ ;50CHavptldrag®l,bankdwnigngs: How you
Chapter 52, ‘“"Loans’ .

27 The interview excerpts cited in this study are reproduced in their original wordings. As the

interviewees are no native speakers, sometimes the transcripts contain linguistic ambiguities and

formulations that deviate from standard sentence structure. For the sake of clarity, explanatory additions

or careful completionshavebe en made in some places. The content ,dand int
statements remain unchanged.
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decisive factor for the investment decision is what is most beneficial for income and improving
the living situation, while it is irrelevant whether the proposal was made by the husband, the
wife or the children. Some respondents described how, in their families, they hold votes to
determine priorities when there are differences of opinion. Two participants also reported that
their households hold weekly or monthly family meetings to discuss current problems and
upcoming investments. Overall, these statements testify to an improved culture of discussion
within families as a result of the trainings.

Fig. 13: Many smallholder households generate income by selling fruit and vegetables at local
markets.

Many respondents see joint planning of the farming season and household expenditure as an
expression of increased trust within the family. At the same time, smallholder farmers see this
as a form of appreciation for the contribution each household member makes to the family
income. Several men said that the greater involvement of women and children in intra-family
decision-making processes had noticeably increased their motivation and commitment to
agricultural work, which in turn had had a positive effect on productivity.

However, the interviews also make clear that this change did not happen immediately but
required time and negotiation. Looking back, one couple puts it as follows:

“[A]t first it was difficult to digest. [Alfter some time we saw the benefits of working together.

Butit took a bit of [ .. t"iSmallhofder couple, Kalimav e r yo ne

Cooperative, 15 April 2025)

Some women even reported that although they had introduced what they had learned in the
training courses to their households, the actual change in financial management — and thus
the shift in responsibilities in favour of the wives — only took place when other community
members set an example. Their experiences had made clear that the new practices were not
only possible but also beneficial for the entire household structure.

Despite the positive developments described above, control over financial resources in
households is still often characterised by gender inequalities. Several women reported that
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although they keep the money, their husbands monitor spending and their approval is
required while, conversely, their husbands can dispose of the money at any time and do not
have to account for it. In a few isolated cases, smallholder women reported that despite
participating in training courses their husbands refuse to leave the management of the
household income to their wives. One smallholder woman even reported that questioning her
husband’s spending could lead to violent reactions. In addition, some women report that in
the event of disagreements, for example about investments to be made, they would ultimately
submit to their husbands” will — often on the grounds of wanting to maintain peace in the
family. However, views such as “a wife should be respectful and submissive” (female smallholder
farmer, Vyanzuna Cooperative, 22 April 2025) were also expressed in this context. This reflects
the still dominant view of the man as the head of the family, whose authority and decisions
are not to be questioned or challenged. Even in households where joint decision-making has
been introduced as a result of training and a culture of discussion has been established, still
the husband as the head of the household has the final say. While some households are
gradually breaking with traditional norms regarding the distribution of resources and roles
within the household other gender dynamics remain strongly influenced by patriarchal power
structures.

6.3 Women’s Participation in Cooperatives and their Representation in
Leadership Positions

6.3.1 Criteria for Access to Cooperative Leadership Positions

According to the members interviewed, formal access to leadership positions in the
cooperatives surveyed is, basically, open to all members — men and women alike. The formal
requirement is that the person concerned pays their membership fee and is elected by the
general meeting. According to the respondents, gender no longer plays a decisive role for the
election decision.2s One female FGD participant summarised this change as follows:

“A long time ago it was difficult to have women in leadership position, because it was only the
men that used to be voted for. But now things have changed.” (Female smallholder farmer,
Mbang'ombe Cooperative, 16 April 2025)

This assessment is shared not only by members of the cooperatives themselves but also by
local traditional authorities. As one village headman emphasised in an interview:

“It does not mean that only men can be [leaders]. No . Al I o f  u’s(Villhge.]
headman and cooperative member, Jumbe Cooperative, 18 April 2025)

According to the cooperative members interviewed, commitment, reliability and role model
status are now more important than gender when it comes to election decisions. The following
statements illustrate this point:

28 However, it should be noted that the interviewees and FGD participants were predominantly
particularly committed members who had sometimes taken part in training courses on several occasions
and therefore may tend to hold more progressive views on the equal representation of women.
Therefore, probably their views stand out positively from those of the broader membership, among
whom traditional gender roles are likely to persist more strongly, which seems to be confirmed by the
actual gender distribution in the cooperatives (see Chapter 6.3.2).
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“So they look at the commitment. [ ...] So that [those wvoted for]
have learned, e.g. ripping, potholing, etc.Jinth e i v+ o wn fi el ds at home.
dedicated [ ..], [i . e. 't (hemdle[smalllipleley fardner, Kajiliche mi s s

Cooperative, 21 April 2025)

“You choose someone with a big heart who can look after the people, someone humble and
understanding. You also look at their personal growth. If they have done well for themselves then
you know they can be trusted.” (Male smallholder farmer, Kapatamoyo Cooperative, 25
April 2025)

In addition to character suitability, certain skills are also considered key selection criteria. In
particular reading and numeracy skills, expressiveness and the ability to pass on knowledge
to others are considered by respondents to be important prerequisites for occupying a
leadership position.

The fact that, according to many respondents, gender hardly plays a role today is seen by
the cooperative members as being closely related to the long-standing training work as an
element of the COMACO structures. In training courses on cooperative governance and good
leadership they were sensitised to the representation of women in decision-making processes
and gender parity on boards, according to the respondents. Equal participation is also
addressed at lower levels of the cooperative. For example, the cooperative training manual
Better Life Book contains the following guideline regarding the organisation of producer
groups: “Encourage women participation and leadership” (COMACO 2018: 76). The results
of the field study indicate that these measures are having effect: Many members described a
change of awareness and emphasised that, at least among the groups surveyed, the idea of
equal participation was becoming increasingly established. According to the members, several
cooperatives are actively trying to ensure gender equality on their boards — even if this is not
always completely successful. However, none of the cooperatives surveyed has a fixed quota
for women on their boards.

While the formal admission criteria no longer contain any gender-specific barriers and
training courses have contributed to a change of awareness, in practice there is a discrepancy
between the postulated principles and the actual representation of women in decision-making
positions. This discrepancy is discussed in more detail in the following chapter.

6.3.2 Gender Distribution in Membership and Leadership Structures of
the Cooperatives Examined

The twelve COMACO cooperatives studied in the Eastern Province of Zambia show an overall
heterogeneous but generally balanced gender distribution among their members (see Table
2). In most cooperatives the share of women is between 50% and 55%, in some cases it is
significantly higher (e.g. Nyamphande, Kalima and Mazimawe Cooperatives, each with
around two-thirds women), and in others it is significantly lower (Mbang'ombe Cooperative
with only 39% women).

pr

[ ..]

me

e



Gender Impacts of Agricultural Cooperatives in Zambia

Table 2: Gender distribution among the members of the cooperatives surveyed (data provided by
COMACO, as of June 2025; the author’s representation).

Total number of

Cooperative members Women Men
Nyamphande 2,864 68% 32%
Kalima 3,500 66% 34%
Mbang'ombe 4,129 39% 61%
Jumbe 4,002 53% 47%
Kajilime 4,690 53% 47%
Eme 4,785 49% 51%
Vyanzuna 4,256 55% 45%
Chikuwe 3,236 52% 48%
Kuchweni 1,351 53% 47%
Kapatamoyo 750 51% 49%
Nzamane 3,207 45% 55%
Mazimawe 2,210 66% 34%

A more nuanced picture emerges when looking at leadership structures. Although women
are often equally or even more strongly represented in terms of membership numbers, men
continue to dominate key leadership positions (see Table 3). Of the twelve cooperatives
surveyed, only three have a woman as chairperson. Women are also significantly
underrepresented among vice chairpersons. Women’s participation is more visible in
positions such as secretary and treasurer, which are traditionally more closely associated with
administrative and financial tasks. It is also striking that women are disproportionately often
involved in the extended board: In many cooperatives there are at least as many or even more
female than male additional board members.

Looking at all board positions as a whole, it is clear that gender parity has already been
achieved or is close to being achieved in several cases (e.g. Mbang'ombe, Eme, Chikuwe and
Mazimawe Cooperative, each with a 50% share of women, and Kuchweni Cooperative, with
a slight female majority). At the same time, however, there are significant deviations: In
cooperatives such as Vyanzuna, Kalima and Kapatamoyo women are severely
underrepresented, occupying only between 18% and 27% of positions. The picture is therefore
ambivalent: While some cooperatives show signs of approaching parity, leadership positions
remain predominantly male. Individual outliers, such as the Kajilime, Eme and Kuchweni
Cooperatives, where women are not only equally represented on the board but also hold the
chairpersonship, illustrate that alternative power distributions are possible, but they remain
the exception.
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Table 3: Gender distribution in board positions in the cooperatives surveyed;
F = female representative, M = male representative (data provided by COMACO, as of June 2025;
the author’s representation).
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Nyamphande M F F M F 3 2
Kalima M M M M F 2 4
Mbang'ombe M M M M F 4 1
Jumbe M M M F F 1 4
Kajilime F M M F M 4 1
Eme F M M M F 3 2
Vyanzuna M M M M F 1 4
Chikuwe M F M M F 3 2
Kuchweni F M M F F 2 2
Kapatamoyo M M F M F 0 5
Nzamane M M F M F 2 3
Mazimawe M M M F F 3 2

Another aspect of gender distribution concerns the age structure of those in positions of
responsibility. While women holding cooperative positions are of an average age of 48 (range
33-65 years), with 52 the average age of men is slightly higher (range 22-75 years). At the same
time, data from the cooperatives surveyed indicate that men are more likely to gain access to
leadership positions at a younger age, while women usually occupy the same positions later
in their lives. This applies not only to positions at lower levels of the cooperative structure,
such as the role of senior lead farmer, but also to key executive positions such as chair, vice
chair or secretary (see Figures 14 and 15). This suggests that women become visible in
decision-making bodies mainly once they have left behind the intensive phase of family
commitments, in particular childbirth and raising children. It is only in later stages of life that
they have the time and social freedom to assume leadership roles within the cooperatives.
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Fig. 14: Minimum and maximum age of women in cooperative (leadership) positions.
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Fig. 15: Minimum and maximum age of men in cooperative (leadership) positions.
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The FGDs and interviews also revealed differences between the sexes in terms of relationship
status. Of the 54 women in cooperative positions surveyed in the field study, 33 are married,
eight are divorced, twelve are widowed and only one is unmarried. Among men, on the other
hand, the married status clearly predominates, in 43 out of 46 cases. In addition, only one
divorced, one widowed and one unmarried male office holder were identified. Gender
differences are particularly evident in relation to board positions (see Figure 16): While only
married men are represented here, widowed and divorced women make up a remarkably
high proportion, especially in the top positions of chair and vice chair. Thus, in the contexts
examined there are no signs of social exclusion or stigmatisation of divorced or widowed
women. Rather, the data suggest that there may even be positive effects for single women in
some cases, as there is no husband to prohibit or restrict them from taking a leadership
position. This indicates that for women active involvement in decision-making bodies may
also be related to biographical transitions, such as when their social position is redefined after
a separation or widowhood.

Fig. 16: Relationship status of the female and male board members surveyed (the author’s
representation).
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6.3.3 Barriers to Equal Representation of Women in Decision-Making
Structures

The patterns of gender distribution in the cooperatives studied, described in Chapter 6.3.2,
make clear that these are not solely attributable to individual preferences but are closely
interwoven with structural barriers. Despite a high membership rate of women in some of the
cooperatives studied and formal equality in the access criteria, their representation in
leadership positions remains limited. In the FGDs and interviews respondents attributed this
to four key barriers: (1) traditional gender roles and the multiple burdens placed on women,
(2) mobility restrictions, (3) unequal educational resources, and (4) women’s lack of self-
confidence.
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Traditional Gender Roles and the Multiple Burdens on Women

A key obstacle to the equal representation of women in the leadership and decision-making
structures of the cooperatives surveyed is the traditional gender roles and stereotypes that
continue to exert a powerful influence. Numerous smallholder farmers emphasised that
husbands in particular play a decisive role with determining whether women can take
leadership positions. Respondents repeatedly reported resistance within the family: Men did
not allow their wives to hold public offices because they believed their place was primarily at
home. This shows that deeply entrenched norms continue to restrict women’s scope of action
by traditionally assigning men the role of public decision-makers, while women are relegated
to the sphere of home, family and care work.

At the same time, the unequal distribution of domestic and care work resulting from
traditional role perceptions remains a key obstacle. In addition to their agricultural work,
many women are responsible for a variety of domestic tasks, including childcare, meal
preparation and household organisation. This double and multiple burden reduces the time
and physical resources that would be necessary for the active and continuous performance of
leadership tasks. One male chairperson expressed this as follows:

“Themain challenge that I have mnoticed 1is
challenge for them. Because they have too much other work to do with their household, looking
after the kids at home, c¢ooki #i(Malechairpepsonr i
Nzamane Cooperative, 26 April 2025)

Some women would therefore actively reject leadership responsibilities because they cannot
cope with the additional workload or reconcile it with the expectations of their families,
according to the experience of the respondents.

But even if women are elected to leadership positions, gender stereotypes remain an issue.
The experiences of one female chairperson in particular show that women are often met with
scepticism and even open discrimination in the early stages of their tenure. For example, her
election was initially questioned by some male members on the basis of her gender. There
were even calls to replace her with a man, as she was deemed incapable of leading a
cooperative. Only after she had been able to demonstrate concrete successes — such as
expanding the cooperative’s infrastructure and establishing sustainable business structures —
did the perception of many men change to one of recognition.

At the same time, the FGDs and interviews showed that not only men but sometimes
women themselves internalise traditional gender roles and thus contribute to the
reproduction of existing power relations. Several respondents reported that female
cooperative members do not necessarily support each other in leadership positions but
sometimes express doubts about the suitability of other women. This may not necessarily be
due to open rejection but rather to a deep-seated conviction that leadership tasks are difficult
to reconcile with female roles.

The statements by the cooperative members surveyed illustrate how strongly leadership
roles continue to be associated with male role perceptions. Women who want to assert
themselves in such positions must therefore not only master organisational and technical
requirements but also fight against traditional role expectations. It is crucial that they
withstand initial rejection and are able to build trust and legitimacy within a male-dominated
leadership environment through visible successes.
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Mobility Restrictions

Another structural obstacle concerns the geographical dimension of the cooperative and the
distances that must be covered in the course of leadership tasks. Positions such as senior lead
farmer or certain board positions require regular trips to scattered producer groups or
meetings of the board of the cooperative. This poses a significant barrier for women, as long
journeys?? —often on foot or by bicycle—not only place a physical strain on them but also
conflict with their ability to balance household and care responsibilities. The following
statement exemplifies the challenge highlighted by a large number of smallholder farmers:

“The challenge is the distance. So some women — even though they can manage to be senior lead
farmer—[ ...] t hey cannot mana g eThechefdumdsbety big I\abe e
smallholder farmer, Nzamane Cooperative, 26 April 2025)

From the perspective of female board members themselves, mobility is also highlighted as an
ongoing challenge:

“The biggest challenge is mobility. [ ... [ I 1t is a c¢hal l’e(femade ¢
chairperson, Eme Cooperative, 21 April 2025)

Unequal Access to Education and Training

Many women do not have the basic literacy and numeracy skills required for administrative
or financial tasks at a cooperative. Their often lower level of education compared to men
means that they are not only reluctant to participate in cooperative meetings but are also
insufficiently qualified for certain positions.
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“Lack of education [ .]J[i}$ IWeh&gigdaost tamalnlienmigge

find most women will mnot say anything . .

(Female chairperson, Kajilime Cooperative, 21 April 2025)

This educational disadvantage not only affects the actual perception of competence but also
self-perception. One male respondent stated:
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“Al s o t he women [ whol] do not haove an dducation,

(Male smallholder farmer, Mbang'ombe Cooperative, 16 April 2025)

Lack of Self-Confidence

Closely linked to the educational dimension is women’s lack of self-confidence. Several
respondents described how women were elected but did not initially believe they could cope
with the tasks:

“There [are] also instances where women are put there to be voted for, but they do not feel that
they can do it.” (Female chairperson, Kuchweni Cooperative, 25 April 2025)

One treasurer vividly described her initial uncertainty in dealing with finances and
administrative tasks:

“At first [I] was worried, forsure.[ ...] I did mnot know if I could ma

write reports on the money.” (Female treasurer, Nzamane Cooperative, 26 April 2025)

2 Distances of up to 70 km were reported.
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At the same time, some cases show that self-confidence may grow over the course of a term
of office:

“So at first [1] was afraid. [I] thought [1] could not deliver. But with time, [I] got used to [my]
position.” (Female smallholder farmer, Jumbe Cooperative, 18 April 2025)

The obstacles mentioned above illustrate that women face multiple burdens and structural
inequalities that significantly limit their equal participation in cooperative leadership and
their role as decision-makers. While the exceptions outlined in Chapter 6.3.2 show that
alternative power relations are possible, the rule remains to be characterised by discriminatory
norms, limited mobility, educational deficits and a lack of self-confidence. These factors
reinforce each other and point out to the need for targeted measures that address both the
individual level (skills development, empowerment) and the structural level (care
infrastructure, mobility support, awareness-raising of gender roles).

6.3.4 Conditions and Mechanisms for Empowering Women in Leadership
Positions

In contrast to the barriers described in Chapter 6.3.3, there are also enabling factors at the
cooperatives studied that have significantly contributed to the stronger representation of
women in leadership positions and their role as decision-makers.

Capacity Building as a Key Factor

Systematic capacity building is a key factor for promoting women in leadership positions and
their representation in decision-making bodies. In the context examined this is primarily
achieved by way of the agricultural advisory services of the social enterprise COMACO which
in the past has received significant support from the GIZ global projects “Green Innovation
Centres” and “Agricultural Financing”.

As the field study shows, training in agricultural cultivation methods, business
management and financial management provides women with knowledge they can apply
directly to their households and their own agricultural production. According to the
respondents, in many cases the knowledge they have gained has led to increases in
productivity and income. This has been accompanied by greater recognition of women as
knowledge bearers and decision-makers, giving them a stronger voice in the family context.

The positive effects of capacity building are not limited to the women themselves but also
extend to their households. Many men who were initially sceptical about their wives’
involvement in cooperatives have changed their attitude over time. A key factor in this
concern was the realisation that the whole family benefits from the new knowledge — whether
through increased productivity, more stable incomes or more professional household
management. One female smallholder farmer described her husband’s change of heart as
follows:

“When [I] just started attending training, he did not see the importance of [me] coming for
training. But after [I] started sharing what [1] learned from the trainings, he saw that it was
beneficial [for us] as a household. Now he allows [me] to attend trainings.” (Female
smallholder farmer, Kuchweni Cooperative, 25 April 2025)
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Fig. 17: Field of a smallholder farm where agricultural techniques previously learned at cooperative
trainings are being applied.

Other voices make clear that now men not only show approval but actively encourage their
wives to take leadership roles:

“[The husbands] are the ones who encourage them [i.e. women] because they have seen that it
has brought them good [ ...lin their homes. “(Female smallholder farmer, Jumbe
Cooperative, 18 April 2025)

At the same time, the training courses enable women to develop self-confidence and acquire
the professional skills required for leadership tasks. Training in financial management,
entrepreneurship, leadership and organisational development issues in particular help
women feel equipped to meet the demands of public office. One female treasurer reported:

“[1] did not know how to count money in the past, but now [I] can count even big sums. [I have]

also learned how to [ obmylhofotwmakehabudgety (Female i t e

treasurer, Jumbe Cooperative, 18 April 2025)

This individual empowerment is crucial, as persistent role expectations and prejudices mean
that women often have to prove themselves more than men to show that they are up to
leadership tasks. Capacity building is therefore not only the basis for successfully holding
office but in many cases also a prerequisite for being elected to leadership positions in the first
place.

Advancement within the Cooperative Structure

The FGDs and interviews show that many women who now hold board positions previously
gained experience in subordinate structures, for example as trainers in producer groups or as
lead farmers (see also Box 2). In these roles they were able to acquire practical skills and visibly
demonstrate their commitment. By way of gradual advancement — from involvement at the
local level to taking leadership roles — they were able to consolidate their position within the
cooperative and to gain acceptance for more advanced leadership functions.
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Box 2: From Smallholder Farmer to Chairperson of the Cooperative Federation — Portrait of
Esther Zulu

Esther Zulu is chairperson of the Chizenzo Cooperative Federation (CCF) and of a local
COMACO cooperative in the Eastern Province of Zambia. Her professional career and
personal experiences exemplify the transformative effects agricultural cooperatives may have
on the lives of women in rural areas of Zambia.

The widow and single mother of four describes joining a COMACO cooperative around 17
years ago as a turning point. Through the agricultural advisory services provided by the
cooperative she learned about sustainable farming methods, acquired basic knowledge of
financial management and began to understand agriculture as a business.

After several years as a simple cooperative member, in the course of which she demonstrated
her commitment to implementing the farming methods she had learned at training courses,
she was first appointed senior lead farmer. In 2015 she took the role of secretary of her local
COMACO cooperative. In this capacity she participated in an intensive 21-day training course
on strengthening cooperative capacities. Three years later, in 2018, she was elected
chairperson of this cooperative. With the establishment of the Chitetezo Cooperative
Federation in 2021, Esther Zulu was appointed its chairperson and has held this position ever
since, in addition to her role as chairperson of her local cooperative.

Membership in a cooperative and the gradual assumption of leadership responsibilities have
greatly improved her income and living situation. Zulu describes her initial situation as
follows: “I never had a nice home, a nice house. I was sleeping in a thatched house. [...] I never had
money. [...] It was very challenging for me.” (Interview, 28 April 2025). Increased crop yields and
improved market access through the COMACO cooperative structure enabled her to earn a
good income for the first time and to provide her children with an education. Two of her
daughters have now obtained professional qualifications, one as a teacher and the other as a
physiotherapist. Her nutritional situation has also improved significantly. Whereas in the past
it was often only possible to have one meal a day, the family can now have three meals a day.
Esther Zulu now owns 10 hectares of land where she grows maize, soya beans and
groundnuts.

According to Esther Zuly, a structured approach and good organisation are important in order
to fulfil all her tasks and responsibilities as head of the family, farmer and leader in her local
cooperative and in the umbrella association. She coordinates all her tasks in advance. She
usually carries out agricultural activities on her own field in the early hours of the morning
and performs cooperative tasks during the day. If necessary, she now also hires workers to
help her on her fields.

Role Model Effect and Multiplier Effects

Finally the field study showed that women in leadership positions also play an important role
as role models for other women. Their self-confident demeanour motivates other women to
develop their own potential and get actively involved, as one female chairperson reported:

“So that builds their confidence all the time because they have seen [me] speak in front of people,
in front of men.” (Female chairperson, Eme Cooperative, 21 April 2025)
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In addition, female board members reported that they specifically try to involve other women
in decision-making processes and introduce them to leadership tasks:

“Most of the time when we have meetings, I emnco:
meeting. So 1 am slowly grooming or building women [ ...do that [ ...Jvhen I leave the office

another woman can take over. So they have started learning. I also tell them to see what I do so

that they can also do when they are voted into office.” (Female chairperson, Kajilime

Cooperative, 21 April 2025)

These ways of peer learning and targeted support help women with gradually developing a
stronger sense of themselves as equal members and capable decision-makers at the
cooperative.

6.4 (Gender) Impacts as a Result of the Representation of Women in
Decision-Making Positions

Women taking on leadership positions at farmers’ organisations cannot only influence their
individual life courses but also have a noticeable social and institutional (gender) impact. In
addition to individual empowerment, this may contribute significantly to reducing gender
inequalities in rural areas and to broader gender-transformative change.

6.4.1 Breaking Down Traditional Gender Roles at the Household Level

The field study shows that women taking on leadership positions at agricultural cooperatives
may contribute to a change in the division of labour in the household. Although the main
burden of housework and care work still falls predominantly on wives, a positive trend is
emerging: Among the cooperative members surveyed, only a few stated that the woman alone
is responsible for all housework and childcare.

A greater division of labour between spouses is observed, particularly in households
where women are represented on the cooperative’s board or hold the position of principal or
senior lead farmer. This is mainly due to the time commitment required by leadership tasks,
which necessitates the involvement of other household members. The breaking down of
traditional role divisions is also supported by training courses offered by the cooperative
which, although not primarily focused on gender issues, address gender dynamics and raise
awareness of stereotypical role perceptions.

While in many of the households surveyed men have started to become more involved in
domestic tasks, in some cases the work is being shifted exclusively to the children —and here
especially to daughters. This means that relieving the burden on women does not
automatically lead to a more equal distribution of work between spouses but may sometimes
contribute to the reproduction of a gender-specific division of labour in the next generation.

In addition, a large number of respondents stated that husbands only take over tasks when
their wives are ill or away from home for training, but otherwise the traditional division of
roles is continued. Several interviewees also emphasised that although housework can
basically be done by men, this should only be done on their own initiative:

“Chores are mainly done by women, but when he feels like cooking, he is able to cook, but his
wife cannot say fMalésmallholder farmen KajidimelCoaperatike,
21 April 2025)
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Only a few male respondents emphasised the need for an equal division of household tasks
and mutual support in partnerships, which indicates a real break with traditional gender roles.

In addition, it became very clear from the FGDs and interviews that the implementation of
a more equal division of labour is severely restricted by social pressure. Men who take over
domestic and care work run the risk of being ridiculed by neighbours or relatives. They are
often said to be “bewitched” or “brainwashed” by their wives. Older family members, such
as parents-in-law, in particular reinforce traditional gender roles and react negatively when
men take over tasks such as cooking or childcare. This undermines the willingness of married
couples to break with traditional gender roles, as one female smallholder reported:

“As a couple, you might be willing to help each other, but your husband becomes a laughing
stock by other community members. They will even tell him to marry a second wife because you
as a wife, you are not good. You are mistreating him. So as a wife also, you do not want him to
go and look for another woman. So you just continue.” (Female smallholder farmer,
Vyanzuna Cooperative, 22 April 2025)

Nevertheless, the field study also revealed progressive attitudes among smallholder farmers.
Some men explicitly emphasised that they were not influenced by the opinions of others and
that no one had the right to criticise them for taking on traditionally “female” tasks. A change
of awareness is also evident among some traditional authorities. As one village headman
explained:

“Al 1 of us, we can do [household choreSs].

we can do whatever someone can do.” (Village headman and cooperative member, Jumbe
Cooperative, 18 April 2025)

Overall, the results show that gender roles in rural Zambia are less rigidly defined today than
they were a few years ago. Nevertheless, the change of the division of labour in the household
has so far been mainly due to practical necessity, for example when the wife is temporarily
absent due to her leadership responsibilities. While it is becoming more common for husbands
to help with domestic duties, female household members still bear the main responsibility for
housework and care work. A profound change of traditional norms and role perceptions has
so far only been evident in isolated cases. Nevertheless, the results of the field study show that
equal representation and greater influence of women in cooperatives not only contribute to a
reorientation of gender roles at the societal level but may also initiate changes at the household
level.

6.4.2 Breaking Down Prejudices Because of Positive Experiences with
Female Leadership

Interestingly, the FGDs and interviews showed that attitudes towards female leadership may
change significantly as soon as women are given the opportunity to demonstrate their skills
in practice. With visible successes in the management and development of cooperatives,
reservations diminish and women are increasingly associated with certain qualities that make
them appear particularly suitable for leadership roles.

Both female and male respondents reported that women in leadership positions were often
perceived as more trustworthy, honest and committed than men. According to many
members, they performed their duties with greater reliability, which is mainly attributed to
the fact that women have a strong interest in advancing both the cooperative and their
households.
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Women enjoy a high level of trust, especially when it comes to handling cooperative
resources. They are considered to be more economical and responsible concerning financial
resources and less likely to be tempted to misappropriate funds. Their reliability, diligence
and integrity are often described as a guarantee for the stability and further development of
the cooperatives. One cooperative member explained:

“The reason why they pick mostly women to be treasurers [is] because she cannot spend that

money on alcohol or men like men do. Mostly when you put a man as treasurer, he will start

having givlfriends [..]. So it is easier to dewve
finances.” (Male smallholder farmer, Mazimawe Cooperative, 26 April 2025)

Women are also considered to be more consistent and assertive when it comes to repaying
seed loans. As one male smallholder reported:

“ Femal e senior Ilead far mer dHeydakeepthesedddwell. t o 1 ecov
[ .] But when it is a male senior lead farmer co
they just tell each other [stories] and he will not be persistent.” (Male smallholder farmer,

Mazimawe Cooperative, 26 April 2025)

Fig. 18: Members of a cooperative where women actively participate in leadership and decision-
making processes.

In addition to financial integrity, respondents emphasise the greater reliability and discipline
of women in leadership positions. They attend board meetings more regularly and punctually,
conduct training more conscientiously and adhere more consistently to jointly agreed budgets
and work plans. One cooperative member described:

“..] [Wlhen we assign [..] duties to womemn, you f
you have assigned to them, they have done it. But when it comes to us men, we do [it], but with
a lot of excuses.” (Male smallholder farmer, Vyanzuna Cooperative, 22 April 2025)

In addition, today’s female leaders — whether as senior lead farmers at the producer group
level or as board members — report that cooperation with male colleagues is becoming
increasingly constructive and respectful. Men and women alike listen to them during training
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sessions, take their contributions seriously in decision-making processes and recognise their
role in actively shaping the cooperatives’ agenda. These experiences illustrate that female
participation is now not only tolerated but that women are actively involved in decision-
making structures.

In sum, it is clear that women are often perceived as more effective and trustworthy actors
in decision-making bodies than their male colleagues, due to qualities such as integrity,
reliability and discipline. These positive experiences contribute to breaking down existing
gender stereotypes and increasing the recognition of women as competent knowledge bearers
and decision-makers. In the long term this not only strengthens their position at cooperatives
but may also sustainably expand their social representation and influence in rural structures.
At the same time, however, it should be noted that women in leadership positions are often
subject to greater social control than their male colleagues. Expectations of reliability, diligence
and integrity therefore also arise from social pressure to act “correctly” in order to avoid
criticism or sanctions. This means that the responsible behaviour exhibited by women is not
solely the result of their own motivation but is also partly due to a concern about losing the
trust of members or their reputation within the cooperative. Thus, while empowerment and
increased perceptions of competence of women in leadership roles are visible, also existing
normative expectations and social control mechanisms play a role.

6.4.3 Social Recognition and New Spheres of Influence for Women

The high level of reliability and discipline of female leaders (see Chapter 6.4.2) increases their
social recognition far beyond the cooperatives. Women who distinguish themselves as
competent and honest decision-makers within cooperative structures are often elected to other
municipal bodies or entrusted with additional tasks, for example in savings and credit groups,
local councils or Church committees. Many female respondents emphasised that taking over
such tasks was directly related to their experience and visibility at the cooperatives. Expanded
skills gained through training, proven organisational abilities and the perceived respectful
attitude of many women were decisive factors for them being entrusted with leadership
responsibilities also in other contexts.

The growing social recognition is also reflected by the fact that female leaders are
increasingly being consulted as advisors —not only on cooperative issues but also on personal
and family matters. One female cooperative chairperson reported:

“So many people are coming tsheves [aboukl persodab i
problems. They come for counselling.” (Female chairperson, Kuchweni Cooperative, 25
April 2025)

In some cases women even take over a mediating role in marital conflicts or try to defuse
tensions and rumours among the community.

However, increased participation in various decision-making bodies also brings with it a
significant additional burden. Many women are asked to take over several positions at the
same time and have to consider which tasks they can take over. As one respondent explained:

“When people see that you are a leader,
forums. It is just up to you to refuse because of too many commitments.” (Female smallholder
farmer, Kuchweni Cooperative, 25 April 2025)
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One female principal lead farmer warned that the multitude of commitments quickly becomes
a “headache” (female smallholder farmer, Kalima Cooperative, 15 April 2025), i.e., an excessive
burden.

Overall, the results show that women in leadership positions are not only gaining
recognition among the cooperatives but are also becoming key players in local decision-
making and advisory structures. Their increased visibility and growing respect from the
community significantly improve their social status and give them new prestige beyond the
immediate cooperative context. This way they contribute to strengthening female
representation in rural communities, even if this development also brings new challenges in
terms of balancing commitment and workload.

6.4.4 Leadership Responsibility Promotes Women’s Self-Confidence and
Self-Efficacy

Assuming leadership roles within agricultural cooperatives and the social recognition that
comes along with it may have significant social and psychological effects at the individual
level. Many of the women surveyed emphasised that being elected to leadership positions had
strengthened their self-esteem and confidence in their own abilities as farmers and decision-
makers.

This increased self-confidence is often accompanied by greater self-efficacy. Women find
that their decisions and commitment at the cooperative enable them to bring about concrete
change. Such experiences may have an impact beyond the immediate organisational context.
They make it easier for women to act more confidently and play a more active role in family
negotiations, strengthen their position in communal decision-making structures, and to
assume responsibility in other social, economic, or political realms. Thus, holding leadership
positions has the potential to provide impetus for strengthening women’s agency far beyond
the cooperatives.

6.4.5 Institutional Advantages of Female Leadership at Cooperatives

The study shows that not only the individual position of women but also the cooperatives
themselves benefit from female leadership. Cooperatives led by women are considered by
members and external actors alike to be better organised and more reliable, which is closely
related to the leadership qualities attributed to women, such as discipline, integrity and
reliability (see Chapter 6.4.2). Cooperatives with equal, active participation of women in
decision-making positions generally adhered more consistently to agreed budgets and
business plans, used resources more efficiently and were considered more proactive in
seeking financing and investment opportunities. One male FGD participant explained:

“Itiseas y for the cooperative to develop [ ..] [with
have that fear of not doing things that are illegal or dubious, compared to men.” (Male
smallholder farmer, Nzamane Cooperative, 26 April 2025)

The following statement also illustrates the positive influence of women on domestic and
community structures, which was repeatedly emphasised in the FGDs:

“I'... ] El]verywhere t her eSoadves ahomethatis hriving modtaf r e 1 s a
the time it is because there is a woman in that home.” (Male smallholder farmer, Jumbe
Cooperative, 18 April 2025)
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In addition, several interviewees reported the impression that cooperatives headed by women
have easier access to funding and grants, as donor organisations consider women to be
trustworthy and believe they will handle funds carefully. One male FGD participant
explained:

“'t is easy to access grants when you have female |
trustworthy. They c¢anno tWhe ités mdnonbyrtheymillgusts e t he funds.
forget the money and run.” (Male smallholder farmer, Nzamane Cooperative, 26 April

2025)

It was also emphasised that many donor programmes specifically target women-led
organisations “because they want to empower women” (male smallholder farmer, Nzamane
Cooperative, 26 April 2025).

Fig. 19 (left): Some cooperatives run small shops where they sell their products.

Fig. 20 (right): Another cooperative has invested in pig breeding.

This makes clear that female leadership not only opens up individual opportunities but may
also strengthen the institutional performance of cooperatives. It may contribute to greater
organisational stability, improved resource utilisation and greater connectivity to external
support structures — factors that are crucial for the sustainable development of agricultural
cooperatives. However, it should be noted that improved performance does not automatically
result from female leadership alone but depends significantly on other framework conditions
such as organisational structures, external support and the commitment of members.
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6.5 The Gender Game — Experiences and Recommendations from its Use

The results of the study clearly show that traditional gender norms and role perceptions
continue to be key determinants that significantly limit the equal participation of women in
cooperatives, especially in leadership and decision-making positions. Raising awareness of
these norms and role attributions and actively changing existing gender inequalities — at the
individual, household and societal levels — must therefore be a key element of political
strategies and support measures to increase the representation of women.

Against this backdrop, the following section focuses on the Gender Game (see Box 1, p. 26),
an awareness-raising tool at target group level that focuses on discriminatory gender
dynamics in the household and within value chains. The aim of the tool is to raise awareness
of existing gender inequalities among smallholder farmers and, at the same time, to promote
strategies to overcome these inequalities. The Gender Game was piloted for the first time in
September 2023 by the GIZ global project “Green Innovation Centres” ( GP asGphrtof
training courses at two agricultural cooperatives — Nyamphande Cooperative in Petauke
District and Nzamane Cooperative in Chipata District.

Although experience with the game is still limited, initial observations regarding
perceptions, learning effects and behavioural changes can be formulated from focus group
discussions and interviews with participants in these Gender Game training sessions. In
addition to its effects, this chapter also focuses in particular on practical experiences gained
from implementing the Gender Game. The aim is to highlight the potential of innovative tools
such as this one, which can usefully complement traditional agricultural and financial
advisory services by addressing discriminatory gender dynamics at the household level.

Both male and female respondents rated the training sessions with the Gender Game
positively. Compared to other training approaches, the game was described as being
particularly vivid, easy to understand and practical. The target group’s familiarity with the
board game “Snakes and Ladders” not only facilitates access but also application. According
to the participants, the entertaining nature of the game encourages motivation to engage with
the content being taught and to actively participate in the training. This is further supported
by the fact that most participants are already familiar with the game principle and rules and
therefore require little to no explanation.

The playful approach, combined with visualisations (snakes = descent, ladders = ascent)
and realism in the form of concrete examples, also helps to convey complex content not only
cognitively but also experientially. Abstract topics such as power relations, negative gender
norms or role distributions are thus brought closer to the target group in an interactive and at
the same time low-threshold manner. Participants emphasised that the Gender Game’s
playful, interactive approach facilitates self-reflection and learning processes and encourages
them to discuss the content with others.

It is also noteworthy that, according to the respondents, the Gender Game continues to be
used beyond the actual training situation at both cooperatives surveyed. Members use
particularly the smaller board game version on their own initiative. Although this may
sometimes be primarily for the sake of play rather than to raise awareness, the use of the game
can nevertheless help to ensure that the content is repeated and thus internalised outside an
explicit training context. In addition, participants reported that they had shared the insights
gained from the game with their families and producer groups.
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Fig. 21: Smallholder farmers discuss the content of the Gender Game while playing.
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At the same time, challenges arose during the pilot phase that need to be taken into account
and resolved when scaling up the approach. For example, the first Gender Game training
session in Nyamphande was conducted with men and women together. This made female
participants uncomfortable, as they found the physical proximity to male players on the life-
size playing field unpleasant. In response, the training sessions in Nzamane were conducted
separately for men and women which, according to the project staff involved in the
implementation, was conducive to the active participation of women. These experiences
illustrate that although mixed-gender training sessions can open up spaces for joint reflection
and discussion, depending on context, separate sessions for men and women may be
necessary to strengthen opportunities for women to participate. The decisive factor should be
that participants, especially women, feel comfortable during the training sessions and can
actively contribute in a safe environment. It is only through the establishment of these
conditions that sustainable learning outcomes and behavioural changes can be achieved.

Furthermore, the importance of everyday examples emphasised by the participants in
terms of learning outcomes shows that the content of the game must be adapted to the specific
local context in order to ensure the relevance and effectiveness of the awareness-raising
measures. Otherwise, differences between the actual everyday practices of smallholder
farmers and the examples presented by the game may lead to messages not being understood
in the desired depth or being perceived as impractical. For the learning content to be effective,
examples, scenarios and wordings must reflect the reality of the lives of target groups — for
example, in terms of family decision-making processes, the division of labour between the
sexes or access to resources. Continuous contextualisation and participatory further
development of the Gender Game therefore appears necessary to ensure long-term acceptance
and effectiveness.

Another key factor concerns the facilitation by training staff. Trained and sensitive
facilitation is essential for the learning effect, so that the educational added value is not
overshadowed by the playful aspect. Only if reflection processes are actively initiated and
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discussions are specifically guided can the Gender Game unfold its full potential as an
awareness-raising tool.

In sum, it may be said that the Gender Game proves to be a suitable tool for initiating
reflection on gender dynamics at the target group level in a low-threshold, inclusive and
context-oriented manner. The transfer of the game metaphors to other fields of life is also
particularly interesting. Participants not only picked up on the symbolism of “snakes” and
“ladders” during the game but also used it to describe their own experiences with regard to
improving their life situation and dealing with setbacks in life. This is illustrated by the
following statements:

“I ...]1 [ Wok lawe been swallowed or after a setback [you should] not give up. You can start
all over. But when you have been swallowed for the second time, maybe it is good to change or
to try something else.” (Male smallholder farmer, Nyamphande Cooperative, 26 April
2025)

“ .]7 [ Y]ou can climb the ladder and find
top, you can find yourself back at the bottom. So it is important to be careful, to think about your
decisions and what you are doing in life so that you do not find yourself going backwards.
(Male smallholder farmer, Nzamane Cooperative, 14 April 2025)

”

The Gender Game thus has an impact that goes beyond the specific training experience: it
encourages reflection, dialogue and collaborative action, thereby helping to raise awareness
of gender dynamics. At the same time, the experiences gained from the pilot projects clearly
show that context-sensitive adaptation, professional moderation and, in some cases, gender-
segregated application are crucial prerequisites for successful use and sustainable learning
outcomes.

yourse



Gender Impacts of Agricultural Cooperatives in Zambia

7. Conclusions and Recommendations

7.1 Summary Conclusions

Agricultural cooperatives are considered to play a significant role in poverty reduction, food
security and rural development, particularly in countries of the Global South. German
development cooperation therefore also supports the establishment and strengthening of
farmers’ organisations as part of the BMZ special initiative “Transformation of Agricultural
and Food Systems”.

At the same time, in addition to their importance for promoting value chains and
employment, (agricultural) cooperatives are increasingly seen as platforms for overcoming
gender inequalities in rural areas and promoting the economic, social, and political
empowerment of women. Existing research shows that cooperatives can offer (smallholder)
women farmers access to resources, marketing opportunities and agricultural advisory
services, but it also highlights that discriminatory gender norms and institutional barriers
often limit women’s membership and representation in decision-making bodies. Cooperatives
thus represent potentially transformative platforms, but their impact depends on the targeted
promotion of female participation and leadership.

This is particularly important for German development cooperation, as the publication of
BMZ’ s s brrfeministglegvelopment policy places a focus on the equal participation and
representation of women and girls in decision-making processes — a priority that is specified
in the Third Development Policy Action Plan on Gender Equality (2023-27). It states: “We support
the development of [..] (agricultural) cooperatives and organisational structures and
contribute to the equal representation of women.” (BMZ 2023: 17)

Against this backdrop, this study examines gender-specific dynamics in agricultural
cooperatives in Zambia with the aim of deriving practical lessons and recommendations for
German development cooperation. The focus is on the challenges women face when accessing
leadership positions, on the conditions for their equal participation, and on the wider effects
of female leadership within cooperative structures.

Firstly, the field study shows that although women are strongly represented in the
cooperatives examined and in some cases even hold equal representation on executive boards,
their position within decision-making bodies continues to be characterised by gender
inequalities. Top positions such as chair or vice chair are predominantly held by men, while
women are disproportionately represented in financial management or administrative roles.
At the same time, young women in particular are underrepresented.

Secondly, it becomes clear that women’s assumption of leadership positions is less a
question of individual qualifications or motivation and more a result of a network of
discriminatory norms, stereotypes and role expectations. Deep-rooted ideas of men’s
“natural” responsibility for public decision-making processes limit the acceptance of female
leadership. In addition, there are time constraints due to domestic and care work, limited
mobility and limited educational and training opportunities, the overcoming of which would
be necessary for access to leadership roles. It is noteworthy that discriminatory norms are not
only perpetuated by men but also continue to exist among some female members, thus
limiting opportunities for mutual support.

Thirdly, the results make clear that targeted capacity building is a key prerequisite for
promoting women in leadership positions. Training in agricultural, economic and
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organisational fields not only strengthens technical skills but also boosts women'’s self-
confidence, self-efficacy and social standing. Low-threshold positions — such as producer
group trainer or lead farmer — also prove to be important entry points for advancement to
higher leadership positions. Equally important are female role models in decision-making
bodies and peer support among women.

Fourthly, the findings clearly show that women taking over leadership positions at
agricultural cooperatives not only influences individual careers but also produces social and
institutional effects. Women in decision-making positions experience increased recognition
among their communities, develop greater self-confidence and expand their scope of action —
effects that contribute to gender-transformative change. The effects are evident at several
levels: At the household level traditional gender roles can be questioned and the division of
labour and decision-making power can be renegotiated. At the societal level women gain new
spheres of influence, gain social recognition and contribute to the visibility of female leaders
in local decision-making structures. At the same time, women taking over leadership positions
has an impact on the institutional performance of cooperatives by improving organisation,
resource management and external networking opportunities.

Overall, the study confirms the high relevance of agricultural cooperatives as platforms for
promoting gender equality and women’s empowerment. At the same time it shows that
substantial equality can only be achieved if support measures go beyond formal membership
numbers and the actual participation of women in decision-making and leadership processes
is specifically supported. A holistic strategy that combines individual capacity building,
institutional reforms and the transformation of discriminatory social norms is crucial.
Recommendations for development policy practice are presented below.

7.2 Recommendations

Planning and implementation processes must be preceded by comprehensive context-
specific gender analyses: Before designing and implementing programmes to promote the
representation of women at farmers’ organisations, including cooperatives, a systematic
analysis should be carried out of the gender-specific challenges and barriers that women face
when accessing and holding leadership and decision-making positions in the respective socio-
cultural context. Particular attention should be paid to the intersectionality of discriminatory
structures in order to identify multiple disadvantages, for example those faced by young
women. Only on this basis can targeted support measures be developed that address
inequalities as holistically as possible.

Capacity building and empowerment at the individual level: Promoting women in
leadership positions requires the systematic development of their technical, organisational
and communication skills. In addition to imparting agricultural expertise, capacity building
in the fields of financial management, cooperative management and leadership is particularly
important. Psychological empowerment must also be prioritised by strengthening self-
confidence and self-efficacy. Another key aspect is learning and practising public speaking.
The ability to speak confidently in front of groups or at formal meetings not only strengthens
individual self-confidence but is also an essential prerequisite for effective leadership and
active participation in cooperative structures. Where formalised training programmes are
lacking, low-threshold mechanisms - such as experienced female board members
encouraging younger colleagues to chair meetings or moderate discussions — can create
valuable learning opportunities and support the development of communication skills in
everyday life.
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Raising awareness of discriminatory norms and involving men: A sustainable change of
gender relations requires actively addressing discriminatory norms, gender roles and
stereotypes that continue to limit female leadership. This can only be achieved if support
measures to strengthen equal representation are not exclusively targeted at women but also
specifically include men and boys. In addition to raising awareness at the cooperative level, it
is important to address intra-family power relations and role distributions, as these domestic
dynamics may significantly limit women’s opportunities for participation. Tools such as the
Gender Game and role model-oriented formats such as the Gender Model Family Approach
(Rosenberg 2025) have proven to be suitable methods for stimulating reflection processes and
promoting willingness to change.

Gender-sensitive training: Training for cooperative members in fields such as agricultural
cultivation methods, business management or financial management should be systematically
linked to a gender perspective. This requires that trainers and multipliers — in implementing
and partner organisations as well as among the target group (e.g. senior lead farmers) — are
not only sensitised to gender equality but are also qualified in terms of methodology and
content to communicate gender aspects. In addition to one-off training courses, continuous
refresher training should be offered to ensure a lasting impact.

Gender-equitable organisational development: Cooperatives should be specifically
supported with establishing gender-equitable structures and with anchoring them
sustainably. Training courses on organisational development and good leadership must
systematically integrate a gender perspective and work towards equal representation in
decision-making structures. Quota regulations may also be an important tool if they are
accompanied by capacity building, so that women can effectively fulfil the roles assigned to
them. In addition, the establishment of substructures such as women committees or youth
committees can help increase the visibility of the interests of previously disadvantaged groups
within the organisation and promote peer support. At the operational level it is imperative to
ensure gender-responsive design of cooperative processes, taking into account the gender-
specific needs, limitations and preferences in order to ensure equal participation. This
encompasses measures that facilitate active participation, particularly of young women and
mothers. Such measures include the provision of childcare during meetings, the assurance of
adequate sanitary facilities at meeting venues, and logistical support, such as the organisation
of transport options or the facilitation of decentralised meetings to minimise long journeys.
Furthermore, cooperatives should be encouraged to develop equality strategies or gender
action plans to ensure that gender-equitable practices are institutionally embedded.

Promoting the next generation of female leaders: As young women are particularly
underrepresented in the decision-making structures of cooperatives, specific programmes
should be designed to support their participation. These include leadership training, the
teaching of key skills, and access to networks within and outside cooperatives. Mentoring
approaches that enable exchange between experienced female leaders and young women can
promote knowledge transfer, make role models visible and strengthen social support systems.

Visibility of success stories and promotion of experience sharing: The public visibility of
female leaders has a transformative effect — both within cooperatives and in local
communities. Programmes should provide resources to enable women in leadership positions
to share their experiences with other cooperatives, communities and networks. At the same
time, the establishment of regional and cross-regional networks should be promoted to
strengthen mutual knowledge exchange, solidarity and political visibility.
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(data provided by COMACO, as of June 2025; the author’s representation)

Table 4: Overview of COMACO cooperatives included in the study
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District

Lundazi

Mambwe

Chipangali

Chipangali

Chipata

Chipata

Chiefdom

Zumwanda

Chikuwe

Mshawa

Kapatamoyo

Nzamane

Mazimawe

Succession

Patrilineal

Matrilineal

Patrilineal

Patrilineal

Patrilineal

Patrilineal

Cooperative

Vyanzuna
Cooperative

Chikuwe
Cooperative

Kuchweni
Cooperative

Kapatamoyo
Cooperative

Nzamane
Cooperative

Mazimawe
Cooperative

Date of
registration

15.05.2007

16.08.2016

22.11.2017

16.10.2020

04.05.2015

21.03.2016

Members

4,256

3,236

1,351

750

3,207

2,210

Share of
women

55%

52%

53%

51%

45%

66%

Share of
men

45%

48%

47%

49%

55%

34%

Trainings conducted*

Cooperative Governance;

’

Farmers Financ
Know your Numbers; Business

Management; Entrepreneurship

Leadership; Cooperative
Governance; Business

Management ; Far
Cycle & Financial Literacy
Leadership; Cooperative
Governance; Business
Management ; Far

Cycle & Financial Literacy etc.

Cooperative Governance;

’

Farmer s Financ
Know your Numbers; Business

Management; Entrepreneurship

Family Budgeting; Cooperative
Governance; Cooperative
Auditing; Gender Game

Family Budgeting; Cooperative
Governance; Cooperative
Auditing

* Note: All cooperatives also received training in conservation farming practices. It cannot be ruled out that further training courses may have taken

place in the cooperatives surveyed. The information provided here is based on data provided by COMACO in June 2025.
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