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An important part of our gender equality 
mainstreaming strategy is to document and 
disseminate our lessons and experiences of applying 
our approaches, to increase the impact of our work. 
We therefore decided to make our series of internal 
guidance papers available publicly.  We hope that 
by doing so this practical guidance will support our 
partners, clients and other sustainability practitioners 
as we collectively work towards gender equality as 
part of responsible production and sourcing.

Human rights are intrinsic to achieving Proforest’s 
mission to help people produce and source natural 
resources sustainably. Women are among those  
most vulnerable to the impacts of unsustainable 
practices because they often have no independent 
income or land rights. Intersecting factors, such as  
age, disability, ethnicity, caste, geographical location,  
income levels and so on can further exacerbate 
women’s and girls’ as well as men and boys’ experience 
of agricultural practices.

At Proforest, our vision for gender equality is that our 
workplaces and our projects and programmes promote 
equal opportunities and benefits for both women and 
men, uphold the rights of women and girls and men 
and boys and support women’s empowerment. 

Proforest’s approach to mainstreaming gender has  
been based on the following key elements: 

1. High level commitment.

2. Equipping and supporting people to work on  
the topic.

3. Thinking through internally, in a participatory 
process, what is desirable, practical and feasible 
to do for different types of work and our internal 
policies and procedures.

4. Thinking through internally, in a participatory 
process, what is desirable, practical and feasible 
to do for different types of work and our internal 
policies and procedures.

5. Monitoring, evaluating and learning from outcomes 
of implemented practices and procedures to 
assess their effectiveness in achieving gender 
mainstreaming objectives.

As part of our approach we developed a series of 
internal Gender Equality Guidance papers. These papers 
aim to provide a rationale and recommendations - 
developed by and for colleagues - on how to integrate 
women’s rights and gender equality into our projects 
and identify opportunities for gender sensitisation and/
or transformation in this work. These guidance papers 
have been prepared for different types of Proforest work 
in recognition of the different opportunities for leverage 
and different types of actions that may be appropriate.

1

Proforest’s Gender Equality Policy includes 
the commitment to find ways to mainstream 
gender- sensitive strategies and approaches 
into policies, projects, programmes and 
consultancies as appropriate. We have also 
agreed to remain open to opportunities to be 
gender- transformative in our work1.

1  The term ‘gender sensitive’ is when an approach challenges 
gender stereotypes, exposes gender discrimination and 
promotes gender equality. Gender Transformative is when 
an approach addresses the root causes of gender inequality 
and promotes the value of women and girls.
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What are we hoping to change in relation to women’s 
rights and gender equality?

Greater gender equality may require changes in;

• Who sits at the table and who has a voice in  
decision- making.

• Access to and control of land and natural resources

• Access to information and training.

• Access to finance and other means of production.

• Decisions on allocation of labour at household,  
farm and company levels.

• Standards, norms, rights and obligations in 
recruitment and management of labour.

• Practical techniques for agricultural production.

Where we might exert influence to integrate 
considerations of gender equity?

Through our advice to companies and partners on the 
design and implementation of supplier improvement plans

• Via our role as convenors, coordinators or leaders of 
multi-actor projects and programmes.

• Via the promotion and implementation of gender 
sensitivity in project management itself – in relation to 
our own policies and practice and with our partners/
clients.

• Other ways that Proforest can support women’s rights 
and gender equality in responsible sourcing work are 
covered in the Gender Equality Guidance Paper on 
Responsible Sourcing.

2. Rationale

This paper is intended as a guide to consideration 
of gender equality in projects where we collaborate 
with companies and other stakeholders in existing 
supply chains to promote responsible practice. These 
projects are designed to help address one or more 
environmental or social challenge in agricultural or 
forestry production. They may involve smallholders 
and/ or industrial producers and their workforce. 
Implementation often involves multiple actors. 
Generally, these projects operate within a specific 
geography, which will provide the context for the 
gender issues at play. This geography could be a single 
production site, or a wider landscape.

1. Area of work: Site or regional implementation projects for responsible production
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Who do we do this for, and who needs to change or 
advocate for change?

Ultimately, we are interested in positive outcomes 
for all men and women affected by the projects; with 
a particular focus on those directly affected by the 
commodity production such as direct employees, 
smallholders and their families, and local communities. 
The degree to which positive change can be achieved 
will be determined by the awareness, attitudes and 
behaviour of;

• Companies in the supply chain.

• Authorities who regulate production practice.

• Those who control the means of production.

• The women and men who work in production.

• Community leaders/customary authorities.

• Cooperative and union leaders.

• Staff of Proforest and other organisations working  
on the project.

How long does change take?

• Awareness – With the right actions and 
leadership, rapid change is possible.

• Institutional policies and commitments – 
Can be changed in the short to medium term 
if awareness is changed.

• Gender sensitivity in company practice 
– Positive change in behaviour can 
follow directly from increased awareness, 
particularly where supported by internal 
policy. However, change in practice does not 
necessarily follow immediately from policies 
and commitments.

• Attitudes and cultural norms – Expect 
changes in years, not months. Often many 
years. But change can be rapid where 
awareness and motivation are high.
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3. Recommendations and guidelines

In all our project work we need visibility on the impact 
we have on women’s and girls’ rights. Our first aim should 
be gender sensitivity, but in select cases, where we 
perceive appropriate levels of influence, we should aim 
for gender transformation.

3.1. Bring our gender equality policy to the table

In interactions with partners and clients, or convening 
multi-stakeholder platforms, communicate our gender 
equality policy and rationale upfront. Make a positive 
effort to explain our policy and to get clients and 
partners on board.

Hold ourselves to this ‘standard’ in our management 
of projects, while encouraging our stakeholders to do 
so as well. Look for opportunities to include a clause 
in partnership agreements to require compliance with 
our policies and safeguarding systems, or to check that 
partners or stakeholders have one of their own.

3.2. Develop Interactions and Partnerships

Be aware of and build links with other organisations 
involved in gender equality work specifically in the 
context of natural resource management and  
agricultural production.

This would include local organisations focusing on 
women’s rights and gender equality, who can provide a 
fuller understanding of the cultural context we and our 
client companies are working in. In working with local 
partners, we can look to align and take advantage of 

Efforts towards gender equality generally mean taking a gender-sensitive or gender-transformative approach

Gender-blind:
The approach reproduces 
gender stereotypes and/or 
fails to present differences 
between women and men.

Gender-neutral
The approach presents 
differences between women 
and men, but does not 
call attention to gender 
discrimination or inequality. 

Gender-sensitive
The approach challenges 
gender stereotypes, exposes 
gender discrimination and 
promotes gender equality. 

Gender-transformative
The approach addresses the root 
causes of gender inequality and 
promotes the value of women 
and girls.  

The following are suggestions of how to bring gender 
sensitivity to the different steps of a project design and 
implementation.

existing their activities e.g. Oxfam’s gender mapping.
We should look to both influence and learn from them 
on gender sensitivity, prompting a mutually reinforcing 
dialogue on gender.

Changing attitudes and behaviour generally calls for the 
involvement of multiple other actors (NGO, industry 
bodies, etc.). We may work directly with some of these 
organisations, and through these organisations we may 
have some contact with other relevant organisations.

We should also ask ourselves how our actions/initiatives 
might interact with those of institutions with which we 
have no contact, but which shape the environment for 
gender equality (e.g. customary, religious and political 
authorities).

We should seek opportunities to convene companies 
and partners working with the same commodity to 
share knowledge on issues about gender in the cultural 
context and work together to align on solutions.
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3.3. Ask Questions About Context

The social, cultural and economic context for our 
work is always an important consideration, especially 
for integrating women’s rights and gender equality into 
design and implementation.

As a start, when designing or reviewing an 
implementation project/programme we should try  
to establish;

• How does commodity production fit into the way men 
and women of local communities make a living?

• What are the current/traditional roles of men and 
women in commodity production and in other 
aspects of life at community and household level? 
How are different women and men affected (e.g. 
those that have a range of intersecting factors that 
compound discrimination such as age, ethnicity, 
disability and so on).

• What do we know about prevailing norms and 
customary laws that may discriminate by gender?

• How might the lives of women be influenced by 
agricultural commodity production, even where their 
role in production is not direct or visible?

A simple gender analysis will help us to understand 
the roles and responsibilities of the men and women 
who are actors and/or expected beneficiaries of the 
project. We need to know: who does what? Who owns or 
controls land and other key assets? Who is at risk? Whose 
behaviour needs to change? What challenges do women 
face in balancing childcare and domestic responsibilities 
with paid employment or work on the family farm?

Local partners and local people can usually provide the 
answers to these questions. We just need to know who to 
ask, and how.

3.4. Bring Gender Analysis into Project Design

A good understanding of gender in the local context 
will improve project design. This will help ensure that we 
are not falling into making incorrect assumptions that 
could undermine effectiveness of a project and result in 
inadvertent harm.

To complete the analysis of gender we may need to 
gather further information in the project inception period, 
before finalising implementation strategies and activities.

To complete the analysis of gender we may need to 
gather further information in the project inception period, 
before finalising implementation strategies and activities.

Examples of gender sensitive project design:

• A project to address a risk of ‘child labour’ in 
production sites should start by understanding which 
children are at risk: including whether boys or girls, 
older or younger children, who makes the decisions 
about their participation (mothers? fathers?) etc.

• A project to support improved agricultural practices 
among smallholders should gather baseline data 
to understand how current regulation of land use, 
titling and registration of land use rights and business 
licensing processes might work differently for men 
and women. Are institutions and processes equally 
accessible to women and men? Are there opportunities 
to influence and correct bias inherent in existing 
institutions? Are we mindful of women’s existing time 
burdens and careful not to exacerbate these?

• A project to improve workers accommodation should 
include an analysis of the presence of men and 
women, the roles of men and women and should 
include separate consultation on the needs and 
concerns of men and women, and the composition 
of the consultation team, before determining any 
interventions.

3.5. Seek Equal Participation in Consultations

In the design of any consultation processes we should 
seek to ensure equal opportunities for meaningful 
participation by men and women. This includes 
meaningful consultation with women themselves when 
designing activities for their inclusion.
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E: gender@proforest.net

3.7. Sex-Disaggregated Monitoring & Reporting

When monitoring project participation, implementation 
and impact disaggregate by sex (and ideally by ethnicity, 
disability, social group and income level as well). We 
should monitor attendance and active participation in 
project activities and take early corrective action where 
we identify under representation of women.

Disaggregated monitoring, evaluation and learning can 
contribute to shaping a common vision for the roles of 
men and women in supply chain development.

Case Study 1: Projects to benefit women in sugarcane workers hostels

After working with social and environmental production issues at sugarcane mills in Mexico, one of the priority 
issues was identified as the living conditions of seasonal, migrant cane-cutters – generally housed in over-
crowded hostels. While the large majority of cutters are men, a number of women are also present at the hostels, 
accompanying their husbands or brought as cooks for the work brigade. They are typically accompanied by 
children. At the request of one of the sugarcane mills, a responsible sourcing client agreed to finance some 
small-scale interventions directly targeted at women in worker hostels. The initial ‘Women’s Empowerment 
Initiative’ concept developed by the mill proposed i) to create a women’s group to manage hygiene and safety in 
the shelters, ii) to strengthen women’s organisation and time management skills and iii) to develop the women’s 
skills for income-generating projects (eg. via teaching them to bake bread, make clothes etc).” The Proforest 
team considered that this approach risked making assumptions about women’s roles, needs and interests, 
and could put them at risk of generating additional - unremunerated burdens and responsibilities. The team 
proposed that rather than start with this pre-determined plan, the mill work with a local NGO -with whom 
they had an existing relationship- to carry out a gender-sensitive diagnosis at the target shelters; focusing on a 
participatory understanding of the roles and functions of the women and men in the shelters (what the women’s 
current ‘work’ is- paid and unpaid), the existing power dynamics, the child-care/food provision responsibilities 
of the women, and the priorities for the women themselves. The idea is that this diagnosis informs the design of 
a project which has a better chance of genuinely empowering women, and minimizes the risk of interventions 
built on assumptions, which could ultimately inadvertently worsen the situation for the women.

International Office (UK) 
T: +44 (0) 1865 243 439 
E: info@proforest.net

Southeast Asia (Malaysia) 
T: +60 (0)3 2242 0021 
E: southeastasia@proforest.net

Latin America (Brazil)
T: +55 (61) 3879 2249 
E: latinoamerica@proforest.net

Africa (Ghana)
T: +233 (0)302 542 975 
E: africa@proforest.net

Latin America (Colombia)
T: +57 (2) 3481791 
E: latinoamerica@proforest.net

3.6. Ensure Women are Included in Capacity Building 
Activities

In the detailed design of capacity-building 
activities with projects and programmes, we must 
be sensitive to cultural norms and work around these 
to ensure inclusion of women e.g. adopting training 
design and methodology that gives both women and 
men time to engage and interact and running the 
training at times which allow women to participate. 
Sometimes this may require separate sessions for men 
and women, sometimes good facilitation can ensure 
active participation of both sexes in mixed sessions. 
Bear in mind that different groups of women and men 
may need additional inputs depending on their age, 
disability status, ethnicity, language requirements etc.

In addition, there may be opportunities to include 
training content that addresses gender norms and 

gender equality in the project and region; this doesn’t 
need to be a stand-alone module, but can be integrated 
into sessions about other topics, eg. good agricultural 
practices, the rights of workers, or environmental 
protection.

Proforest acknowledges the support for our gender equality mainstreaming work from the UK Aid’s Forest Governance, 
Markets and Climate (FGMC) and Partnership for Forests (PF4).


