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Abstract: This article examines women’s agency in community-based agriculture, focusing
on Women Farmers’ Groups (Kelompok Wanita Tani). The study explores how agency is
conceptualised, enabled, and constrained within these collectives, clearly distinguishing it from
mere participation and outcome-based measures of empowerment. A Systematic Literature
Review of 31 peer-reviewed articles published since 2010 was conducted using Scopus, Web
of Science, and Google Scholar. By applying qualitative thematic synthesis, the findings reveal
four interrelated themes. First, agency is a multidimensional and process-oriented construct
that encompasses decision-making power, resource control, and autonomy, though it has
varying levels of conceptual clarity. Second, collective action, participatory governance, and
capacity-building act as highly context-dependent enabling mechanisms. Third, institutional
support is critical but carries the risk of creating program-dependent empowerment through
top-down interventions. Fourth, persistent structural constraints such as gender norms, unequal
resource control, and time poverty continue to limit autonomy despite active participation.
Ultimately, these organizations only foster transformative empowerment when conditions
permit meaningful decision-making and control over agricultural practices. This review
contributes by clarifying the conceptual boundaries between participation, empowerment
outcomes, and women’s agency, providing a process-oriented understanding of how this
agency is negotiated.

Keywords: Women’s agency, women farmers’ groups, community-based agriculture,
women’s empowerment.

INTRODUCTION

Women play a critical role in community-based agriculture, contributing substantially to
food production, household nutrition, and rural livelihoods across many low- and middle-
income countries (Doss et al., 2018; Gonzalez Parrao et al., 2021). Women are actively engaged
in small-scale farming, home gardening, post-harvest processing, and informal food markets,
often alongside significant unpaid care and domestic responsibilities (Surma, 2023; Bryan et
al., 2017). Despite their central role, women continue to face persistent structural barriers in
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access to land, productive assets, credit, training, and decision-making authority within
agricultural systems (Doss et al., 2018; Gonzalez Parrao et al., 2021).

In response to these gendered inequalities, collective arrangements such as women
farmers’ groups, cooperatives, self-help groups, and community-based producer organisations
have been widely promoted as mechanisms to enhance women’s empowerment in agriculture.
These groups are expected to facilitate collective action, improve access to resources and
markets, and strengthen women’s participation in agricultural decision-making processes
(Farnworth et al., 2022; Farnworth et al., 2021; Rai et al., 2025). Consequently, women
farmers’ groups have become a central feature of agricultural development programmes and
gender-focused policy interventions.

However, empirical evidence on the empowerment effects of women farmers’ groups
remains inconclusive. While many studies document positive outcomes such as increased
income, enhanced skills, improved food security, and greater participation in agricultural
activities, these outcomes do not necessarily translate into women’s agency (Malapit, 2017).
Participation in group activities may occur without women gaining meaningful control over
resources, strategic decisions, or innovation processes. Recent literature therefore highlights
the need to distinguish between participation, empowerment outcomes, and agency as a process
of decision-making and control (Meinzen-Dick et al., 2019).

Women’s agency is increasingly conceptualised as the capacity to make purposeful
choices and to act upon those choices within existing social, economic, and institutional
constraints (Wagle et al., 2010). In agricultural contexts, agency encompasses decision-making
power over production and income, control over productive assets, leadership within collective
organisations, and the ability to influence how agricultural practices and interventions are
adopted (Malapit, 2017). Nevertheless, much of the literature continues to equate agency with
observable outcomes such as productivity gains or technology adoption, thereby obscuring the
processes through which women gain—or fail to gain—autonomy and voice.

Community-based agriculture is also closely linked to innovation, including new farming
techniques, organisational practices, and digital tools for coordination and marketing. In
smallholder settings, innovation is typically incremental, socially embedded, and shaped by
collective learning processes rather than formal research and development systems (Kivimaa
et al., 2019; Opola et al., 2021). However, innovation does not inherently enhance women’s
agency. Studies show that innovation-related interventions may increase women’s workloads
or reinforce existing gender hierarchies when women lack control over decision-making and
resource allocation (Farnworth et al., 2019). This underscores the importance of examining
innovation as a process that intersects with organisational structures and power relations, rather
than as an outcome in itself (Petesch & Prain, 2018).

A growing body of research has examined women’s empowerment in agriculture using
diverse methodological approaches, including qualitative case studies, mixed-method designs,
and quantitative indices such as the Women’s Empowerment in Agriculture Index (WEAI)
(Malapit, 2017). Several reviews have synthesised evidence on women’s participation,
productivity, and food security outcomes. However, existing reviews often prioritise
measurement frameworks or economic impacts, with limited attention to how women’s agency
is conceptualised and shaped within women farmers’ groups as organisational and institutional
settings (Meinzen-Dick et al., 2019). As a result, there remains insufficient synthesis of the
mechanisms through which collective action, institutional support, and innovation-related
practices enable or constrain women’s agency in community-based agriculture.

To address this gap, this study conducts a systematic literature review of research on
women farmers’ groups in community-based agricultural contexts, with a specific focus on
women’s agency. Drawing on 31 peer-reviewed studies published since 2010, the review aims
to clarify how women’s agency is conceptualised, identify mechanisms that enable or constrain
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agency within women farmers’ groups, examine the role of institutional and external support,

and highlight persistent gaps in the literature. Rather than evaluating the effectiveness of

specific interventions, this review adopts a process-oriented perspective to understand how

women’s agency is formed, negotiated, and limited within collective agricultural settings.

Accordingly, the study is guided by the following research questions:

1. How is women’s agency conceptualised in the literature on community-based agriculture
and women farmers’ groups?

2.  What mechanisms enable or constrain women’s agency within women farmers’ groups?

3. What roles do institutional and external support structures play in shaping women’s
agency?

4. What limitations and gaps remain in existing research on women’s agency in community-
based agriculture?

By foregrounding agency as a central analytical concept, this review contributes to
contemporary gender and development scholarship by moving beyond participation and
outcome-based assessments toward a deeper understanding of empowerment processes. The
findings also offer insights for policymakers and practitioners seeking to design community-
based agricultural interventions that support more transformative forms of women’s agency.
The problem formulation contains article questions that must be explained in the discussion
and answered in the conclusion.

METHOD
1. Research Design

This study adopts a Systematic Literature Review (SLR) to synthesise existing research
on women’s agency in community-based agriculture, with a particular focus on women
farmers’ groups. An SLR is appropriate for addressing conceptual and process-oriented
research questions, as it allows for a transparent and replicable synthesis of findings across
diverse methodological approaches (Booth, 2016; Snyder, 2019).

Rather than evaluating the effectiveness of specific interventions, this review aims to
clarify how women’s agency is conceptualised, enabled, and constrained within collective
agricultural settings. Given the heterogeneity of the literature, the review employs a qualitative
thematic synthesis to integrate evidence from qualitative, quantitative, mixed-method, and
review studies (Braun & Clarke, 2021b).

2. Search Strategy and Data Sources
The literature search was conducted using major academic databases commonly used in
social science and agricultural research, including Scopus, Web of Science, and Google
Scholar. To enhance coverage and reduce the risk of omission, backward and forward citation
tracking was applied to key articles (Wohlin et al., 2022).
Search strings were developed iteratively to capture studies at the intersection of women,
agency, agriculture, and collective organisation. Keywords included combinations of:
a. “women’s agency” OR “women’s empowerment”
b. “women farmers’ groups” OR “women farmer organisations” OR “Kelompok Wanita
Tani”
c. ‘“‘community-based agriculture” OR “collective action” OR “farmer groups”
The search was limited to peer-reviewed journal articles published from 2010 onwards,
reflecting contemporary debates and frameworks in gender and agricultural research. (Braun
& Clarke, 2021Db).
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3. Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria
Studies were selected based on predefined inclusion and exclusion criteria to ensure
analytical relevance and consistency.
Inclusion criteria were:
a. A focus on women in agricultural contexts.
b. Explicit or implicit discussion of women’s agency or empowerment.
c. Examination of group-based or community-based agricultural arrangements, such as
women farmers’ groups or cooperatives.
d. Peer-reviewed journal articles published since 2010.
Exclusion criteria were:
a. Studies focused solely on technical or agronomic outcomes without gender analysis.
b. Articles treating women only as labour inputs without reference to agency, decision-
making, or empowerment.
c. Non-peer-reviewed sources such as reports, policy briefs, or opinion pieces.

4. Study Selection Process

The study selection followed a structured, multi-stage procedure consistent with
PRISMA guidelines (Page et al., 2021). Titles and abstracts were first screened for relevance
based on the inclusion criteria. Articles meeting these criteria were then subjected to full-text
review to assess their substantive contribution to understanding women’s agency in
community-based agriculture.

Following this process, 31 peer-reviewed studies were identified as eligible and included
in the final review corpus. All included studies contributed meaningfully to at least one
analytical dimension of the review.
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Source: Research Results
Figure 1. Study Selection Process

5. Data Extraction

The study selection followed a structured, multi-stage procedure consistent with
PRISMA guidelines (Page et al., 2021). Titles and abstracts were first screened for relevance
based on the inclusion criteria. Articles meeting these criteria were then subjected to full-text
review to assess their substantive contribution to understanding women’s agency in

community-based agriculture.

Data were extracted using a structured review matrix to ensure consistency across studies
with diverse designs (Snyder, 2019). For each article, the following information was recorded:

a.  Author(s) and year of publication
Geographic and institutional context

Methodological approach
Conceptualisation of women’s agency

o a0 o

Type of women farmers’ group or collective arrangement
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Mechanisms enabling women’s agency
Constraints limiting women’s agency
Role of institutions or external support
Key findings and reported limitations
This systematic extraction facilitated cross-study comparison and thematic synthesis.

=5 ge

6. Data Analysis and Synthesis

a. The extracted data were analysed using qualitative thematic synthesis, suitable for
integrating mixed-method evidence bases (Lorenc et al., 2024). Analysis proceeded
through three iterative stages (Braun & Clarke, 2021b).

b. First, open coding was conducted to identify concepts related to women’s agency,
including decision-making power, control over resources, leadership participation,
collective action, autonomy, and time burden.

c. Second, axial coding grouped related codes into broader analytical categories, such as
forms of agency, enabling mechanisms, institutional influences, and structural
constraints. Relationships between categories were examined to identify patterns and
variations across contexts.

d. Finally, selective coding refined these categories into overarching themes that directly
addressed the research questions. Through cross-study comparison, four core themes
were identified: conceptualisations of women’s agency; mechanisms enabling agency
within women farmers’ groups; institutional and external influences on agency; and
persistent constraints and research gaps.

e. Data were extracted using a structured review matrix to ensure consistency across
studies with diverse designs (Snyder, 2019). For each article, the following
information was recorded:

7. Analytical Rigor and Limitations

Analytical rigor was ensured through iterative comparison across studies and continuous
refinement of themes. The synthesis prioritised conceptual coherence and explanatory depth
rather than frequency counts, recognising the diversity of methodological approaches within
the reviewed literature (Braun & Clarke, 2021a).

As a systematic literature review, this study is limited by the scope and quality of existing
published research. While the review does not include primary empirical data, synthesising
evidence from 31 peer-reviewed studies provides a robust and theoretically grounded
understanding of women’s agency in community-based agriculture.

As a systematic literature review, this study is limited by the scope and quality of existing
published research. While the review does not include primary empirical data, synthesising
evidence from 31 peer-reviewed studies provides a robust and theoretically grounded
understanding of women’s agency in community-based agriculture.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Result

This section presents the findings of the systematic literature review based on the
thematic synthesis of 31 peer-reviewed studies on women’s agency in community-based
agriculture and women farmers’ groups. The analysis yielded four interrelated themes: (1)
conceptualisations of women’s agency, (2) mechanisms enabling agency within women
farmers’ groups, (3) institutional and external influences on agency, and (4) persistent
constraints and research gaps.

A total of 31 studies were included in this systematic review after the screening and
eligibility assessment process. The included studies represent diverse geographical contexts
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and methodological approaches, including qualitative, quantitative, mixed-method, and
experimental designs. Table 1 summarises the characteristics of the included studies, including
authors, publication year, country, research method, and research focus.

Table 1. Characteristics of the Included Studies (n = 31)

No Author Year | Country Method Focus
Rural Systematic | Women’s participation in agriculture
1 Gupta 2024 ur Literature | increases income and dietary diversity
India . . .
Review but also raises time burden for women.
Arbian & Wonosob Qualitative KWT .strengthens women’s skills,
2 . 2025 o, marketing networks, income, and
Wardani . case study L
Indonesia participation in village development.
o Blitar, Qualitative KWT participation improves hpusehqld
3 Prajuliyanto | 2025 . L income and women’s leadership despite
Indonesia | descriptive | . . :
limited access to capital and markets.
Kuningan | Community | Product innovation and  digital
4 Setiawan et al. | 2025 , empowerme | marketing training enhance women’s
Indonesia | ntprogram | entrepreneurship and family income.
Motivation and agricultural extension
Jember Survey & significantly influence the
5 Alfiyani et al. | 2024 ] Path
Indonesia . empowerment of women farmers
analysis
groups.
Rahmawati ot Tasikmala Empowerment of KWT remains limited
6 al 2023 ya, Qualitative | due to inadequate training and
) Indonesia institutional support.
Sukoharjo The ACTORS empowerment model
7 | Luthfitah etal. | 2023 , Qualitative | improves women’s economic welfare,
Indonesia social networks, and self-confidence.
Blitar KWT functions as a collective platform
8 Prajuliyanto | 2025 villages Qualitative | that enhances agricultural skills and
£ women’s social participation.
. Food product innovation and digital
. Community . .
. Cipedes marketing improve local product
9 | Setiawanetal. | 2025 . empowerme .
Village competitiveness and household
nt program
economy.
Jember Processing local agricultural products
10 | Alfiyanietal. | 2024 Regenc Survey and extension activities strengthen
gency KWT empowerment.
Indonesia . Focuses on the empowerment process of
. Literature . C
. (Merangi . women farmers for wellbeing. Findings:
Arintyas, A. P. review, best ..
11 2024 n& : Barriers include lack of resources (land,
R.D. A. practices, . .
Yogyakar . credit) and gender norms that limit
narratives ,
ta) women's agency.
Assesses pathways between gender
. equality and food systems. Findings:
12 | Njuki, J.,, etal. | 2022 (S;ﬂ)éll) Srz(\)/li)elag Women's empowerment is strongly
linked to improved family nutrition and
dietary diversity.
. . Index Evolution of measurement tools from
Galig, A, et al. Tanzania , .
development | WEAI to the Women’s Empowerment in
13 (ILRI & 2020 & . . o
Emory) Honduras & testing | Livestock Index (WELI). Findings:
(WELI) Importance of sector-specific tools to
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No Author Year | Country Method Focus
understand women's decision-making in
livestock.
Systematic | Gender barriers and agricultural
14 | Dabkiené, V. | 2025 Lithuania therqture innovation. .Fl.ndlngs: Women play a
/ Europe Review pivotal role in implementing sustainable
(PRISMA) | agricultural practices to achieve SDGs.
Innovations in measuring
Review & | empowerment. Findings: Reviews
. . Global . " "
Quisumbing, impact what works" to empower women based
15 2023 (11 . . :
A., etal. rojects) evaluation | on a portfolio of agricultural
pro) (WEAI) development projects using
standardized measures.
Qualitative | Empowerment of the Rengganis
Santosa. 1. A Kamojang (Social Women Farmers Group (KWT) through
16 > 2024 , mapping to | CSR. Findings: Social innovation
et al. . . . .
Indonesia Systemic effectively enhances group capacity and
change) strengthens local food security.
Qualitative /
Literature | Role of digital communication in KWT
Purwanto, E., . study empowerment through smart farming.
17 et al. 2025 | Indonesia (Diffusion | Findings: Technology adoption follows
of 5 stages; digital communication is
Innovation) | crucial for education and evaluation.
Entrepreneurial empowerment of KWT
. Kuningan Training, ‘.through. sagon” food  product
Setiawan, 1., et . mnovation. Findings: Product
18 2025 , West mentoring, | . . .
al. ; innovation  (taste &  packaging)
Java & evaluation | . . .
improves entrepreneurial skills and
economic value.
Women's empowerment through KWT
Gunungki | Qualitative |in  Semoyo  Village.  Findings:
19 Sinaga, R., et 2024 dul, descriptive | Empowerment efforts include
al. Yogyakar | (Observation | awareness raising, technical training,
ta & Interview) | and group cooperation to support local
economy.
Agrarian innovation through yard land
Sari. Y. A et Qualitative / | utilization and social capital. Findings:
20 att, 1 =1 2023 | Indonesia Library Crop diversification and the use of
a research social capital are vital for agricultural
efficiency and community welfare.
o Focuses on KWT (Women Farmers
Qualitative . .
. . o Groups) to improve food security.
Tazkiyatunnuf Cilegon, | Descriptive . L .
21 2024 . . Findings: Active involvement in home-
us, M., et al. Indonesia | (Observation . L .
Tnterview) lot farming significantly increases
> EVIEW)” | household food availability.
Low- and A protocol to assess the effectiveness of
Middle- | Protocol for | Gender Transformative Approaches
22 | Singh, S.,etal. | 2022 | Income Systematic | (GTA) in agriculture and the
Countries Review mechanisms  through which they
(LMICs) improve empowerment.
N., et al. (Review Review p ' £5: J

involving men and providing asset
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No Author Year | Country Method Focus
of 626 (PRISMA | transfers are more successful, but some
articles) | framework) | projects inadvertently increased
women's workload.
Selected "Voices from the Fields": Explores
APO APO Field Study / | systemic  barriers (land, finance,
24 | (Adikaram, A. | 2025 | Members Expert technology) and productivity tools for
S.,ed.) (Asia- Review women farmers across 21 member
Pacific) countries.
Quantitative Explpres gender equity in soybean
Ragsdale, K. Northern (Baseline farming. Found that women are often
25 ot al > | 2018 | Region, WEAL+ less empowered than men in terms of
’ Ghana Survey) leadership and access to credit, despite
y high labor contribution.
Empirical Invhstilgatels ebh;l—user dvahlles in
agricultural mobile app development.
26 Shamts, ? A 2022 Banghlades SStudy ¢ Findings: Fairness, social recognition,
ctak 1(93ugren};e(;s) and honesty are key values for
marginalized female farmers.
Field T.esthd informatiqn targeting Vi.a videos.
Lecoutere, E. Eastern Experiment Flhdmgs: Targeting women (hrect.ly or
27 ot al > 12023 Uganda | (Randomize using female rqle models in videos
’ d Trial) increases technical knowledge and
challenges traditional gender norms.
Discusses the "International Year of the
. Woman Farmer 2026." Findings:
28 Atl(\)I 1% r}’/;{'A&T 2025 Global Perlgg ;c/;:eti:/,e/ Giving women equal access to resources
o can increase their productivity by 20—
30%, boosting global food security.
Various Mixed Reflects on 15 years of studying
(Mali Methods empowerment. Flnd'm.gs: M{xed
29 Doss, C. & 2025 Ghana; (Long-term methods reveal that "joint" decision-
Rubin, D. Nepal’ Collaboratio making isn't always empowering and
etc.), n) highlights the importance of agency
over time.
Global Analyzes gender impacts when "scaling
. (Developi . up" agricultural innovations. Findings:
30 McGulrle B, 2022 ng therqture Innovations often fail to reach women if
ctal. Countries Review they do not account for restrictive local
) social norms.
Empowering  Women  Farmers
through Public Services and HR:
Pejagoan o Anal.yzes how HR.development and
Setiyaningsih Village Quah‘hatl.ve public service quality affect Women
31 E W > | 2025 Kebumeh Descriptive Fgrmprs Grqup (KWT) performance.
o In donesi;; (Case Study) | Findings: Training and synergy between

the village government and agricultural
office are key to successful yard-based
food production.
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Table 2. Thematic Synthesis of Women’s Agency in Community-Based Agriculture

of Women’s Agency

Theme Description Evidence from the Reviewed
Studies
Conceptualisations | Women’s agency is Most studies conceptualise agency

conceptualised as a
multidimensional and process-
oriented construct involving
decision-making power,
control over productive
resources and income,
leadership, and autonomy
within agricultural systems.

as women’s capacity to participate
in decision-making and influence
agricultural  practices.  Several
studies emphasise leadership roles
and voice within women farmers’
groups as key indicators of agency.
A smaller number of studies adopt
a relational perspective, describing
agency as negotiated within
household, = community,  and
institutional contexts.

Mechanisms
Enabling Women’s
Agency

Women farmers’ groups can
enable agency through
collective action, participatory
governance, knowledge
sharing, and capacity-building
processes.

Many studies report that collective
organisation strengthens women’s
confidence, social capital, and
bargaining power. Several studies
highlight the importance of
inclusive governance structures and
leadership opportunities within
groups. Training programmes, peer
learning, and knowledge exchange
are also identified as mechanisms
supporting women’s agency.

Institutional and Institutional actors such as Several  studies show  that
External Influences | public services, agricultural institutional  support improves
on Agency extension systems, NGOs, and | women’s access to resources,
development programmes information, and markets. Some
shape women’s opportunities | studies indicate that formal
to exercise agency. recognition of women farmers’
groups increases women’s
visibility and bargaining power in
local  governance  structures.
However, a number of studies
caution that externally driven
programmes may create program-
dependent empowerment if women
are not involved in decision-
making processes.
Persistent Structural barriers continue to | Many studies highlight gender
Constraints and limit women’s agency despite | norms and unequal control over
Research Gaps participation in collective resources as persistent constraints.

agricultural initiatives.

Several studies identify time
poverty and  unpaid  care
responsibilities as barriers to
women’s participation and

leadership. A small number of
studies note that existing research
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often focuses on short-term
outcomes rather than examining
how women’s agency evolves over
time.

1. Conceptualisations of Women’s Agency

Across the reviewed literature, most studies conceptualise women’s agency as a
multidimensional and process-oriented construct rather than a static outcome. Agency is
commonly associated with women’s capacity to participate in decision-making, exercise
control over productive resources and income, and influence outcomes at household, group, or
community levels. Several studies emphasise leadership roles and voice within women
farmers’ groups as key expressions of agency.

However, conceptual clarity varies substantially. While some studies explicitly
distinguish agency from participation and empowerment outcomes, others implicitly equate
agency with observable indicators such as increased productivity, income, or adoption of
agricultural practices. This variation reflects an underlying tension between process-based and
outcome-based interpretations of empowerment within the literature.

A smaller number of studies adopt a relational understanding of agency, framing it as
negotiated and context-dependent, shaped by interactions between women, household
members, community norms, and institutional actors. Within this perspective, agency is not
treated as an individual attribute alone, but as emerging through collective arrangements and
social recognition. Overall, the findings indicate broad agreement that women’s agency in
community-based agriculture is dynamic and context-specific, though its operationalisation
remains inconsistent across studies.

2. Mechanisms Enabling Women’s Agency within Women Farmers’ Groups

The literature identifies several mechanisms through which women farmers’ groups may
enable women’s agency. Collective action emerges as a central mechanism, providing women
with opportunities to pool resources, share knowledge, and engage collectively with external
actors. Group participation is frequently associated with increased confidence, social capital,
and bargaining power, particularly in contexts where women face social or mobility
constraints.

Participatory governance and leadership opportunities within women farmers’ groups
also play a significant role. Studies indicate that groups characterised by inclusive decision-
making processes and rotating or shared leadership structures are more likely to support
women’s agency. In contrast, groups with rigid hierarchies or externally controlled governance
arrangements tend to limit women’s influence, even when women are actively involved in
group activities.

Knowledge acquisition and capacity-building processes, including training, peer
learning, and collective experimentation, are further identified as enabling mechanisms. These
processes enhance women’s technical skills and confidence, contributing to greater
involvement in decision-making. However, the extent to which these mechanisms translate into
sustained agency varies across contexts and depends on women’s ability to exercise control
over the application of acquired knowledge.

Importantly, the findings indicate that group membership alone does not guarantee
agency. Agency gains are uneven and contingent on organisational design, access to resources,
and broader social conditions.
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3. Institutional and External Influences on Women’s Agency

Institutional and external actors play a critical role in shaping women’s agency in
community-based agriculture. Public services, agricultural extension systems, non-
governmental organisations, and development programmes frequently provide training, inputs,
and organisational support to women farmers’ groups. Such support can enhance women’s
access to resources, institutional recognition, and opportunities for engagement beyond the
household.

Several studies highlight the importance of institutional legitimacy, noting that formal
recognition of women farmers’ groups can strengthen women’s visibility and bargaining
position within local governance structures. External support can also facilitate access to
markets, credit, and information that may otherwise remain inaccessible.

At the same time, the literature documents ambivalent effects of external interventions.
In some cases, programme-driven initiatives prioritise predefined targets or technology
adoption over women'’s participation in decision-making processes. This can result in forms of
program-dependent empowerment, where women benefit from resources and activities without
gaining long-term autonomy or control. These findings suggest that institutional support is
most effective when it reinforces, rather than substitutes for, women’s collective agency.

4. Persistent Constraints and Research Gaps

Despite evidence of positive outcomes associated with women farmers’ groups,
persistent constraints on women’s agency are consistently reported across the literature. Gender
norms and power relations remain a dominant barrier, shaping women’s access to land, assets,
and decision-making authority within households and communities. Even where women
participate actively in groups, these norms often limit their ability to control income or make
strategic choices.

Time poverty and unpaid care responsibilities further constrain women’s capacity to
exercise agency. Several studies note that participation in group activities and innovation-
related practices may increase women’s workloads without reducing domestic responsibilities,
thereby limiting the transformative potential of empowerment initiatives.

The review also identifies key research gaps. Many studies focus on short-term outcomes
rather than examining agency as a longitudinal process. Limited attention is paid to internal
governance dynamics within women farmers’ groups or to how agency evolves in response to
resistance, conflict, or institutional change. These gaps point to the need for future research
that more explicitly examines the conditions under which collective arrangements lead to
sustained and transformative forms of women’s agency.

Discussion

This systematic literature review set out to examine how women’s agency is
conceptualised, enabled, and constrained within women farmers’ groups in community-based
agriculture. By synthesising findings from 31 peer-reviewed studies, the review moves beyond
outcome-oriented assessments of empowerment to foreground agency as a process shaped by
organisational, institutional, and structural dynamics. The discussion interprets the findings in
relation to existing scholarship and highlights the theoretical, practical, and research
implications of adopting an agency-centred perspective.

Previous literature reviews on women’s empowerment in agriculture have largely
focused on measurement frameworks, agricultural productivity, and the impact of development
interventions. Many of these reviews examine empowerment through quantitative indicators
such as decision-making authority, access to resources, and economic participation, often using
frameworks such as the Women’s Empowerment in Agriculture Index (WEAI). While these
reviews provide important insights into the outcomes of empowerment initiatives, they tend to
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place less emphasis on the organisational and relational processes through which women’s
agency develops. In contrast, the present review focuses specifically on women farmers’
groups as collective organisational settings where agency is negotiated and enacted. By
examining the organisational dynamics, institutional influences, and innovation-related
processes shaping agency, this review offers a process-oriented perspective that complements
and extends existing literature on women’s empowerment in agriculture.

1. Reframing Empowerment: From Participation to Agency

A central insight emerging from this review is the persistent conflation of women’s
participation with women’s agency in community-based agricultural initiatives. While
participation in women farmers’ groups is frequently associated with positive outcomes—such
as increased income, improved skills, or enhanced food security—the findings demonstrate
that participation alone does not guarantee agency. Women may engage actively in group
activities while remaining excluded from strategic decision-making and control over resources.

This distinction is critical for both theory and practice. Treating participation or
observable outcomes as proxies for empowerment risks overstating the transformative potential
of women farmers’ groups. By contrast, an agency-centred approach emphasises women’s
ability to exercise choice, influence decisions, and shape agricultural practices. The review
therefore supports recent calls to shift analytical attention from “what women do” to “what
women can decide and control” within collective agricultural settings.

2. Women Farmers’ Groups as Organisational Spaces of Agency

The findings underscore that women farmers’ groups function not merely as delivery
mechanisms for agricultural interventions, but as organisational spaces in which agency is
negotiated and enacted. Collective action, participatory governance, and leadership
opportunities emerge as key mechanisms through which agency can be strengthened. Groups
that enable inclusive decision-making and shared leadership are more likely to support
women’s agency than those characterised by rigid hierarchies or external control.

However, the review also reveals that organisational design alone is insufficient. Agency
gains are uneven and contingent upon women’s access to resources, recognition, and
institutional support. This suggests that women farmers’ groups should be understood as
enabling structures whose empowerment potential depends on how internal governance
arrangements interact with broader social and institutional contexts.

3. Institutional Support and the Risk of Program-Dependent Empowerment

Institutional and external actors—including public services, extension systems, and
development programmes—play a dual role in shaping women’s agency. On the one hand,
institutional support can enhance women’s access to knowledge, markets, and legitimacy,
thereby strengthening their capacity to act collectively. Formal recognition of women farmers’
groups often increases women’s visibility and bargaining power within local governance
structures.

On the other hand, the review highlights the risk of program-dependent empowerment.
When externally driven interventions prioritise predefined targets, technology adoption, or
short-term outputs, women may benefit materially without gaining sustained agency or
autonomy. In such cases, empowerment remains contingent on continued programme support
rather than rooted in women'’s collective decision-making capacity. This finding underscores
the importance of institutional arrangements that reinforce, rather than substitute for, women’s
agency.
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4. Innovation as a Conditional Enabler of Agency

Innovation-related practices are frequently embedded within community-based
agricultural initiatives, yet their relationship with women’s agency is complex. The review
shows that innovation—whether in farming techniques, organisational routines, or digital
tools—does not automatically enhance agency. In some contexts, innovation adoption
increases women’s workloads or reinforces existing power hierarchies when women lack
control over innovation decisions.

From an organisational and social perspective, innovation contributes to agency only
when women are meaningfully involved in learning, experimentation, and adaptation
processes. When women exercise influence over how innovations are selected and
implemented, innovation can strengthen confidence, skills, and decision-making capacity.
These findings caution against equating innovation adoption with empowerment and highlight
the need to situate innovation within broader analyses of power and agency.

5. Persistent Constraints and the Limits of Collective Action

Despite the potential of women farmers’ groups, persistent structural constraints continue
to limit women’s agency. Gender norms, unequal access to assets, and time poverty remain
dominant barriers across contexts. Even within collective settings, women’s ability to exercise
agency is shaped by household dynamics and broader social expectations regarding gender
roles.

These findings suggest that collective action alone cannot overcome deeply embedded
structural inequalities. While women farmers’ groups can create spaces for agency, their
transformative potential depends on complementary efforts to address gender norms,
redistribute resources, and recognise women’s leadership beyond the group level.

6. Implications for Research and Practice

This review has several implications. For researchers, the findings highlight the need for
greater conceptual clarity and consistency in the use of agency as an analytical lens. Future
studies would benefit from examining agency as a longitudinal process, rather than relying on
short-term outcome measures. Greater attention to internal governance dynamics and women’s
control over decision-making processes would also deepen understanding of how agency
develops within collective agricultural settings.

For policymakers and practitioners, the findings suggest that supporting women farmers’
groups requires more than facilitating participation or innovation adoption. Interventions
should prioritise organisational arrangements and institutional support that enable women’s
meaningful involvement in decision-making and control over resources. Designing
programmes that strengthen women’s collective agency, rather than creating dependency, is
essential for achieving transformative empowerment.

CONCLUSION

This study set out to examine how women’s agency is conceptualised, enabled, and
constrained within women farmers’ groups in community-based agriculture. By synthesising
evidence from 31 peer-reviewed studies published since 2010, the review moves beyond
outcome-oriented assessments of empowerment to foreground agency as a central analytical
lens. The findings demonstrate that while women farmers’ groups are widely promoted as
vehicles for empowerment, their capacity to support transformative change depends on how
organisational, institutional, and structural conditions shape women’s ability to exercise
choice, influence decisions, and control resources.

The review highlights that participation in women farmers’ groups does not
automatically translate into agency. Although collective arrangements can facilitate access to
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resources, knowledge, and social networks, women’s agency is strengthened only when these
arrangements enable meaningful involvement in decision-making and leadership.
Organisational design, particularly inclusive governance and participatory leadership
structures, plays a critical role in shaping whether women farmers’ groups function as
empowering spaces or as mechanisms that mobilise women’s labour without altering power
relations.

Institutional and external support further conditions the development of women’s agency.
Public services, extension systems, and development programmes can enhance women’s
visibility, legitimacy, and access to opportunities. However, the findings also reveal the risk of
program-dependent empowerment, whereby women benefit from externally driven
interventions without gaining sustained autonomy or control. This underscores the importance
of institutional arrangements that reinforce women’s collective agency rather than substituting
for it.

The review also demonstrates that innovation-related practices, while commonly
embedded in community-based agricultural initiatives, do not inherently enhance women’s
agency. Innovation contributes to empowerment only when women are actively involved in
learning, experimentation, and decision-making processes. Without such involvement,
innovation may increase workloads or reinforce existing inequalities. These findings caution
against equating innovation adoption with empowerment and highlight the need to situate
innovation within broader analyses of power and agency.

Taken together, this review contributes to the literature by clarifying the conceptual
boundaries between participation, empowerment outcomes, and women’s agency in
community-based agriculture. By adopting a process-oriented perspective, the study provides
a more nuanced understanding of how women’s agency is formed and negotiated within
collective agricultural settings. For researchers, the findings point to the need for greater
conceptual consistency and longitudinal analysis of agency. For policymakers and
practitioners, the results suggest that supporting women farmers’ groups requires attention not
only to participation and innovation, but also to organisational governance, institutional
support, and the structural conditions that enable women’s meaningful agency.

Despite these contributions, this review has several limitations. The analysis relies on
studies retrieved from major academic databases, including Scopus, Web of Science, and
Google Scholar, which may not capture relevant research published in regional databases or
local-language sources. The findings may also be influenced by publication bias, as studies
reporting positive outcomes or successful empowerment initiatives are more likely to be
published than those documenting limited or unsuccessful interventions. In addition, the
geographical distribution of the reviewed studies is uneven, with a concentration of research in
particular regions, which may limit the generalisability of the findings across different
agricultural contexts. Future research would benefit from longitudinal approaches that examine
how women’s agency evolves over time within women farmers’ groups. Greater attention to
internal group governance, including leadership dynamics, decision-making processes, and
power relations within collective organisations, would further deepen understanding of how
women’s agency develops in community-based agricultural settings
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