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4 CONCLUSIONS 

This report has presented evidence from reviews of literature 
and of past projects which shows how agriculture and 
enterprise training plays an important role in helping women 
smallholders overcome the social, environmental, financial 
and market-related challenges that they face. 

The field research addressed two key dimensions of the 
delivery of effective training for women smallholders. The 
findings from section 2 presented a fuller understanding 
of how and why women smallholders engage with training 
opportunities, and how training can be designed to 
systematically meet their needs. The findings from 
section 3 showed how training interacts with factors which 
affect its take-up, such as social networks, technology 
development processes, and credit, capital and rural 
infrastructure. These chapters then outlined ways in which 
training can be integrated with efforts to ensure these factors 
are in place.

Conclusions 

SECTION 2:

Section 2.1: 

Integrating agricultural training with enterprise training 
helps women smallholders to manage and market their 
farm production more effectively, to take advantage of new 
agricultural opportunities, and to diversify their income 
by engaging in non-farm enterprises, thereby protecting 
themselves against erratic agricultural conditions. Training 
in financial management, pricing and marketing can help 
women benefit more from their interactions in local markets.

Section 2.2:

Women face significant barriers in accessing training, 
including low literacy levels, domestic obligations and training 
which is targeted primarily at men. Projects need to make 
training accessible to illiterate women, build literacy skills, 
ensure that training takes domestic duties into account, and 
help women realise the value of training in both the short and 

long run.

Section 2.3:

Overcoming the barriers to access requires a good 
understanding of the needs of the women receiving training. 
Projects require strategies for systematically ensuring 
that training meets women’s needs. Structures for women 
to express their training needs to project management and 
local government are important, as is cultivating women’s 
ownership over training projects, and addressing the gender 
dimensions of training within the context of the whole 
community.

SECTION 3:

Section 3.1:

Women’s groups, particularly self-help groups, play an 
important role in helping women smallholders share 
training information, collectively press for better training, 
save, and support each other in applying new techniques and 
technologies. Training in group formation, record keeping 
and group leadership can build the capacity of groups to fulfil 
these functions.

Section 3.2:

A lack of appropriate technology constrains women’s 
application of new techniques in many situations. In 
order for women to participate meaningfully in the 
development of appropriate technology, they first need 
the savings margins and the management and financial 
skills which would enable them to take the risk of investing 
in new technology. Incremental improvements to existing 
technologies are more easily adopted, and can make a 
significant difference to the efficiency of production.

Section 3.3:

Lack of credit and capital, insecure land tenure and 
inadequate rural infrastructure make the application 
of new agricultural and enterprise strategies risky for 
women smallholders. Training organisations can play an 
important role in mitigating these risks by facilitating access 
to credit, helping women manage capital, working towards 
more secure land tenure, and helping women lobby local 
government for the provision of better infrastructure.
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Recommendations for good 
practice 
In the analysis presented above, four key characteristics 
emerged which enabled successful projects to implement 
agricultural and enterprise training for women smallholders. 
Despite the significant differences in the contexts and 
approaches of the projects studied, several broadly shared 
strategies were employed. These cut across the various 
chapters, and are presented here as recommendations for 
projects dealing with similar target communities. 

• Effective projects engage closely with women’s current 
challenges at individual and group levels.

• Effective projects harness the power of the community.

• Effective projects introduce changes that women can 
manage.

• Effective projects secure longer-term change by 
connecting with government structures.

1. Effective projects engage closely with women’s 
current challenges at individual and group levels

The effective projects had an accurate and thorough 
understanding of the circumstances of the women 
who received training. They used a variety of systematic 
methods to gauge the major issues that the women faced: 
MoFA used transit walks where trainers walked through the 
village with community members to identify challenges and 
opportunities; A2N used community needs analysis, transit 
walks and community mapping; Kudumbashree relied on a 
formalised community structure. In general, however, their 
methods were participatory and community-focused. 

The common theme was a strong commitment to 
understanding the problems properly. This was, perhaps, 
most evident in SEWA’s programme, where trainers would 
live with a woman and her family in their house, and 
share her daily duties for three days in order to gain a full 
understanding of her challenges. Because of the complex 
interactions between the challenges women face, this level of 

understanding of their circumstances was the key to engaging 
with them and identifying appropriate training.

Secondly, the projects all demonstrated long-standing 
commitment to the communities they worked with, 
and had developed extremely high levels of trust with 
the women to whom they delivered training. This meant 
that they were ultimately able to help the women deal with 
problems that were sensitive, rooted in deep-seated social 
patterns, or otherwise impossible to address without a strong 
relationship. The trust relationship was necessary for the 
project to act as a facilitator for groups, drawing out women’s 
own solutions to their problems. 

The lesson throughout the project reviews and the case 
studies was clear: long-term investment in communities 
is not merely desirable, it is essential. However, 
the successful projects were able to demonstrate this 
commitment without fostering dependence, by clearly 
defining their roles and emphasising their facilitative function. 
They found that interference in community issues bred 
resentment and suspicion, and lack of clarity about available 
funding broke trust. 

Finally, a strong thread running through the success of the 
projects was the fact that, once they understood the women’s 
challenges and had gained their trust, the projects spent 
considerable time engaging with, and challenging, their 
perceptions of the opportunities that their situations 
offered them. It was a recurrent theme among the women 
we interviewed: the projects had changed the way they 
viewed themselves and their situations. A2N dealt with the 
women’s self-perceptions very explicitly, with an approach 
they called the ‘how’ of being wealthy: When I am wealthy, 
where will I live, how will I dress, how will I relate to those 
around me? The key was creating realistic, self-motivated 
ambition to drive their participation and ultimately to increase 
women’s take-up of new practices.

2. Effective projects harness the power of the 
community

Enabling community involvement, ensuring community 
buy-in and understanding the needs of the community were 
important factors in the success of the projects, especially 
when initially engaging with villages. The case study projects 
were successful in initiating and maintaining a presence in the 
villages and in using the power of the community to enhance 
the project’s goals. The clearest manifestation of this was 
the use of groups as the structure through which training 
and development were directed. However, the projects also 
utilised the power of the wider community to the advantage 
of both the projects and the groups, a key approach in 
optimising the projects’ reach and impact.

Advantages of working with women’s groups

The case study projects recognised the potential of women’s 
existing relationships and networks to provide a support 
structure for productive enterprises. They saw that strong 
bonds within women’s groups could provide much of 
what was required to enable women to apply training 
more effectively: mutual support and encouragement, 
a commitment mechanism for saving, a way of pooling 
resources to undertake larger investments, mutual insurance 
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against individual crises, and joint liability for debt to improve 
their credit-worthiness. 

The groups were a critical feature in reducing the poor’s 
susceptibility to crisis and reducing aversion to risk, and 
their importance was overwhelmingly evident throughout the 
four projects. From informal social support networks, they 
had developed into the primary economic safety net for the 
majority of the women. The integration of credit, financial 
management and enterprise development training meant 
that the women were able to understand and take ownership 
of the process, rather than relying on the project to support 
them in times of emergency. 

By delivering training to groups, the projects ensured that 
the necessary factors were in place to ensure the take-up of 
the training. They maximised the value of these groups 
by providing training to support group management 
and leadership, and the sharing of information within 
groups. The consensus was that this investment had paid off 
in the form of more independent, sustainable groups. 

Previous extension and enterprise projects have been 
criticised for meeting only the needs of those who had the 
capacity to invest their time and income. The projects in the 
case studies were able to address the needs of the poorest 
by delivering training to groups from varied backgrounds and 
income levels. This ensured that all the women in the village 
could benefit and meant that social boundaries were 
often addressed. 

Importance of engaging the wider community

The successful projects also recognised that whether a 
project can operate effectively within a community will 
depend heavily on the community acknowledging its 
presence and to some extent legitimising its goals. In 
addition to ensure long-term sustainability, it is essential to 
ensure the wider community’s buy-in. Without this, there can 
be resentment from people external to the project, an issue 
that was highlighted throughout the case studies, especially 
in the case of men asking why women were getting support 
and they were not. Addressing these barriers, by engaging 
with community leaders and husbands, was at the 
forefront of strategies to ensure women could 
access training.

In all of the case studies, the projects faced some level of 
opposition to their presence when they initiated work in the 
various villages. Opposition continued in some circumstances 
– for three years in one case – and it was only through 
harnessing community support and identifying success 
stories from within the community that the projects were able 
to deal with these issues. 

3. Effective projects introduce changes that 
women can manage

Good projects ensure that productivity-enhancing 
methods can be sustained, by delivering training and 
introducing techniques and technology in line with the 
women’s ability to take them up, manage and adapt 
them. The idea that increasing productivity automatically 
increases wealth has been shown to be illusory. It only 
does so when structures are in place to enable the women, 

themselves, to manage the increased volume of both 
production and income. 

In the case study projects, we repeatedly saw that where 
women already had financial and business management 
skills, access to and experience in working with credit, 
and sound cooperative relationships, they were able 
to choose and use training and new technologies 
effectively. For example, we spoke to a woman in one of the 
Indian groups, who had paid 200 rupees for training to use an 
embroidery machine:

I did it because I saw the [potential for] heightened orders 
through this. I have now passed [the cost] on through 
charging others for lessons. Group in Visavdi, SEWA

The value of the training was evident. A less obvious but 
important point, however, is that by the time this woman 
made this market-conscious, profitable investment choice, 
she had been in the group for several years, learning finance, 
marketing and management skills, and saving capital. 
All of these factors helped her to profit from the training 
opportunity that she chose.

On the other hand, where the introduction of training and 
technology was not accompanied by these complementary 
factors, the benefits were short-lived. A clear example was 
the Ghanaian women’s group who could not sustain their dry 
season production, because they were unable to repair their 
irrigation pump. When speaking to these women, there was 
the sense that they felt their problems were beyond their 
ability to solve.

It is the nature of machinery to break, seasons to vary, 
and business to be less than perfectly predictable. New 
techniques will have the best chance of making a positive 
difference when the women have developed their business 
skills to a level where they have some methods of managing 
the risks (whether through accumulated savings, mutual 
insurance through groups, or through access to credit), so 
that they can afford to take the chance of implementing 
them, and manage both positive and negative outcomes of 
implementation. One of the key points in this research is that 
groups – by helping women to pool their resources, 
helping women to commit to savings schemes and 
improving their credit-worthiness through joint liability 
– can enable women to improve their situations in order 
to demand and invest in appropriate new ideas 
and methods. 

Despite the importance of women controlling the pace and 
process of investing their time and resources in training and 
technology, the research shows that projects still played a 
vital role in facilitating access to credit and technology, and in 
guiding women through appropriate training. Such facilitation 
was particularly important to ensure that women did not 
become discouraged by bad experiences, but were able to 
access appropriate and continuing support, and raise the 
base from which they operate. Importantly, the successful 
projects were able to facilitate this in such a way as to ensure 
that women retained ultimate control of the process, reducing 
dependence, and improving the sustainability of the projects.
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4. Effective projects secure longer-term change 
by connecting with government structures
Integrating the project into the local governance 
structure and linking the women to this was key to 
the success of the projects in India. It was also a key 
constraint for the projects in Ghana, which they are now 
actively looking to address. For the two Indian projects, 
the panchayat (local government) was an important means 
of engaging with the villages and adding legitimacy to 
their goals. Both also had a primary goal of increasing the 
number of women representatives at local government level. 
Although this was particularly important in India because of 
the power of the local government structure, it also had a 
key role in empowering women to voice their needs in both 
domestic and village affairs, as well as in campaigning for 
investments and support for their agricultural and enterprise 
development. 

These changes will not happen, however, without 
specific training (such as lobbying training) and support 
to initiate them. Often the women in the case studies did 
not have the confidence to speak out to the community, or did 
not recognise that they should or could be doing so. Through 
direct and indirect channels, their confidence has developed, 
and because of the groups and wider project structures, the 
majority of women felt confident that their individual and 
group needs were heard at higher levels. Capacity building 
training was vital for direct changes to happen. This included 
identifying the need to take an interest in village affairs and 
identifying the benefits that could accrue through these 
linkages. The primary change, however, occurred because of 
the confidence the women gained through the activities 
they initiated. 

Women’s empowerment requires the development of their 
ability to take self-motivated action to address the challenges 
they face. However, if women’s concerns are not acted upon, 
this ability is of little use. Ensuring that the project and the 
groups are integrated into local government structures 
provides support for the women’s voice. It is also key 
to the sustainability of project outcomes, both during the 
project and after it ends. Those who are marginalised in the 
social structures – most evident in India with issues such as 
caste – are reliant on the channels the projects have initiated 
to pursue their needs.

Next Steps: what policy makers, 
projects and researchers can do 
In the projects we evaluated, these approaches led to 
ownership of and meaningful participation in training by 
women smallholders, and a gradually decreasing dependence 
on project support. What their experience suggests is both 
hopeful and modest. 

Training can be effective in assisting rural women to develop 
from even a very low base, by using the existing assets of 
rural communities, especially their social assets, to create 
an environment where productive new knowledge can be 
used. Even the very poor need not be excluded from the 
development process if training is delivered in such an 
environment. However, ensuring that training and technology 

meets the needs of rural women is in itself an outcome of the 
development process. Progress in matching training to needs 
requires meaningful participation. Full participation is not just 
a question of method and requires more than just political will, 
as what is necessary is to create conditions where women 
have sufficient economic power to participate meaningfully. 
Until this happens, their ability to demand the training that 
they need will be constrained. There is no training shortcut 
to the step-by-step accumulation of knowledge, capital, 
management skills, technology and political power.

The challenge of providing effective training for rural 
development therefore needs to be addressed at a variety of 
different levels. The ability of training to improve livelihoods 
for rural women is influenced by the priorities and choices 
of international and national donors and policy makers, it is 
shaped by the practical approaches of development projects, 
and it is informed by the evidence available to those working 
in the area.  The key implications of this report for policy 
makers, projects and researchers are outlined below.

Key implications for policy makers: 
• A combination of agriculture and enterprise skills should 

be provided to smallholders to enable them to respond to 
changing economic and environmental circumstances.

• The collection of data on smallholders which is 
disaggregated by gender is vital to inform strategies for 
addressing women’s needs.

• Strengthening the relationships between agencies 
responsible for extension and local government is required 
to improve responsiveness to smallholders.

Key implications for development projects:
• In order to address the needs of women smallholders, 

projects need to develop trust by showing commitment to 
communities, while ensuring that women retain ownership 
of the changes that are introduced to avoid dependency.

• Farmer groups are a powerful resource for sharing 
information, improving women’s confidence and reducing 
the risks they face, but groups need training and support 
at various points in their development in order to function 
effectively, and to have a chance to become self-sufficient.

• Removing or lowering barriers to women’s participation 
in development initiatives requires a shift in their position 
in their communities, and therefore it requires projects to 
work with both men and women in communities.

Key implications for researchers:
• More longitudinal research is needed to investigate the 

benefits over time of combining enterprise and agriculture 
training for rural women.

• The challenges that women smallholders face vary 
significantly according to the context in which training is 
delivered. There is an ongoing need for local-level research 
into women’s needs and how training interacts with 
community norms. 

• More research is required into the factors other than 
participatory methods that determine successful 
participation by smallholders in the technology 
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development process. These factors might include the 
savings capacity of the smallholders, their level of technical 
and enterprise skills, and whether they are part of farmer 
groups.

The City and Guilds Centre for Skills Development looks 
forward to working with donors, policy makers, development 
projects and other research organisations to take the 
findings of this report forward in a practical, implementable 
way.  Training can make a difference to the livelihoods of 
rural women, training does make a difference in the projects 
analysed in this report, and training can make an even greater 
difference if it is delivered in a way that responds to women’s 
changing needs, and takes into account the varying social, 
economic and environmental contexts in which they use 
their skills.
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Glossary

A2N – Africa 2000 Network

ACOPAM – Cooperative Support for Grassroots Development

ADB – Asian Development Bank

BPL – Below Poverty Line

CARE - Christian Action Research and Education

CDS – Community Development Society
ADS – Area Development Society
NHG – Neighbourhood Group

DANIDA – Danish International Development Assistance

DfID – Department for International Development (UK)

EDP – Exposure Dialogue Programme

EMPOWER - Ethiopian Management of Participatory 
Opportunities for Women in Extension and Research

FAO – Food and Agriculture Organisation

FARA - Forum for Agricultural Research in Africa

GDP – Gross Domestic Product

GOT – General Orientation Training

GTZ – Deutsche Gesellschaft für Technische Zusammenarbeit

HDI – Human Development Index

IBRD – International Bank for Reconstruction and 
Development

IFAD – International Fund for Agricultural Development

IFPRI – International Food Policy research Institute

MoFA – Ministry of Foreign Affairs (Ghana)

NGO – Non-Governmental Organisation

NREG – National Rural Employment Guarantee Programme 
(India)

PIU – Project Implementation Unit

SDC - Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation

SEWA – Self Employed Women’s Association

SHG – Self Help Group

SPEM (Kerala) State Poverty Eradication Mission

SSA – sub-Saharan Africa

SYB – Start Your Own Business Project

TNWDP - Tamil Nadu Women’s Development Project

UN – United Nations

UNDP – United Nations Development Programme

WARDA - West Africa Rice Development Association 
(WARDA) now AfricaRice

WIADP - The Women in Agricultural Development Project

Block level – Administrative district of India.  Rural local 
government body representing multiple villages.  Reports up 
to the district level.

District association – The central administrative office 
within each district covered by SEWA.  Work in conjunction 
with the SEWA main office to ensure that the needs of the sub 
districts and villages are being met.

Enterprise group – A group of 4-5 self help group members 
within the Kudumbashree project, which has been set up 
specifically to develop an enterprise.

Farmer Field Schools – Group based training for farmers 
using experiential learning to develop localised knowledge 
formation.

Fufu – thick porridge made from yam or cassava, boiled in 
water and pounded with a mortar and pestle.

Gari - A staple food made from fermented, roasted cassava.  
Lasts well and can be eaten without further cooking

Mandu – A Gujarati term used to describe a cluster of self 
help groups in India.

Nutrimix – a baby food primarily made up of groundnut.  
Widely produced by the self-help groups in India

Panchayat – The name of the local government system 
within India.  The rural system covers the village level (gram 
panchayat), clusters of villages (block panchayat) and the 
district level (district panchayat).

Rudi – The name for SEWA’s agricultural production brand.

Samagra Project – The Kudumbashree project specifically 
focused on integrating agricultural and enterprise 
development.

Susu groups – informal groups for saving and providing 
revolving credit.  Members contribute a set weekly amount, 
and members qualify for payments from the group fund, 
either in turn or at times of crisis.

Training and visit – a widely used top-down agricultural 
training approach.   The approach uses a hierarchical 
structure, with agricultural trainers at the bottom who are 
responsible for disseminating training to different villages and 
then conducting visits on an often predetermined time basis 
to assist in the successful uptake of training information.
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