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ACCESS TO, CONTROL OVER, AND OWNERSHIP OF ASSETS ARE CRITICAL COMPONENTS OF WELL-BEING. 
Assets can be used to generate income, as collateral for access to credit, and as stores of wealth. They can also be used to 

cope with shocks such as natural disasters or family health crises. Assets can also increase social status.

However, assets are unequally distributed, both between rich and poor and between men and women (Deere and Doss 2006). 
Asset distribution within the household influences individuals’ bargaining power in the household, which in turn affects house-
hold and individual well-being, as reflected in food security, nutrition, and education.

This brief explores the potential linkages among gender, assets, and agricultural development projects in order to gain a better 
understanding of how agricultural development interventions are likely to impact the gendered distribution of assets.

ASSETS, INEQUALITIES, AND THE GENDER-ASSET GAP
Households and individuals can hold a range of tangible and 
intangible assets: (1) natural resource capital (land, water, 
trees), (2) physical capital (houses and vehicles), (3) human 
capital (education, knowledge, skills), (4) financial capital (sav-
ings, credit), (5) social capital (membership in organizations or 
groups), and (6) political capital (citizenship and participation). 
These assets provide means for people to earn a living, give 
individuals the capability to act (agency), and give meaning to 
people’s lives (Bebbington 1999).

Men and women own and control different types of assets. 
This situation is recognized by the collective model of house-
hold decisionmaking, which allows for differences of opinion 
among household members regarding economic and other 
decisions. Unlike the unitary model that assumes that house-
holds are groups of individuals with the same preferences 
who fully pool their resources, the collective model acknowl-
edges that when there is disagreement within a household, 
its resolution may depend on the bargaining power of indi-
vidual household members. Sociocultural context and intra-
household allocation rules determine who within the house-
hold has access to a particular resource and for what purpose.

GAAP CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK
The Gender, Agriculture, and Assets Project (GAAP) Con-
ceptual Framework is an attempt to outline the pathways 
through which assets influence men’s and women’s participa-
tion in development programs and the way these programs 
impact men’s and women’s assets (Figure 1).

The GAAP framework shows the strong link between assets 
and well-being and the way gender relations influence the 
different ways men and women experience constraints and 
opportunities when building their asset stock. Each compo-
nent below is shaded to remind readers that women and men 
often have separate assets and activities but that households 
can also have joint assets and activities.

The framework includes the following elements:

Context: Ecological, social, economic, and political conditions 
affect men and women differently. For example, in the envi-
ronmental context, low rainfall may prove a greater constraint 
to women if they do not have irrigated fields and men do.

Assets: Access to and control over assets are key determi-
nants of individual agency. Within a household some assets 
are held or used by women, some by men, and some jointly.



Livelihood Strategies: Individuals and households make deci-
sions about how to invest in their assets to generate expected 
returns (income, food, and so on). These strategies depend 
heavily on contextual factors and on what assets are avail-
able. Within a household, men and women sometimes pur-
sue different livelihood strategies and sometimes pursue joint 
livelihood strategies such as family farms or family businesses. 
In carrying out livelihood strategies some assets can be built 
or enhanced, as represented by the reverse arrow from “Live-
lihood Strategies” to “Assets” in Figure 1.

Shocks: Negative and positive shocks can be caused by 
weather, disease, conflicts, thefts, or even policy changes. 
Some shocks are specific to a household (the death of an 
income earner), some to individuals (divorce or abandon-
ment), and still others affect entire regions. Men and women 
experience shocks differently depending on their roles and 
responsibilities. For example, human diseases are likely to 
have a disproportionately large effect on women, as women 
are often not only affected by their own illness and typically 
lower access to healthcare but are also responsible for caring 
for other sick family members. Men and women frequently 
have different abilities to withstand shocks, and their assets 
are often used differently to respond to shocks.

Full Incomes: Full income is the total value of products and 
services produced by the household members, some of 
which are consumed and others of which are traded or sold. 

Household members differ in their contributions to house-
hold income and in their control over how that income is 
used. Often men and women spend money differently, with 
women spending a higher proportion of income they control 
on food, healthcare, and their children’s education.

Consumption & Savings: Savings are the balance of income 
that is not consumed. Both saving and consuming can affect 
asset accumulation or loss. If savings are used to buy land, 
those savings increase physical capital. Consumption of nutri-
tious food, clean water, or adequate shelter contributes to 
human capital. Women’s, men’s, and joint income can be 
used for different types of investment. Even when a coun-
try legally allows women to own land, if most land in that 
country is held under a customary tenure regime where men 
dominate decisions, then women will be effectively excluded 
from this avenue of asset accumulation. In this case they are 
unable to invest in the same asset as men.

Well-Being: Measures of well-being range from those associ-
ated with consumption (education, food security) to those 
that are less tangible (self-esteem, empowerment, and sta-
tus). Assets positively impact well-being by (1) increasing sta-
tus and empowerment through asset ownership, (2) enabling 
different household members to pursue various livelihood 
strategies, (3) providing a buffer against shocks, and (4) 
strengthening household members’ positions in the house-
hold and the broader community.

FIGURE 1 Schematic representation of a gendered livelihoods conceptual framework
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The above framework leads to three gender-spe-
cific hypotheses:

1. Different types of assets enable different livelihood strate-
gies, with a greater stock and diversity of assets being 
associated with more diverse livelihoods and better 
well-being outcomes.

2. Men and women use different types of assets to cope 
with different types of shocks.

3. Interventions that increase men’s and women’s stock of a 
particular asset improve the bargaining power of the indi-
viduals who control that asset.

GENDER, ASSETS, AND AGRICULTURAL 
DEVELOPMENT
To improve livelihood strategies, access to an asset such 
as land may be sufficient, but access alone is often not 
secure: control over assets will be important. The frame-
work ultimately demonstrates why focusing on cash income 
(as many development interventions do) may not lead to a 
direct or even necessarily a positive effect on key develop-
ment outcomes.

This framework can be used to inform the design and imple-
mentation of a range of policy and programmatic interven-
tions. The eight projects that participated in GAAP used this 
framework to evaluate their projects’ impact, working with 
researchers from IFPRI and ILRI and using both quantitative 
and qualitative methods.

The participating projects can be grouped into three 
broad categories:

 ▶ Programs to increase the stock of agricultural assets and 
remove gender-specific barriers to building those assets. 
Some programs attempt to stimulate agricultural produc-
tivity through asset transfers: land redistribution, irriga-
tion development, providing livestock, and strengthening 
women’s groups are all examples of this. Who controls 
those assets will be determined by how the program 
assigns rights and whether those rights can be defended 
against other competing claims. The intervention’s impact 
on food production, income, or both will depend on who 
uses the assets in which livelihood strategy, which will 
depend on gender roles.

 ▶ Interventions to increase returns to assets by strength-
ening market linkages. Many agricultural value chain 
programs implemented by governments and non-
governmental organizations aim to expand markets by 
linking smallholders to high-value markets. These pro-
grams could include building infrastructure, investment 

in information and technology, or both. Participation in 
value chains is also gendered. Many factors influence who 
produces the product targeted by the value chain and 
who markets and who controls income from selling that 
product: the product type, market type, and location. 
Sometimes market access depends on other assets such as 
vehicles or communications equipment. Targeting women 
alone for market-oriented agricultural interventions may 
backfire; as women’s enterprises increase in value, men 
may appropriate them. Working with both men and 
women and with multiple enterprises may secure women’s 
participation and control over income by ensuring that 
men also benefit.

 ▶ Innovations to reduce risk. A growing number of agricul-
tural development programs seek to address shocks, often 
through insurance, and these programs most often target 
men. Program designers should consider whether asset 
ownership is required to participate and whether these 
programs help to protect the assets of both men and 
women. For example, traditional crop insurance programs 
can protect only landholders, even though agricultural 
laborers suffer loss of employment when crops fail.

IMPLICATIONS FOR AGRICULTURAL PROGRAMS
This conceptual framework offers a starting point for examin-
ing how gender and assets influence household and individ-
ual well-being. It highlights how income is allocated between 
consumption and savings/investment, affecting the welfare 
of household members—both men and women—and asset 
accumulation or loss. The framework demonstrates that each 
component is gendered, allowing for men and women to 
have different assets, livelihood strategies, shocks, income, 
and consumption and investment. It also demonstrates how 
each of those elements can be at least partially shared within 
the household.

While we still need stronger evidence of how programs 
can reduce the gender asset gap, this framework can help 
practitioners understand these programs’ impacts on key 
outcomes. Program designers and implementers can use 
the GAAP framework to examine how their interventions 
are gendered and likely to influence outcomes and long-
term asset accumulation. The notes presented in this col-
lection summarize the results of the partner projects that 
constitute the Gender, Agriculture, and Assets Project. Les-
sons learned from these eight projects show what project 
designers and practitioners can learn by applying a gender 
and assets lens to evaluating their agricultural development 
projects’ impact on men’s and women’s assets, livelihoods, 
and well-being.
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