


Introduction 

Women’s rights are at the heart of resilient livelihoods. Achieving women’s rights and gender equality are key 
in transforming the food system and the world of work. If we look at agriculture alone, 43% of all agricultural 
workers globally are women playing crucial roles in achieving food security, accounting for 50-80 % of all 
food produced. Yet, their rights are not respected, and they remain highly vulnerable to food insecurity 
compounded by gender inequity, threats of climate change, and insecure livelihoods. Despite being 
responsible for most of the world’s food supply, women farmers do not have access to the same resources or 
opportunities as men – land, finance, training, or technical inputs – all of which are necessary for cultivating 
healthy and nutritious food and building resilient livelihoods.  


Women and girls disproportionately face gender-based violence and shoulder responsibilities for unpaid care 
and domestic work. A huge rollback on women's rights – for example, on sexual and reproductive health 
rights – further compound the situation. Women, girls and other marginalised genders are also at the 
forefront of bearing the brunt of natural disasters and pandemics globally. 


While it is important to recognise and address local conditions that hinder women from having equal 
opportunities on livelihoods, it is imperative that we address the systemic barriers that prevent gender 
equality and gender justice from taking root. We need to work towards profound shifts in policies that would 
tilt the balance in favour of women, girls, and other marginalised genders. 


This backgrounder outlines the intersection of gender inequality and injustice, climate crisis, and livelihoods. 
It contextualises VSO’s work and our approaches in addressing it. We put forward some key ideas in 
advancing gender equality and justice. 


Confronting the Problem: Embedding Inclusion 
and Intersectionality 


Gender inequity hinders economic progress and stifles economic development. It impedes 
access to resources, education, and economic empowerment. The climate crisis further 
magnifies this as women constitute the majority of the world’s poor, accounting for seventy 
percent of the 1.3 billion people living in conditions of poverty.  Unprecedented climatic and 1

environmental shocks facing rural farming communities – such as prolonged drought, soil erosion, 
landslides, flash floods – are disrupting food production systems, with women disproportionately suffering the 
brunt of this intersecting crisis. Such conditions amplify the social, economic, and political pressures on 
resources spurring conflicts around the world.  


Especially in rural farming communities, land is an invaluable asset in agricultural production, food security 
and nutrition. Yet less than 15 percent of agricultural landholders around the world are women, and in certain 
contexts as low as 5 percent.  This shocking discrepancy demonstrates how women are consistently 2

overlooked when it comes to access to vital resources and investments. On top of this, women and girls in 
rural communities often face increasingly hostile environments conducive for gender-based violence, sexual 
violence, child marriage, and trafficking. Despite these alarming consequences, women remain excluded 
from policy and decision-making arenas which fail to consider women’s rights and their specific needs. 
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VSO recognises that women and girls are disadvantaged socially and economically, which is one of the 
primary causes of poverty. While 143 out of 195 countries have guaranteed equality between women and 
men in their Constitution discrimination against women and other non-binary gender identities persists 
directly and indirectly. VSO commits to address this inequality by promoting their agency, power, and voice. 4

This means women, men, girls, boys and those who do not identify as male or female, should enjoy the 
same rights, resources, opportunities and protections. Most forms of exclusion have their roots in gendered 
socio-economic structures, so it is vital that we address gender through a social inclusion lens to understand 
the gendered system, structures and context of our programmes. When all genders have equal access to 
resources, opportunities, and decision-making processes, communities thrive, and sustainable development 
becomes a reality. 
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Hence, VSO’s priority is to ensure that gender and social inclusion is embedded across its programme areas 
thereby tackling issues of gender inequity and gender-based violence. It works with women and girls with 
disabilities and delivers innovative approaches in education including sign language, inclusive education and 
pedagogy and work on other forms of disability.  


• VSO’s intersectional approach ensures a person’s social and political identities are considered when 
analysing discrimination and privilege. Consideration is given to the interconnected nature of race, class, 
gender, age, sexual orientation, and ability, and how this compound interdependent systems of 
disadvantage as well as power.  


• Strengthen collective voice and power of women and girls through cooperatives, groups, associations, 
networks and movements, which are empowered to lobby and advocate for the interest of their members.


• Social inclusive and gender transformative interventions. 


What VSO is doing? 

At VSO, we believe that gender equality and justice form the bedrock of resilient livelihoods. VSO supports 
women particularly young women through the promotion of women’s right to adequate food, control over 
incomes and productive resources and adoption of agroecology/climate-resilient agriculture. Furthermore, 
the interventions assisting women small-scale food producers, including those with disabilities, assist 
them to increase their collective power in markets and transition to gender justice and climate resilient 
livelihoods. 


VSO applies a multi-pronged approach, delivering programmes that support women and girls to organise 
and mobilise, facilitate their engagement in policy processes that bring their voice and concerns to duty 
bearers, strengthening social accountability. VSO also works on preventing gender-based violence through 
transformative gender norms change, for example with the PRAYAS project in Nepal and the Speak It Loud 
project in Zimbabwe. As such, VSO actively engages in international policy spaces where we advocate for 
gender equity, sustainable livelihoods and climate change, most notably the UN Committee on World Food 
Security (CFS), UN Climate Change Commission (UNCCC), African Union (AU), Southern African 
Development Community (SADC), and UN Food and Agriculture (FAO) and its Civil Society and Indigenous 
People’s Mechanism (CSIPM), the Agroecology Coalition, Climate Action Network (CAN) and with national 
governments. 


Central to VSO’s approach is its commitment to address the root causes of gender inequality and exclusion 
and to promote transformative gender norm approaches that requires working at all levels. This spans from 
individual to family/community levels with meaningful participation and engagement of all stakeholders 
including the men and boys. 

 

• Individual: We centre women and girls’ rights and those of other excluded genders in our programming. 


• Community: We believe that the empowerment of women and girls at household and community level go 
hand in hand.


• System change: VSO takes an in-depth look at social exclusion and gender analysis (SEGA) across our 
health, education, and livelihoods programmes. SEGA involves our programme and project stakeholders, 
particularly primary actors' men, women, LGBTQI, reflecting on the system of social exclusion and gender 
equality in their context and looking at how it relates to marginalisation and poverty. This allows women 
and communities to fully understand the power dynamics at play and the causes and consequences of 
exclusion in the societies we work in.  


• Laws, both official and customary, continue to legitimise and institutionalise exclusion. We are working with 
local actors to advocate against these and address social exclusion. VSO programmes also conduct 
gender audits to highlight gaps and to address them.  

VSO's volunteering for development (V4D) approach stands as a powerful vehicle for fostering gender 
equality and justice, driving transformative change within communities. It is the organising mechanism to 
bring people together globally to find creative solutions for transformation change. It is anchored in evidence 
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from years of practice and learning and will continue to do so. It builds on our people first principles, 
relational volunteering model and our core approaches.  


A glimpse of VSO’s projects: 
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Going forward: challenging inequality 
and injustice in the four domains of 
change 

Throughout history, women and marginalized genders have faced systemic discrimination, limited 
opportunities, and social injustices rooted in patriarchal structures. Shedding light on systemic disparities and 
calling for transformative change is not enough; concrete actions and structural reforms are necessary. 


At the individual level, it is important to put the rights of women, girls and other excluded genders front and 
centre of challenging harmful gender norms and stereotypes. This involves promoting gender-sensitive 
education, awareness raising that fosters respect of women and other marginalised genders, and engaging 
men and boys as allies in promoting gender equality. 


At the community level, it is crucial to create inclusive and safe spaces that encourage equal participation, 
representation, and decision-making. It requires addressing cultural and social norms that perpetuate gender 
inequalities, supporting women's leadership and participation, and promoting gender-responsive community 
initiatives and programs. 
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At the policy level, there is a need to enact and enforce laws that protect and promote gender equality. This 
includes eliminating discriminatory legislation, ensuring equal access to justice, and implementing gender-
responsive policies and programs across various sectors. It also involves promoting gender mainstreaming 
in policy development and implementation, as well as allocating sufficient resources for gender-focused 
initiatives. 


At the systemic level, transforming institutions and systems to be gender-responsive and inclusive is 
imperative. This requires addressing power imbalances, promoting women's representation in decision-
making positions, and ensuring equal opportunities for all genders in employment, economic participation, 
and political spheres. It involves integrating gender perspectives into governance structures, establishing 
accountability mechanisms, and fostering partnerships for gender equality.  


By challenging gender inequality and gender injustice at these various levels, we can create a society where 
everyone, regardless of gender, has equal rights, opportunities, and access to resources. Achieving gender 
equality is not only a matter of justice and human rights but also a prerequisite for sustainable development 
and social progress. It calls for collective action, collaboration, and the mobilization of resources to dismantle 
barriers, change mindsets, and create a more equitable and inclusive world for all. 
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