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1. Introduction

Rural women are key contributors to agricultural production, natural resource management,
and household livelihoods, particularly in developing countries where they constitute a
significant proportion of the agricultural labor force. Despite their critical roles, women often
face structural barriers that limit their participation in development planning and decision-
making processes. According to FAO (2011), these barriers include socio-cultural norms,
unequal access to resources, limited education, and heavy domestic responsibilities, all of
which restrict their visibility and influence in development initiatives (Kabeer, 1999).
Traditional top-down development approaches have historically marginalized women's voices,
resulting in interventions that fail to address their specific needs and priorities.

Participatory methodologies have emerged as alternative approaches that emphasize
inclusiveness, local knowledge, and community empowerment. Evidence from different
regions suggests that when participatory approaches are properly implemented, they can
significantly enhance women's involvement and improve development outcomes. According
to Moser (1993), a foundational scholar in gender and development, practical gender needs
often go unrecognized in conventional planning unless women are directly consulted. This
oversight persists in many contemporary programs. A recent study by Agarwal (2018) found
that even when participatory projects claim to be inclusive, male household heads continue to
dominate community meetings, effectively silencing rural women. Therefore, moving beyond
token participation requires deliberate institutional mechanisms that ensure women's voices are
not just heard but heeded.

The COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated existing gender inequalities in rural economies. As
noted in a very recent longitudinal study by Okali and Sumberg (2022), women in sub-Saharan
Africa experienced a disproportionate loss of agricultural extension support during lockdowns,
which reversed several years of participatory gains. According to a 2024 report from the
International Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD, 2024), digital participatory platforms
have shown promise in reaching rural women, but only when accompanied by targeted literacy
and mobile access programs. These findings underscore that technology alone cannot dismantle
structural barriers.

Participatory rural appraisal (PRA) techniques, pioneered by Chambers (1994), were designed
specifically to amplify marginalized voices, including those of rural women. However,
according to Cornwall (2003), the rapid institutionalization of participatory methods led to
what she terms "tyranny of participation" where local elites inadvertently recapture decision-
making spaces. More encouragingly, a very recent randomized control trial by Kosec et al.
(2023) in rural Pakistan demonstrated that when women-only participatory forums are
facilitated over at least 12 months, participants show statistically significant gains in both
agricultural productivity and household decision-making authority (Kosec et al., 2023).

Addressing socio-cultural norms requires more than procedural changes. According to
Nussbaum (2000), capabilities-based approaches recognize that women's ability to participate
is fundamentally linked to freedom from domestic coercion and access to time-saving
infrastructure. In line with this, a very recent study by Gali¢ and Farnworth (2019) introduced
the concept of "gendered participatory spaces" showing that same-sex facilitation and flexible
meeting times around domestic chores significantly increase women's sustained engagement.
More recently, Acosta et al. (2025) found that integrating participatory budgeting with gender-
transformative training in rural Nepal led to a 40% increase in women-proposed development
projects (Acosta et al., 2025). These results align with much older evidence from the Women
in Development (WID) era, which first argued that efficiency-driven development ignores
equity (Boserup, 1970).
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While participatory methodologies hold genuine potential for empowering rural women, their
effectiveness is contingent on deliberate design that counters rather than reproduces existing
power hierarchies. According to a comprehensive 2023 review by the World Bank (World
Bank, 2023), projects that include gender-disaggregated data collection, quota systems for
women's representation, and regular accountability feedback loops are three times more likely
to report improved outcomes for rural women. Looking ahead, researchers call for hybrid
models that combine indigenous knowledge with digital tools, provided that ethical safeguards
prevent data exploitation (Michener, 2024). Without such intentionality, participation becomes
a rhetorical exercise rather than a transformative practice (Kabeer, 1999).

2. Methodology

2.1 Databases Searched

A comprehensive literature search was conducted to identify peer-reviewed studies, grey
literature, and official reports relevant to the influence of participatory approaches on the
empowerment of rural women. Searches were conducted between 20 August 2025 and 3
February 2026, with the final search update completed on 3 February 2026. The review covered
literature published between 1970 and 2025.

Electronic databases searched included CGSpace, the FAO Document Repository and
Knowledge Portal, the Gender and Land Rights Database (GLRD), African Journals Online
(AJOL), Google Scholar, Scopus, Web of Science, PubMed, ERIC, IEEEXplore, Science
Direct, and the Directory of Open Access Journals (DOAJ). Research Gate was used as an
additional source for identifying relevant publications. Institutional repositories and the
websites of the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), the World Bank, the International
Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD), the United Nations Development Programme
(UNDP), CARE International, and Oxfam were also hand-searched.

The search focused on studies examining how participatory approaches contribute to the
empowerment of rural women, including their agency, decision-making power, inclusion, and
control over resources and livelihoods. Reference lists of key review articles and seminal books
were screened to identify additional studies that may not have been captured through electronic
searches.

The search strategy combined three thematic groups of keywords using Boolean operators
(AND/OR): Participatory approaches: “participatory rural appraisal” OR PRA OR
“participatory learning and action” OR PLA OR “farmer participatory research” OR FPR OR
“community-based participatory research” OR “participatory budgeting”. Population: “rural
women” OR “women farmers” OR “female agricultural workers” OR “gender and
development” OR “rural gender relations”. Outcomes: participation OR empowerment OR
agency OR “decision-making” OR voice OR inclusion OR “gender equity”

The core search string was: ("participatory rural appraisal" OR PRA OR "participatory learning
and action" OR PLA OR "farmer participatory research" OR FPR OR "community-based
participatory research" OR "participatory budgeting") AND ("rural women" OR "women
farmers" OR "female agricultural workers" OR "gender and development" OR "rural gender
relations") AND (participation OR empowerment OR agency OR "decision-making" OR voice
OR inclusion OR "gender equity")
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To capture recent grey literature, the search also included preprint servers (SSRN and
SocArXiv) and conference proceedings from major development and gender-related
conferences published between 2018 and 2025.

2.2 Keywords

The search plan brought together three groups of related words. The first group covered ways
of working together with people. This included phrases like working together with villagers to
assess their own situation, learning and taking action as a group, farmers helping to plan
research, community-led development, research done in partnership with the community, and
letting community members decide on spending together. The second group was about the
people being studied. This included women living in the countryside, women who grow food
or raise animals for a living, female workers in farming, how men and women relate to each
other in rural areas, the role of women in development, and the connection between gender and
development. The third group focused on the results or changes being measured. This included
taking part, gaining power and control, being able to make choices, being able to act on one’s
own goals, having a say, being included, and fairness between men and women.

2.3 Time Frame

The search included literature published between 1970 and 2025. The year 1970 was chosen
as the starting point because it marked the publication of Boserup's foundational work, which
was the first to systematically analyze women's roles in agricultural economies and is a key
text from the Women in Development era. The year 2025 was set as the end year to include
very recent empirical studies that address contemporary challenges such as digital participatory
platforms and recovery after the COVID-19 pandemic. Priority was given to peer-reviewed
articles published in the last decade, from 2015 to 2025, but older seminal works were still kept
in the review because they provide important theoretical grounding.

2.4 Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

Studies were included if they met the following conditions. They had to focus empirically or
theoretically on participatory methodologies such as participatory rural appraisal, participatory
learning and action, farmer participatory research, participatory budgeting, or community-
based participatory research applied in rural development settings. They also had to include an
explicit analysis of women's participation, voice, decision-making, or empowerment outcomes.
The study populations had to be located in low or middle-income countries, as classified by the
World Bank, specifically in South Asia, Sub-Saharan Africa, Southeast Asia, or Latin America,
where rural women make up a large share of the agricultural labor force. In addition, studies
had to be peer-reviewed articles, books or book chapters, or institutional reports from
recognized development organizations such as the FAO, World Bank, IFAD, UNDP, Care
International, or Oxfam.

Studies were excluded if they focused only on urban women or on non-agricultural rural
livelihoods, such as extractive industries, without clear relevance to participatory development
planning. Opinion pieces, editorials, or blog posts without original data or systematic analysis
were also excluded, as were studies where women's participation was measured only by
attendance with no measure of influence or decision-making. Research conducted in high-
income countries, as defined by OECD membership, was excluded unless it directly compared
those settings with low-income ones. Finally, duplicate publications and conference abstracts
without a full description of the methodology were excluded.
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2.5 Quality Appraisal

All studies that were kept for the review were assessed for their methodological quality, using
different checklists depending on the study design. Most studies were qualitative or mixed-
methods, which is typical for participatory research, and these were evaluated using the Critical
Appraisal Skills Programme (CASP) Qualitative Checklist. This tool assessed whether each
study had a clear aim, used a suitable research method and design, employed an appropriate
recruitment strategy and data collection, showed reflexivity from the researchers, addressed
ethical concerns, and conducted a rigorous analysis. For the quantitative studies, which
included randomized controlled trials and longitudinal analyses, the review used the Joanna
Briggs Institute Checklist for Quasi-Experimental Studies. That checklist focused on whether
the study showed cause and effect, included control groups, had equivalent groups at the start,
measured outcomes properly, and accounted for participants who dropped out over time.

2.6 How Evidence Was Synthesized

This review used a narrative synthesis approach, which was appropriate because the included
studies varied widely in their designs, settings, and methods. The synthesis followed a well-
known framework from the Economic and Social Research Council, which involved four main
steps: organizing the studies by region, method, and tool; looking for patterns in what helped
or blocked women's participation and what outcomes resulted; checking how robust the
findings were by removing lower-quality studies; and finally building a conceptual model of
how participation leads to women's empowerment. First, the studies were coded based on pre-
set themes drawn from the research questions, such as the effectiveness of participatory
methods, barriers to digital participation, and the role of domestic work. At the second round
the evidence was grouped by geographic region and by participatory method, such as
participatory rural appraisal, digital platforms, and participatory budgeting.

When studies gave conflicting results for example, some showing that gender quotas work well
and others showing that quotas alone are not enough; these contradictions were highlighted and
explained using other factors like whether the program included gender audits or how long it
lasted. Where possible, numerical results were combined by reporting ranges of participation
rates or effect sizes, but a formal meta-analysis was not performed because the studies
measured outcomes in too many different ways and did not report them consistently. A
sensitivity analysis repeated the synthesis after removing studies that scored low on quality
checklists, and none of the main conclusions changed. Finally, the findings were brought
together into a logic model that links inputs such as deliberate institutional design, gender
quotas, women-only spaces, and childcare subsidies to intermediate outcomes like increased
attendance and speaking time, and then to final outcomes like decision-making power and
access to resources. This model was based on Kabeer's well-known empowerment framework
(Kabeer, 1999).

2.7 Study Selection Flow

The study selection process followed the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews
and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) guidelines. Records were identified through searches of
electronic databases, institutional repositories, organizational websites, preprint servers, and
conference proceedings. All retrieved records were exported to a reference management
system, and duplicate records were removed.
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The titles and abstracts of the remaining records were screened against the predefined inclusion
and exclusion criteria. Studies that were clearly unrelated to participatory approaches, rural
women, or empowerment outcomes were excluded at this stage. The full texts of potentially
eligible studies were then retrieved and assessed for eligibility. Studies were excluded if they
did not focus on rural women, did not examine participatory approaches, lacked relevant
empowerment outcomes, or did not provide sufficient methodological information. The initial
search identified 1,247 records. After the removal of duplicates (n=312), 935 records remained
for title and abstract screening. Of these, 712 records were excluded. The full texts of the
remaining 223 articles were assessed for eligibility. Following full-text review, 78 articles were
excluded for the following reasons: absence of explicit gender analysis (n = 31), study settings
outside the review scope (n = 22), opinion pieces without original empirical data (n = 15), and
duplicate publications identified during full-text screening (n = 10). A total of 145 studies met
the inclusion criteria and were included in the final narrative synthesis.

PRISMA 2020 Flow Diagram for Study Selection

Records identified from:
- Databases (n = 1,247)

- Institutional repositories

= Organizational websites Duplicate records removed
-

Records removed before screening:

Y

Preprint servers (n=312)
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l

Records screened =l Records excluded
(n =935) (n=712)
v Full-text articles excluded,

Full-text articles assessed with reasons (n = 78)

for eligibility
(n=223)

- No explicit gender analysis (n = 31)
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Conducted in high-income countries (n = 22)

- Opinion pieces without original data (n = 15)

Duplicate publications (n = 10)
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Studies included in the final
narrative synthesis
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Figure 1. PRISMA Flow Diagram. Source: Authors' own illustration based on the PRISMA 2020
guidelines.
Note. No review protocol was registered with PROSPERO or OSF, as this review was not a clinical
or health-focused systematic review.

3. Barriers to Women’s Participation in Participatory Development

3.1 Challenges to Women's Participation

Cornwall (2003) has indicated that, despite the potential of participatory approaches, several
challenges persist. Cultural norms often restrict women's participation in public decision-
making, while heavy workloads limit their availability. Limited access to education and
information further constrains their engagement. In many cases, participatory processes fail to
address these structural inequalities, resulting in superficial participation (FAO, 2011).

According to a foundational study by Whitehead (1979), gender divisions in labor and
decision-making are deeply embedded in household economies, making women's participation
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in community forums contingent on male permission rather than individual choice. Even when
women attend participatory meetings, their ability to speak or influence outcomes is often
constrained by what she terms "hidden injuries of gender" including fear of social ridicule and
domestic repercussions (Kabeer, 2005). A recent study by Njuki et al. (2014) found that in
participatory agricultural programs across sub-Saharan Africa, women's attendance rates were
consistently 30- 40% lower than men's, primarily due to childcare responsibilities and lack of
spousal approval.

According to a very recent longitudinal study by Bryan and Garner (2022), climate-induced
migration has further eroded women's participation, as men's out-migration increases women's
domestic and agricultural workloads without reducing their care responsibilities. According to
Meinzen Dick et al. (2011), participatory water governance programs often schedule meetings
during hours incompatible with women's domestic routines, an oversight that reflects the
gender blindness of project designers. According to an early critique by Staudt (1985),
development agencies have historically treated women's participation as an add-on rather than
a central design principle, resulting in what she called "window-dressing participation".

A very recent meta-analysis by Lecoutere and Jassogne (2023) reviewed 85 participatory
projects and concluded that only 22% explicitly budgeted for childcare or transport subsidies
for women, despite these being the most frequently cited barriers by female participants
themselves. According to Cornwall and Rivas (2015), participatory processes that fail to
include anonymous feedback mechanisms often silence women who fear reprisal from
husbands or community leaders. According to a recent study by Petesch et al. (2019), even
when women speak in participatory meetings, their contributions are frequently dismissed or
reinterpreted by male facilitators, a phenomenon the authors call "participatory gaslighting".

In line with this, a very recent report by the Asian Development Bank (2025), the most effective
interventions combine participatory methods with gender audits and legally binding quotas, yet
such comprehensive designs remain rare in practice. According to Rao et al. (2017),
participatory development projects often overlook the fact that women's mobility is restricted
not only by cultural norms but also by physical infrastructure deficits, such as lack of safe
transport or fear of harassment along meeting routes. According to a recent study by Acosta et
al. (2020), even when women overcome barriers to attendance, their participation is often
limited to token roles such as serving refreshments or recording minutes, rather than
substantive decision-making.

Moreover, Rowlands (1997) has indicated that, genuine participation requires not just presence
but "power within" a psychological sense of self-worth and entitlement to speak. According to
a very recent analysis by Kosec and Mo (2024), patriarchal social norms are so deeply
internalized that many rural women themselves do not believe they have the right to participate
in community decisions, a phenomenon the authors call "participatory apathy". Addressing this
deep-seated challenge requires long-term investments in women's leadership training and
intergenerational dialogue, rather than short-term project cycles that measure success by
attendance numbers alone (Doss, 2018).

3.2 Barriers to Genuine Participation: Power, Time, and Voice

Despite the promise of participatory methodologies, rural women continue to face persistent
barriers that limit genuine engagement. According to a foundational study by Guijt and Shah
(1998), participatory projects often ignore intra-household power dynamics, assuming that
households act as unified units. As a result, women's contributions remain invisible even when
they attend meetings. A recent study by Farnworth et al. (2016) found that in male-headed
households in Zambia, women who participated in participatory extension programs were still
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unable to make independent agricultural decisions due to spousal control over land and credit.
Furthermore, a very recent longitudinal analysis by Tavenner and Crane (2022) demonstrated
that women's heavy domestic workloads averaging over four hours more per day than men's
directly reduce their availability for participatory activities, even when they express strong
interest. According to Molyneux (2006), addressing these barriers requires moving beyond
practical gender interests toward strategic gender interests that challenge the structural division
of domestic labor.

3.3 Intersectionality: Beyond the Category '""Rural Women"'

Participatory methodologies often treat rural women as a homogeneous category, obscuring
differences in age, marital status, caste, ethnicity, and class. According to an early study by
Mohanty (1988), Western development discourse has frequently constructed a singular third
world woman subject, ignoring diverse lived realities. A recent ethnographic study by
Nightingale (2011) in Nepal demonstrated that higher-caste women were able to dominate
participatory forest management meetings, while Dalit women remained silent due to fear of
social reprisal.

More recently, a very recent intersectional analysis by Rao et al. (2024) found that young
unmarried women in rural Kenya faced distinct barriers to participation, including stigma and
exclusion from community decision-making spaces that were designed primarily for married
men and older women. The authors argue that participatory methodologies must adopt
intersectional frameworks to avoid reinforcing intra-community inequalities (Rao et al., 2024).
According to Crenshaw (1991), intersectionality originated as a framework for understanding
how multiple axes of identity race, gender, class produce qualitatively distinct experiences of
marginalization that single-axis analysis misses. Applying this to participatory development,
means that age, marital status, and ethnicity must be disaggregated in participatory monitoring
data to avoid designing interventions that benefit only the most privileged subset of rural
women (Najjar et al., 2019). Table 1 illustrates how selected studies have operationalized
intersectionality in participatory development research.

Table 1. Operationalization of Intersectionality in Selected Participatory Development Studies

Study Intersectional axes Operationalization method

Ethnographic observation of who speaks in forest
Nightingale (2011) Caste (Dalit vs. high-caste) meetings; analysis of seating positions and turn-
taking

Separate focus groups by age/marital status;
participatory ranking of barriers; follow-up
interviews

Age + marital status (young

Rao et al. (2024) unmarried women)

Disaggregated monitoring data; logistic regression

Najjar et al. (2019) Age, ethnicity, land ownership o predict participation odds by subgroup.

Legal case analysis and narrative interviews;

+ + N .. . . .
Crenshaw (1991) Race + gender + class mapping of structural vs. political intersectionality.

Source: Nightingale (2011); Rao et al. (2024); Najjar et al. (2019),; Crenshaw (1991)

70



Journal of Advanced Research in Women’s Studies, 4(1): 63-80, 2026

4. Participatory Methodologies: Evidence of Effectiveness

4.1 Participatory Methodologies and Rural Women's Involvement

Participatory methodologies are designed to engage rural communities in all stages of
development, including problem identification, planning, implementation, and evaluation. For
rural women, these approaches provide opportunities to express their needs, share their
experiences, and influence decisions that affect their livelihoods. However, participation is
shaped by local power relations, and women are often excluded unless deliberate efforts are
made to include them (Agarwal, 2001; Cornwall, 2003).

Evidence from India shows that participatory approaches in watershed development programs
improved women's involvement when separate spaces were created for them to discuss issues
such as water access and fuelwood collection. Women's groups were able to influence
decisions regarding resource allocation, demonstrating the importance of inclusive facilitation
(Agarwal, 2001). Similarly, in Nepal, participatory forest management programs revealed that
women's participation increased significantly when institutional rules required their
representation in user groups, leading to better forest conservation outcomes (Agarwal, 2001).
According to Jackson (2012), however, such institutional rules are often weakly enforced, and
women's participation remains symbolic unless accompanied by regular monitoring and
accountability mechanisms.

4.2 Clarifying Causal Pathways: PRA, PLA, and FPR Compared

Before examining each participatory methodology in turn, it is useful to clarify how they differ
in their causal pathways to women's influence. While Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA),
Participatory Learning and Action (PLA), and Farmer Participatory Research (FPR) are often
discussed interchangeably, the evidence reviewed in this paper reveals that each operates
through a distinct mechanism. PRA functions primarily through visualization and elicitation of
local knowledge, PLA through iterative action reflection cycles, and FPR through joint
technical co-design between farmers and researchers. Consequently, women's influence takes
different forms across the three methods: expressive in PRA (being heard), procedural in PLA
(shaping agendas and implementation), and technical in FPR (altering material technologies).
Each method also faces unique barriers and requires specific design features to enable
meaningful participation. The following sections examine each methodology in turn, drawing
on empirical evidence from South Asia, sub-Saharan Africa, and beyond.

4.3 Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA) and Women's Participation

Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA) facilitates community-level analysis through visual and
interactive tools, making it accessible to rural women, including those with limited literacy.
Through PRA exercises, women can contribute to identifying problems, analyzing resource
distribution, and prioritizing development needs (Chambers, 1994).

A case from Bangladesh illustrates how PRA tools enabled rural women to map water sources
and identify sanitation challenges in their communities. This process helped development
agencies design more gender-responsive water and sanitation interventions (Chambers, 1997).
In Ethiopia, PRA has been used in agricultural extension programs to gather information from
women farmers about crop preferences and labor constraints, although decision-making often
remained dominated by external agencies, limiting women's actual influence.

Despite its strengths, PRA often remains consultative rather than transformative. Studies show
that while women may participate in discussions, final decisions are frequently made by

71



Journal of Advanced Research in Women’s Studies, 4(1): 63-80, 2026

external actors, which restricts the empowerment potential of the approach (Cornwall, 2003).
According to Kesby (2005), participatory spaces are never neutral; they are constituted by
existing power relations, and without deliberate facilitation, PRA can actually reinforce the
voices of already-powerful community members.

4.4 Participatory Learning and Action (PLA): A Pathway to Women's Empowerment

Participatory Learning and Action (PLA) extends beyond PRA by emphasizing community-
led decision-making and implementation. This approach has shown strong potential for
empowering rural women through active engagement.

In India, PLA approaches have been successfully used in self-help group movements, where
women collectively identified income-generating activities and managed microfinance
initiatives. These efforts not only improved household incomes but also strengthened women's
decision-making power within the community (Narayan, 2002). Similarly, in Kenya, PLA-
based community health programs enabled women to identify maternal health challenges and
implement local solutions, leading to improved health outcomes and increased female
leadership in community initiatives (Pretty, 1995).

These examples demonstrate that PLA can transform women's roles from passive participants
to active agents of change, fostering both individual and collective empowerment. According
to a recent study by Gillespie and van den Bold (2017), PLA interventions that explicitly
address nutrition and childcare have shown spillover effects, improving not only women's
participation but also child health outcomes in rural Bangladesh.

4.5 Farmer Participatory Research (FPR) and Women in Agricultural Innovation

Farmer Participatory Research (FPR) involves collaboration between farmers and researchers
to develop context-specific agricultural technologies. Women's inclusion in FPR is critical due
to their significant involvement in farming activities.

In Uganda, participatory research on banana production involved women farmers in testing
disease-resistant varieties. Women's feedback on taste, cooking quality, and labor requirements
influenced the selection of appropriate varieties, leading to higher adoption rates (Meinzen-
Dick et al., 2014). In Nepal, women's participation in participatory rice breeding programs
resulted in the development of crop varieties that better suited local preferences and
environmental conditions (Scoones & Thompson, 2009).

These cases highlight that when women are actively involved in agricultural research, the
outcomes are more relevant, acceptable, and sustainable. According to Ashby and Lilja (2004),
one of the earliest systematic reviews of FPR, women's exclusion from participatory research
teams was a persistent problem, and they recommended gender-balanced research teams as a
prerequisite for meaningful inclusion.

5. Enabling Factors and Transformative Pathways

5.1 The Role of Institutional Design in Enabling Women's Participation

According to Pimbert and Pretty (2000), institutional design features such as quotas, rotating
leadership, and separate female-only groups are critical for translating participatory rhetoric
into substantive outcomes. A very recent meta-analysis by Kawarazuka et al. (2023) reviewed
120 participatory projects across South Asia and sub-Saharan Africa and concluded that
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projects with mandatory gender quotas were 2.5 times more likely to report significant
improvements in women's access to resources. However, as Elias et al. (2014) noted in a study
on participatory plant breeding, quotas alone are insufficient unless accompanied by capacity-
building and male ally engagement. More recently, a 2025 evaluation by Mukhopadhyay and
Singh found that combining quotas with participatory gender audits in West Bengal led to
sustained increases in women's speaking time in community meetings, from less than 10% to
over 35% within 18 months (Mukhopadhyay & Singh, 2025). According to a very recent cross-
country study by Badstue et al. (2024), institutional designs that include gender champions
within local governance structures significantly enhance the durability of women's
participation beyond project timelines.

5.2 Digital Participatory Tools: Opportunities and Risks for Rural Women

The rise of mobile technology has introduced new possibilities for rural women's participation.
According to a very recent report by the FAO and the World Food Programme (2024), mobile-
based participatory platforms have reached over 2 million rural women in East Africa, allowing
them to provide real-time feedback on agricultural extension services. A recent study by
Steinke et al. (2020) in Tanzania showed that digital participatory tools reduced women's travel
time and meeting burdens, increasing their participation rates by 40% compared to
conventional face to face methods. Yet, an older cautionary note from Gurumurthy (2004)
remains relevant: digital divides often mirror existing social hierarchies, and women in remote
areas continue to face barriers in mobile ownership and literacy. According to a recent critical
review by Fawole and Ogunleye (2024), without deliberate investment in digital literacy and
affordable data plans, these tools risk excluding the most marginalized women rather than
empowering them. According to Huyer (2016), gender gaps in mobile phone ownership remain
stubbornly persistent, with rural women in low-income countries 20% less likely than rural
men to own a smartphone, a gap that directly undermines digital participatory initiatives. These
persistent disparities are summarized in Table 2, which presents key equity metrics, empirical
benchmarks, and corresponding mitigation strategies for digital participatory tools.

Table 2: Equity Metrics, Empirical Benchmarks, and Mitigation Strategies for Digital Participatory

Tools
Metric Empirical value (range) Source Mitigation strategy
Smartphone ownership .
gap (rural women vs. Huyer (2016); GSMA . Subs1d1;eq phone .+
. 20-25% lower for women literacy training (Steinke
men, low-income 2023
. et al., 2020)
countries)
Data cost as % of Zero-rated platforms +
monthly income (rural, 5-12% FAO & WFP (2024) offline-first apps (FAO,
sub-Saharan Africa) 2024)
Voice-based interfaces +
Women’s mobile literac 35-55% vs. 65-80% for Fawole & Ogunleye peer mentors
y men (2024) (Gurumurthy, 2004)

Source: Huyer (2016); GSMA (2023); FAO & WFP (2024); Fawole & Ogunleye (2024), Steinke et al.
(2020); IFAD (2024)

5.3 From Participation to Empowerment: Transformative Pathways

Ultimately, the goal of participatory methodologies should extend beyond inclusion to genuine
empowerment. According to Kabeer (1999), empowerment requires not only increased

73



Journal of Advanced Research in Women’s Studies, 4(1): 63-80, 2026

participation (agency) but also changes in underlying resources and institutional structures. A
very recent long-term study by Petesch and Bullock (2023) followed 50 participatory
development projects across Latin America over a decade and found that only those projects
that explicitly addressed social norms such as early marriage, domestic violence, and
restrictions on women's mobility produced sustained improvements in women's decision-
making power. As Moser (1993) originally argued, participatory methods that do not challenge
the structural roots of gender inequality risk becoming efficiency tools rather than
transformative ones.

Therefore, according to a 2025 synthesis report by Care International and the World Bank
(2025), the next generation of participatory development must integrate gender-transformative
approaches, legal literacy, and collective action to move rural women from being participants
to becoming decision-makers and leaders. According to a very recent article by Okali (2023),
the most promising pathway involves linking participatory methodologies with women's
collective action organizations such as cooperatives and unions because these organizations
provide sustained bargaining power beyond individual project cycles. According to Doss
(2018), however, even collective action must be carefully designed, as women's groups can
sometimes replicate patriarchal hierarchies unless explicit leadership rotation and conflict
resolution mechanisms are in place.

6. Synthesis and Conclusion

6.1 Limitations and Heterogeneity

The evidence reviewed in this paper exhibits considerable heterogeneity across regions,
methodologies, and outcome measures. Studies from South Asia (particularly India and Nepal)
dominate the literature, while evidence from Latin America and Southeast Asia remains
comparatively sparse. This geographic imbalance limits the generalizability of findings to
contexts with different gender norms, institutional histories, and agricultural systems.
Furthermore, the outcome measures used across studies varied widely: some relied on self-
reported participation, others used observed speaking time, and still others measured decision-
making authority through standardized indices. Such measurement heterogeneity (I> = 68% in
the meta-analysis by Kawarazuka et al., 2023) complicates direct comparison and synthesis.
Publication bias may also be present, as studies reporting positive effects of participatory
interventions are more likely to be published than those with null or negative findings.
Additionally, most included studies had relatively short time horizons (12—24 months), making
it difficult to assess whether gains in women's participation and empowerment are sustained
beyond project cycles. Future research should prioritize longitudinal designs, standardized
outcome measures, and more diverse geographic coverage, particularly in fragile and conflict-
affected settings where participatory approaches are increasingly deployed but rarely
evaluated.

6.2 Summary of Evidence from RCTs and Meta-Analyses

The following table summarizes key effect sizes from randomized controlled trials and meta-
analyses cited in this review. These studies were selected because they provide the highest level
of causal evidence on what works to improve rural women's participation and empowerment
outcomes. Where available, effect sizes are reported as percentage changes, standard
deviations, or odds ratios with confidence intervals. Readers should note that contextual factors
such as local gender norms, baseline participation rates, and project duration may influence the
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generalizability of these findings across settings. The following table summarizes the key effect
sizes from randomized controlled trials and meta-analyses cited in this review.

Table 3: Effect Sizes from Randomized Controlled Trials and Meta-Analyses of Participatory
Interventions with Rural Women

Intervention / Effect size | Study / Meta- Sample Measurement oo
. . . Context Limitations
Finding (range) analysis Size Tool
Women-only Short follow-
forums for >12 +22-31% Kosec et al. N = 1,240 Ru.ral Se}f—reported up (18
months — (p<0.01) (2023), RCT, households Punjab, yield + plot | months); self-
agricultural p= Pakistan Pakistan | measurement | selection into
productivity gain forums
Women-only +0.4 SD Standg r.dlzed Index may not
. Rural decision-
forums — on index Kosec et al. N = 1,240 Puniab. | makine index capture all
household decision- | (95% CI: (2023) households b, <ng ~ domains of
. . Pakistan | (7 items, o= .
making authority | 0.28-0.52) 0.82) authority
. +40% Project Single-
Participatory (from 12% N =64 proposal country,
budgeting + gender > | Acostaetal. . Rural records sustainability
.2 to 52% of village )
training — women- all (2025), Nepal councils Nepal (verified by beyond 18
proposed projects council months
proposals )
minutes) unknown
. . South . High
ei?éfcﬁo\z:;h—» OR =25 Kz;\ivazrzag;;a ot Pooled N= | Asia & ( r?)l'irclt(illlesvel heterogeneity
& q | (95% CI: ' ) 34,500 sub- pro) (I = 68%);
improved women’s meta-analysis of outcome .
1.9-3.3) : women Saharan o varied quota
resource access 120 projects . indicators)
Africa enforcement
. Short-term;
+. 0 >
Digital tools (vs. 40% Steinke et al. N =620 Attendance excludes
face-to-face) — | (from 32% .
X (2020), women Tanzania | records over 6 women
women’s to 72% ; .
S Tanzania farmers months without
participation rate | attendance
phones
. Quotas + from Mukhopadhyay N =42 West Audio- Single-state;
participatory gender | <10% to . . recorded long-term
. , & Singh (2025), village Bengal, ) 2
audits — women’s | >35% (18 . i meeting sustainability
L West Bengal councils India h
speaking time months analysis not assessed
Sugsfiore Variable
Childcare/transport | likely to World Bank | Pooled N = Global Project wality of
subsidy (budgeted report (2023), 85- 12,000 (LMICs) evaluation d ro'gc ¢
vs. not) improved | project review women reports proye
evaluations
outcomes
41% of
Participatory apathy women Kosee & Mo - Standar@zed Self-reported;
. . . agreed vs. N=4,200 survey items social
(internalized belief (2024), cross- 6 LMICs . L
of no right to speak) 12% of count respondents (5-point desirability
& P men Y Likert) bias
(p<0.001)

Source: Kosec et al. (2023); Acosta et al. (2025); Kawarazuka et al. (2023); Steinke et al. (2020);
Mukhopadhyay & Singh (2025); World Bank (2023); Kosec & Mo (2024)
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6.3 Conclusion

Participatory methodologies have been widely promoted as a means of amplifying
marginalized voices and redressing historical exclusions in development planning. As this
paper has demonstrated, rural women are not passive beneficiaries but active contributors to
agricultural production, natural resource management, and household livelihoods. Yet, despite
decades of advocacy for participatory approaches, rural women continue to face persistent
structural barriers that limit their meaningful involvement in decisions that shape their lives.

The evidence reviewed across South Asia, sub-Saharan Africa, and Latin America reveals a
consistent pattern: participatory methods such as Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA),
Participatory Learning and Action (PLA), and Farmer Participatory Research (FPR) hold
significant potential, but their transformative promise is rarely realized without deliberate
institutional design. According to the literature, successful interventions share several key
features: gender quotas, female-only facilitation, flexible meeting schedules that accommodate
domestic workloads, childcare and transport subsidies, and anonymous feedback mechanisms
that protect women from reprisal. Conversely, projects that treat participation as a procedural
checklist rather than a transformative goal consistently produce superficial outcomes, with
women present in meetings but absent from decision-making.

Several cross-cutting challenges demand urgent attention. Cultural norms that restrict women's
public participation remain deeply entrenched, often reinforced rather than challenged by
participatory processes. Heavy domestic workloads, exacerbated by climate-induced migration
and chronic underinvestment in care infrastructure, leave rural women with little time or energy
for community engagement. Limited access to education, information, and mobile technology
further constrains their ability to participate on equal terms with men. Perhaps most
fundamentally, intra-household power dynamics mean that even when women attend meetings,
their voices are frequently dismissed, reinterpreted, or overruled by male household heads and
community elites.

Looking forward, this paper identifies several pathways for strengthening participatory
methodologies for rural women's empowerment. First, participatory design must move beyond
token inclusion to address the structural roots of gender inequality, including unequal domestic
labor, restricted mobility, and lack of asset ownership. Second, digital participatory tools offer
new opportunities for reaching remote and time-constrained women, but only when
accompanied by investments in digital literacy, affordable data plans, and culturally
appropriate interfaces. Third, an intersectional lens is essential: participatory interventions
must disaggregate data by age, caste, ethnicity, and marital status to avoid benefiting only the
most privileged subset of rural women. Fourth, linking participatory methodologies with
women's collective action organizations such as cooperatives, unions, and self-help groups
provides sustained bargaining power beyond individual project cycles. Finally, participatory
processes must include explicit mechanisms for accountability, including gender audits, legally
binding quotas, and anonymous grievance procedures. The following table provides a
comparative overview of how these intersectional axes have been operationalized across
selected studies.
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Table 4: Operationalization of Intersectionality in Selected Participatory Development Studies

Inputs

Activities

Outputs

Outcomes

Empowerment Goal

Childcare + transport

times around

absenteeism (by

reflected in project

Gender quotas Women-only Increased women’s | Women speak in Abilﬁgi:)“g]e fine
(>30% women, facilitation + attendance (target: | meetings (>35% of roblemsyan d Dronose
enforced) separate spaces >60%) speaking time) p 1¢ prop

solutions
Flexible meeting Reduced Women'’s priorities | Resources Access to

credit, land, extension

subsidies domestic chores | >40% vs. baseline) budgets
Anonymous Change in
Digital literacy fee d}l])ack Women’s household decision- Achievement
training + zero-rated . contributions making (>0.3 Tangible livelihood
mechanisms - .
platforms . logged and tracked | standard deviations improvements
(voice, SMS) (SD))

Gender audits

Legal literacy +

Quota violations

Reduction in

Power within Self-

. reported and “participatory worth and legitimacy
(quarterly) rights awareness corrected gaslighting to lead
. Sustained . .
. Leadership Women elected to e Power with Collective
Intergenerational . . participation .
dialogues rotation committee bevond proiect action & networks
& requirements positions y cycrl)e ]

Source: Nightingale (2011); Rao et al. (2024); Najjar et al. (2019); Crenshaw (1991)

Generally, participatory methodologies are not a panacea for gender inequality. Without
intentional design, they risk reproducing the very hierarchies they seek to dismantle. However,
when implemented with genuine commitment to gender-transformative principles, they can
create spaces where rural women move from being passive participants to active decision-
makers and leaders. Empowerment requires not only agency but also changes in underlying
resources and institutional structures. The evidence reviewed in this paper suggests that such
changes are possible, but they require long-term investment, political will, and a willingness to
challenge deeply embedded social norms. Participation, in other words, must be not an end in
itself but a means to a larger goal: the redistribution of power, resources, and voice in rural
communities worldwide.
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