
 BCI 2019-21

Gender Strategy 



 

August 2020 Update

The BCI Gender Strategy was launched in November 
2019, prior to the global coronavirus pandemic. Due to 
the crisis, a number of planned actions and activities 
have been postponed to 2021, and the duration of the 
strategy has been extended through 2021. 

The Gender Strategy will be reviewed, evaluated and 
updated by the end of 2020 to understand progress, 
assess challenges and incorporate learnings from 
the first year of implementation. In 2021, further 
adjustments will be made to ensure that the strategy 
is aligned with BCI's 2030 Strategy and Vision.
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Why a BCI Gender Strategy?

BCI’s mission is to make global cotton production 
better for the people who produce it, better for the 
environment it grows in and better for the sector’s 
future. One of BCI’s specific aims is to improve 
livelihoods and promote economic development in 
cotton producing areas. Farms – and farmers – do 
not operate in isolation, they rely on efforts shared 
across the family and community. As women play 
essential roles in cotton production, BCI also needs 
to address the specific needs and challenges of all 
genders within the sector. 

Gender inequality is real and persists across 
all sectors. Women are subject to unequal 
wages, unequal access to resources, limited 
mobility, increased threats of violence and under-
representation in decision-making around the world. 
While these inequalities negatively affect both men 
and women, women face disproportionate levels of 
discrimination compared to men. 

The global community recognises the importance of 
gender as key to achieving sustainable development. 
The United Nations 2030 Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) focus on gender 
through a standalone goal (#5) and recognise that 
women’s equality and empowerment are integral 
to all dimensions of inclusive and sustainable 
development. As a leader in more sustainable cotton 
production, BCI recognises that it has a key role to 
play in contributing to the achievement of SDG 5. 

Against this context, and to realise its organisational 
mission, BCI requires a global Gender Strategy. 
With its Gender Strategy, BCI’s vision is that a 
transformed, sustainable cotton industry is one 
where all participants have equal opportunities to 
thrive. Over the 2018-19 season, BCI programmes 
and partnerships reached over 2 million cotton 

What is Gender?

Gender refers to the roles, behaviours, activities, 
attributes, and relationships that a given society 
at a given time considers appropriate for men 
and women. These attributes, opportunities and 
relationships are socially constructed and are 
learned through socialisation processes. Gender 
determines what is expected, allowed and valued in 
a woman or a man in a given context. 

In most societies there are differences and 
inequalities between women and men in 
responsibilities assigned, activities undertaken, 
access to and control over resources, as well as 
decision-making opportunities. Gender norms are 
context and time-specific and can change over time. 

Gender is part of the broader socio-cultural context, 
as are other important criteria for socio-cultural 
analysis including class, race, poverty level, ethnic 
group, sexual orientation, age, etc.

farmers – and only 6.7% were women. However, 
we know that women are extensively involved 
in cotton production. In order to truly transform 
cotton production and establish Better Cotton as 
a sustainable mainstream commodity, women and 
men’s voices need to be equally heard and taken 
into account.

The United Nations 
2030 Sustainable 
Development Goal 5: 
Gender Equality.

https://bettercotton.org/resources/aim-mission/
https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/
https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/
https://bettercotton.org/sustainable-development-goals/
https://bettercotton.org/sustainable-development-goals/sdg-5-achieve-gender-equality-and-empower-all-women-and-girls/
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To make cotton production better for all the people 
who produce it, gender sensitive considerations 
need to be mainstreamed across BCI activities to 
ensure that women involved in sustainable cotton 
production benefit to the same extent as men. 
Gender mainstreaming is a strategy for making 
women’s, as well as men’s, concerns and experiences 
an integral dimension of the design, implementation, 
monitoring and evaluation of policies and 
programmes in all spheres so that women and men 
benefit equally and inequality is not perpetuated.1

BCI’s mission is to increase gender equality by 
pursuing gender mainstreaming throughout BCI’s 
operations – at the farm level, in the sustainable 
cotton community (market and supporting 
environment) and within the BCI organisation. 
This is in line with BCI’s Theory of Change, which 
identifies Farm, Market and Supporting Environment 
as BCI’s spheres of influence. 

The BCI Gender strategy sets forth a clear approach 
to mainstream a gender sensitive approach across 
BCI’s work. This will enable BCI to strengthen its 
impact, and to inspire change throughout the sector 
to progress towards a cotton industry where women 
and people of non-binary identities are able to 
participate in, and benefit from, a cotton industry 
that provides equal opportunities. 

What is Gender Equality?

Gender equality refers to the equal rights, 
responsibilities and opportunities of women and 
men and girls and boys. Equality does not mean 
that women and men will become the same but 
that women’s and men’s rights, responsibilities 
and opportunities will not depend on whe ther 
they are born male or female. Gender equality 
implies that the interests, needs and priorities of 
both women and men are taken into consideration, 
recognizing the diversity of  different groups of 
women and men.

1 UN Women, www.unwomen.org/en/how-we-work/un-system-coordination/gender-mainstreaming

 Above: © BCI/Paulo Escudeiro, 2018. BCI Farmer picking cotton, Mozambique.

https://bettercotton.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/BCI-Theory-of-Change-1-1.pdf
http://www.unwomen.org/en/how-we-work/un-system-coordination/gender-mainstreaming
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The ambition of the 2019-21 BCI Gender Strategy is 
to mainstream a gender sensitive approach to BCI’s 
operations and to enable BCI to intentionally tackle 
the inequalities that exist. 

The ‘Journey to Transformative Action’ diagram below 
provides a schematic introduction of what it means 
to be gender sensitive. 

Gender Sensitive – What Does It Mean?

Addressing gender blindness (the failure to take into 
account gender roles and needs) and inequality is an 
essential first step in BCI’s longer-term opportunity to 
promote a gender transformative approach, to tackle 
systemic inequalities and unequal gender relations to 
promote shared power, control of resources, decision-
making, and support for women’s empowerment. 
Mainstreaming a gender sensitive approach will take 
time, resources and commitment. 

Figure 1

Journey to Transformative Action 

Gender Aware  
but Exploitative Action 

Intentionally exploit  
gender inequalities

Gender Blind  
and Exploitative Action 

Unintentionally ignores  
gender considerations

Gender Aware  
and Sensitive Action 

Intentionally tackle gender  
inequalities but limited focus  

on systemic inequalities

Gender Blind  
but Sensitive Action

Unintentionally remedies gender 
inequalities but limited focus on 

systemic inequalities

Gender Aware and   
Transformative Action 

Intentionally transforms gender 
relations to promote equality and 

tackles systemic inequalities

Gender Blind  
Transformative 

Action Not Possible

Gender blind action cannot bring  
transformative action 

Exploitative Action Sensitive Action Transformative Action

Gender 
Blind

Gender 
Aware

BCI’s Journey 2019-20 Focus 2021-30 Opportunity
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For example, gender equity is often used within 
the education, health and humanitarian sectors to 
address the equal distribution of resources based 
on needs of different groups of people. However, the 
concept gender equity has also been used to detach 
gender equality from the human rights agenda and 
avoid talking about women and girls’ human rights.4 

For these reasons, the concept of gender equality has 
been selected as the preferred term of international 
organisations such as the UN, and bilateral donor 
organisations such as Sida. This is also the reason 
why gender equality is the preferred term used by BCI 
in this Gender Strategy.

      

Gender Equality,  
Not Gender Equity

It should be noted that for the purpose of this 
Gender Strategy we have opted to use the term 

“gender equality”2 over the concept “gender equity”. 
The concept gender equality is used across key 
international agreements and has transformative 
connotations, covering women’s empowerment, 
non-discrimination and equal rights regardless 
of gender.3

In contrast, gender equity puts the focus on fairness 
and justice regarding benefits and needs for women 
and men, girls and boys. The term gender equity 
emphasises that a gender analysis of needs of 
different groups is necessary, as needs in many 
respects may be different for women and men, boys 
and girls. 

2	 	Definition	of	gender	equality,	see	UN	Women’s	Gender	Equality	Glossary:		 

trainingcentre.unwomen.org/mod/glossary/view.php?id=36&mode=letter&hook=g&sortkey=

3	 	Gender	Tool	Box,	Gender	Equality	and	Gender	Equity.	Sida,	November	2016.	Retrieved	from:	 

www.sida.se/contentassets/43b0eb228c464d2499c5eb00a68a0346/brief-hot-issue-equity-equality.pdf

4	 	See	UN	Women	definition	of	Gender	equity	trainingcentre.unwomen.org/mod/glossary/showentry.php?eid=55  
For	a	broader	discussion	about	the	concepts,	see	for	instance	SIDA	brief	Hot	issue:	Gender	Equality	and	Gender	Equity	 
www.sida.se/contentassets/43b0eb228c464d2499c5eb00a68a0346/brief-hot-issue-equity-equality.pdf

The concept gender equality is used 
across key international agreements 
and has transformative connotations, 
covering women’s empowerment, 
non-discrimination and equal rights 
regardless of gender.

https://www.sida.se/English/partners/methods-materials/gender-tool-box/
https://trainingcentre.unwomen.org/mod/glossary/view.php?id=36&mode=letter&hook=g&sortkey
https://www.sida.se/contentassets/43b0eb228c464d2499c5eb00a68a0346/brief-hot-issue-equity-equality.p
https://trainingcentre.unwomen.org/mod/glossary/showentry.php?eid=55
https://www.sida.se/contentassets/43b0eb228c464d2499c5eb00a68a0346/brief-hot-issue-equity-equality.pdf
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Gender in the Cotton Industry 

Gender Dynamics  
in Cotton Production

In cotton production, women take on varied, 
essential roles, but their labour is often unrecognised 
and under-remunerated. In smallholder contexts 
women contribute significantly to land preparation 
tasks, such as weeding and sowing (women account 
for over 70% of the total workforce in India and 
Pakistan), and to harvest tasks such as picking and 
sorting (women account for over 60% of the total 
workforce in Turkey and up to 100% in Pakistan).5 

When cotton production becomes more capital, 
knowledge and technology intensive, women’s 
participation in planting and harvesting activities 
tends to decrease comparatively. Instead, machines 
and (predominantly male) workers take over. 

Although women are heavily involved in cotton 
cultivation, this role is seldom fully recognised, 
which can seriously affect their ability to influence 
and adopt more sustainable practices on their 

family’s farm. For example, the wife of a smallholder 
cotton farmer may perform key tasks such as storing 
and disposing of pesticide containers, but due to her 
lack of recognition in the cotton production cycle, 
she may not receive training on pesticide exposure 
risks and the importance of safe disposal, essential 
knowledge that could help to keep both farmers and 
their families safe and healthy.6  

In many countries, social and cultural norms 
perceive cash crops such as cotton as a “man’s 
crop”. Comparatively limited access to land, inputs, 
credit, information, and markets contribute to the 
association of women with subsistence crops, rather 
than high-value cash crops. As a result, women 
become less involved in the business aspects of 
cotton production and miss out on the opportunities 
and benefits that participating in cotton production 
may provide them with. 

Cash crop certification schemes can amplify these 
effects, focusing on increasing cash crop yields. 
In contexts where men are often dominant in the 
household decision making, men retain control of 
the income stream from the certified crop product, 
and women’s subsistence agriculture is undermined 
comparatively.7 Subsistence farming is often as or 
more important, for the livelihoods of farmer and 
worker families as cash crop production. 

5	 	Women	in	Cotton:	Results	of	a	Global	Survey,	2011.	International	Trade	Center.	 
Retrieved	from:	www.intracen.org/uploadedFiles/intracenorg/Content/Exporters/Sectors/Food_and_agri_
business/Cotton/AssetP DF/Women%20in%20cotton%20-%209%2011%2011%20FINAL.pdf

6	 		Better	Cotton	Principles	and	Criteria	Version	2.0	1,	March	2018,	Better	Cotton	Initiatives.	Retrieved	from: 
bettercotton.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/01/Better-Cotton-Principles-and-Criteria_V-2.0_2018.pdf

7	 	Recent	research	by	the	International	Institute	for	Sustainable	Development	cautions,	“certification is usually also a form of cash 
cropping, which can undermine women’s subsistence agriculture, given that cash crops are largely the domain of men […] 
standards may exacerbate male dominance in household decision making, when men retain control of the income stream from 
the certified product and/or when no gender equality training is provided to complement the social and economic changes 
accompanying certification.” See Leveraging Voluntary Sustainability Standards for Gender Equality and Women’s Empowerment in 
Agriculture: A guide for development organizations based on the Sustainable Development Goals,	March	2019;	Prepared	by	Kathleen	
Sexsmith.	Retrieved	from:	www.iisd.org/sites/default/files/publications/vss-gender-equality-agriculture-en.pdf

 Page 7 Image: © BCI/Khaula Jamil, 2018. Almas Parveen, BCI Farmer and Field Facilitator, delivering a training session. Punjab, Pakistan.

Although women are heavily involved 
in cotton cultivation, this role is seldom 
fully recognised, which can seriously 
affect their ability to influence and adopt 
more sustainable practices on their 
family’s farm.

http://www.intracen.org/uploadedFiles/intracenorg/Content/Exporters/Sectors/Food_and_agri_business
http://www.intracen.org/uploadedFiles/intracenorg/Content/Exporters/Sectors/Food_and_agri_business
https://bettercotton.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/01/Better-Cotton-Principles-and-Criteria_V-2.0_2018.pdf
https://www.iisd.org/sites/default/files/publications/vss-gender-equality-agriculture-en.pdf
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8	 	Such	as	the	UN	WomenWatch	Factsheet:	Women,	Gender	Equality	and	Climate	Change.	Retrieved	from:	 
www.un.org/womenwatch/feature/climate_change/downloads/Women_and_Climate_Change_Factsheet.pdf

9	 	UNDP	Overview	of	linkages	between	gender	and	climate	change,	2012,	Retrieved	from:	www.undp.org/content/dam/undp/
library/gender/Gender%20and%20Environment/PB1_Africa_Overview-Gender-Climate-Change.pdf

10		55%	of	women	in	India,	84%	of	women	in	Mozambique,	72%	of	women	in	Pakistan	and	19%	of	women	in	China.	Employment	in	
agriculture,	female	(%	of	female	employment)	(modelled	ILO	estimate)	International	Labour	Organization,	ILOSTAT	database.	 
Data	retrieved	in	September	2018.	data.worldbank.org/indicator/SL.AGR.EMPL.FE.ZS 

 Page 9 Image:  © BCI/Yuyang Liu, 2019. BCI Farmers in Hebei, China, prepare for a BCI training session.

They are primarily responsible for childrearing, 
family health, and water management. It is equally 
important that these roles are recognised as 
essential for enabling cotton production to take 
place. Recognising the knowledge, skills and roles of 
women can yield opportunities for all 9.

 The lack of recognition of women’s labour in cotton 
production has created structural and systematic 
barriers to women’s ability to access inputs, services 
and new markets. Only 7% of the 2 million farmers 
participating in Better Cotton programmes around 
the world are women. According to a 2011 FAO 
report, giving women the same access as men to 
agricultural resources could raise total agricultural 
production in developing countries by 2.5% to 4%. 

The existing approaches used by BCI and its partners 
to address gender inequality are mostly limited to 
the farm level – such as, hiring female field staff to 
deliver women-focused training, and encouraging 
the development of Women’s Self-Help Groups. 
However, as the largest cotton sustainability 
initiative in the world, BCI has a clear opportunity to 
convene, inspire, and influence the wider industry to 
take action on addressing barriers to gender equality. 
A key element of SDG 5 is to give women equal rights 
to economic resources. 

Creating a more gender-equal agriculture sector 
is crucial for women’s economic empowerment; 
agriculture provides the primary source of 
employment for women in India, Pakistan and 
Mozambique 10.  By opening up access to resources, 
such as BCI training, not only can women access 
economic empowerment opportunities, but they 
can become more active contributors to their 
households and communities, and have the potential 
to transform their position in society.

Where the contributions of women remain 
unrecognised, women’s critical role in adopting more 
sustainable practices, and creating a transformed, 
equitable cotton future, is missed. In addition, 
women hold valuable knowledge about natural 
resources including water, biodiversity, disaster risk 
management, pest management, and more. 

For example, the UN8 recognises rural women as 
agents of change — the knowledge and skills they 
have can be utilised to help make climate change 
responses more effective and sustainable. Women 
also hold other, largely unpaid, roles that sustain 
cotton producing households and communities, such 
as responsibilities for household tasks, subsistence 
food production and community management roles. 

Spotlight on Maharashtra

In 2019 IDH commissioned the ‘Business case for 
gender mainstreaming in cotton in Maharashtra’ 
report, which presents findings from a gender 
analysis of cotton cultivation in Maharashtra, 
conducted by IDH and Sattva. 

Key Insights:

■ Women carry out 84% of weeding activities. 

■ Women carry out 74% of fertiliser application. 

■ Incorrect weeding, and delayed application of 
fertilisers can reduce yields by 10–40%.

—  Only 33% of women cultivators had attended  
any training in the last two years.

■ Only 16% of the women cultivators surveyed held 
land titles in their name.

Source: Business case for gender mainstreaming  
in cotton in Maharashtra, 2019.	IDH.

https://www.un.org/womenwatch/feature/climate_change/downloads/Women_and_Climate_Change_Factsheet.pdf
http://www.undp.org/content/dam/undp/library/gender/Gender%20and%20Environment/PB1_Africa_Overview-Gender-Climate-Change.pdf
http://www.undp.org/content/dam/undp/library/gender/Gender%20and%20Environment/PB1_Africa_Overview-Gender-Climate-Change.pdf
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SL.AGR.EMPL.FE.ZS
https://www.idhsustainabletrade.com/publication/business-case-for-gender-mainstreaming-in-cotton-in-maharashtra/
https://www.idhsustainabletrade.com/publication/business-case-for-gender-mainstreaming-in-cotton-in-maharashtra/
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Global Overview of  
BCI Farmer Participation

The percentage of total participating female 
farmers in BCI programmes has remained 
relatively constant over the 2015–16 to 2018–19 
seasons — averaging 7% for early season figures 11.   

A closer look at female farmer participation in 
BCI’s largest programmes (China, Mozambique, 
India and Pakistan) reveals major variances in 
programme inclusivity in different countries. 
China has the highest rate of female farmer 
participation (28%), trailed by Mozambique (13%), 
India (5%) and Pakistan (0.04%). See further 
information in Annex 2.    

11  Benchmarked	standards	(ABR	and	CmiA)	are	currently	not	required	to	report	farmer	numbers	disaggregated	by	sex.	As	a	result,	 
we	have	no	readily	accessible	data	on	female	farmer	participation	from	Brazil	or	CmiA	countries.

Figure 2

BCI Farmer Participation, Disaggregated 
by Sex*

*	The	chart	above	includes	early	season	data	from	Australia,	China,	
India,	Israel,	Madagascar,	Mali,	Mozambique,	Pakistan,	Senegal,	
South	Africa,	Tajikistan,	Turkey	and	the	United	States.
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Challenges to Promote Gender Equality

Gender inequality in agriculture is pervasive. Sustainable agriculture initiatives in general, and sustainable 
cotton initiatives in particular, grapple with a range of challenges to promote gender equal practices:

12  ’How	Does	Gender	Affect	the	Adoption	of	Agricultural	Innovations?	The	Case	of	Improved	Maize	Technology	in	Ghana,	2001’.	
Agricultural Economics,	C.	Doss	&	M.	Morris

13		UN	Women	Facts	and	Figures:	Economic	Empowerment.	 
Retrieved	from:	www.unwomen.org/en/what-we-do/economic-empowerment/facts-and-figures

14  	“Leveraging	Voluntary	Sustainability	Standards	for	Gender	Equality	and	Women’s	Empowerment	in	Agriculture:	A	guide	for	
development	organizations	based	on	the	Sustainable	Development	Goals”,	March	2019,	Prepared	by	Kathleen	Sexsmith,	 
Retrieved	from:	www.iisd.org/sites/default/files/publications/vss-gender-equality-agriculture-en.pdf

Challenges at a Farm Level

 ■ Cultural and Social Norms and Expectations 
contribute to persistent difficulties for women 
active in cotton production to access to resources 
such as land, labour, and knowledge and 
technology. For example: 

 ȿ Lack of Access to Financial Resources. There 
are different adoption rates of better practices 
between male and female farmers12. One of the 
main reasons is the lack of access to finance, 
which means that women do not have the 
same means to invest and can thereby miss 
opportunities to improve the sustainability, 
productivity and profitability of their farm.

 ȿ Lack of Access to Land. Globally, women own 
an estimated 12.8% of agricultural land13. When 
supportive legal provisions exist, awareness and 
adoption of them are varies due to a number of 
factors, including social pressures. Depending 
on the country, rights in land succession can 
particularly undermine widows. 

 ȿ Lack of Opportunity. In some contexts, cultural 
norms and traditional practices and myths only 
allow for women/girls to be employed in specific 
phases of cotton production.

 ■ Women’s Contributions to Cotton Production 
is Undervalued. Women’s roles in cotton 
production are not adequately recognised. 
This includes farm activities such as preparatory 
field work, but also catering for home and families, 
ensuring that cotton communities function. 
Women’s contributions are also not fully captured 
by data collection frameworks, and their input 
therefore goes unrecognised.

 ■ Burden of Unpaid Work. Women in cotton 
producing communities largely carry the dual 
burden of unpaid work as well as responsibility 
for household and child rearing, thus limiting time 
available for commercially productive activities.
Research has also demonstrated that the extra 
labour that certification involves (to comply with 
crop quality and environmental sustainability 
criteria) is often carried out unpaid and by women. 
Women’s work burden on smallholder farms is 
thereby increased, often without compensation 
or recognition14.  

 

https://www.unwomen.org/en/what-we-do/economic-empowerment/facts-and-figures
https://www.iisd.org/sites/default/files/publications/vss-gender-equality-agriculture-en.pdf
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Challenges at an Industry Level

 ■ The Business and Ethical Case for gender equality 
in cotton production is not widely demonstrated, 
understood and actioned. 

  This is despite the fact that gender balanced 
companies have demonstrated improved business 
performance and value creation,15  and that if 
women had the same access as men to productive 
resources, they could increase yields on their 
farms significantly16. This understanding is critical 
to foster buy-in to invest in enhanced activities in 
support of gender equality.

 ■ Gender Awareness and Capacity across the 
Cotton and Broader Agriculture Industries Is 
Lacking. In order to design, deliver and fund 
inclusive, culturally sensitive, effective farm-level 
training programmes, awareness and capacity on 
gender is needed on all operational levels.

15  See	for	example	McKinsey	report	Delivering	through	Diversity,	Retrieved	from:	www.mckinsey.com/~/media/mckinsey/

business%20functions/organization/our%20insights/delivering%20through%20diversity/delive  ring-

through-diversity_full-report.ashx 

16	UN	FAO	Empowering	Rural	Women,	Powering	Agriculture,	Retrieved	from:	www.fao.org/3/CA2678EN/ca2678en.PDF  

In the BCI Context 

 ȿ There is a need to build the capacity and 
awareness of BCI staff and partners, of how 
gender equality is relevant to the work BCI 
carries out, and how BCI’s mission can be better 
achieved if BCI’s activities are implemented with 
an integrated gender perspective. 

 ȿ Interpreting the Better Cotton Principles 
and Criteria into effective capacity building 
programmes requires a cross-section of skills 
and knowledge from Implementing Partners 
(IPs). The majority of the Principles and Criteria 
focus on farm stewardship and environmental 
requirements. This means that the knowledge 
and capacity of IP’s in relation to gender is 
generally lower, and that gender considerations 
are not integrated across all activities. Over ➔

https://www.mckinsey.com/~/media/mckinsey/business%20functions/organization/our%20insights/delivering%20through%20diversity/delivering-through-diversity_full-report.ashx
https://www.mckinsey.com/~/media/mckinsey/business%20functions/organization/our%20insights/delivering%20through%20diversity/delivering-through-diversity_full-report.ashx
https://www.mckinsey.com/~/media/mckinsey/business%20functions/organization/our%20insights/delivering%20through%20diversity/delivering-through-diversity_full-report.ashx
http://www.fao.org/3/CA2678EN/ca2678en.PDF
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 ■ Lack of Research on Gender Dynamics in Cash 
Crops in comparison to research available on 
gender dynamics in subsistence crops.  

 ■ Difficulties to Obtain and Track Adequate Supply 
Chain Data on Gender. Lack of gender data is not 
specific to cotton production, but nevertheless a key 
barrier to the ability to address gender inequalities 
in a meaningful way17.  

In the BCI Context 

 ȿ BCI systematically collects farmer participation 
figures, but as seen above, women’s contributions 
to cotton production in BCI programmes are 
markedly below the participation documented by 
available empirical information. 

 ȿ One contributing reason is that many women 
undertake farming tasks for cotton but are not 
categorised as cotton farmers. The BCI and GIF 
targets are set around farmers, and following the 
current definition of farmers, that means mostly 
men. BCI defines a farmer as “the one individual 
with	primary	decision-making	responsibility	for	the	
cultivation	of	the	cotton	crop	on	a	farm”. 

Ensuring women’s participation in the decision-
making process is one of the key steps for 
achieving gender equality under the SDGs. 
Denying women’s participation based on their 
decision-making power is problematic. As a 
result, in many contexts, women may not be 
invited to trainings or given access to relevant 
resources on all seven Better Cotton Principles. 
BCI is currently trying a new, innovative approach 
to address this: BCI is currently trying a new, 
innovative approach to address this:  
The "Co-Farmer" Concept. 

The “Co-Farmer” Concept

With the launch of the revised Better Cotton 
Standard in March 2018, BCI introduced the 
concept of the “Co-Farmer”. 

The term “Co-Farmer” is defined in the Standard 
as relevant in contexts where “a man and woman 
in a couple share the farming duties and decision-
making responsibilities equally”. 

The concept has potential to recognise women’s 
contributions to cotton production, provide them 
with access to resources, and thus bring positive 
change. The concept has the potential to be 
relevant for all farm contexts. 

17  For	instance,	of	the	54	gender-specific	indicators	(of	232	total)	of	the	SDGs,	reliable	data	is	only	available	for	10	indicators	due	to	
the	fact	that	data	on	women	and	girls	are	often	unavailable.	“Leveraging	Voluntary	Sustainability	Standards	for	Gender	Equality	and	
Women’s	Empowerment	in	Agriculture:	A	guide	for	development	organizations	based	on	the	Sustainable	Development	Goals”,	March	

2019,	Prepared	by	Kathleen	Sexsmith,	Retrieved	from:	www.iisd.org/sites/default/files/publications/vss-
gender-equality-agriculture-en.pdf

18		BCI	does	require	IPs	in	smallholder	and	medium	farm	contexts	to	report	farmer	and	worker	participation	in	trainings	by	topic,	
disaggregated	by	sex.	However,	it’s	impossible	to	compare	these	results	to	total	female	farmer	participation	numbers,	as	they	are	
instead	reported	by	topic	and	therefore	cannot	be	tallied	to	yield	a	total	reach	figure.

 Page 13 Image:  © BCI/Vibhor Yadav, 2019. BCI Farmer Ujiben J Parmar during a Learning Group (LG) meeting. Gujarat, India.

Challenges at an Industry Level (continued)

 ȿ Total worker participation figures are not 
collected systematically and are therefore largely 
unavailable for comparison18. For example, in 
contexts like Mozambique, where men and 
women are invited to trainings regardless of 
their farmer/worker status, BCI lacks accurate 
participation data. There is also lack of data on 
other beneficiaries of field-level programmes, 
including different categories of workers (such 
as high-risk day labourers) wives and children.

 ȿ From season 2018–19 guidance on profiling 
of the labour force the farmers use in cotton 
production has been introduced. However, in 
the absence of this information, it’s difficult 
to fully assess the scope of BCI’s reach to 
women. Over ➔

https://bettercotton.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/01/Better-Cotton-Principles-and-Criteria_V-2.0_2018.pdf
https://www.iisd.org/sites/default/files/publications/vss-gender-equality-agriculture-en.pdf
https://www.iisd.org/sites/default/files/publications/vss-gender-equality-agriculture-en.pdf
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 ■ Difficulties to Determine Scope of Beneficiaries. 
In many smallholder contexts, there are fluid 
boundaries between self-employment, family and 
community labour, and waged labour. This adds to 
the difficulties of collecting accurate, insightful 
participation data.

In the BCI Context 

 ȿ Fluid boundaries around definitions of labour 
directly impact the ability of BCI staff and 
Implementing Partners (IPs) to identify who 
should be included in training and other outreach 
activities. BCI therefore risks excluding women 
which directly contradicts BCI’s aim to promote 
gender equality. 

 ȿ There is also limited incentive for IPs to spend 
project funds reaching workers, who may in 
many cases be women, whether hired labour or 
unpaid family. 

Challenges at an Industry Level (continued)

 ■ Certification Schemes Developed without 
Gender lens. Most standards and certification 
schemes have been developed without a specific 
regard to the role of women. 

In the BCI Context 

 ȿ The Better Cotton Principles and Criteria Version 
2.1 (the Standard) was developed with a limited 
gender lens.
Principle 6: Decent Work aims to support 
inclusion and equality for all. The remaining six 
Principles are gender neutral and found to be 
silent on women’s participation and concerns in 
cotton farming.
Principle 1: Crop Protection contains an 
exception - Criterion 1.6, which states that 
pregnant and nursing women should not be 
involved in pesticide application.
Principle 7: Management includes limited 
guidance on the value of collecting gender 
disaggregated data, required in Core 
Indicator 7.3.1.
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There is an increasing focus on gender coming from 
across public and private sectors, international 
organisations, and the sustainable standards 
community.  

 ■ The Convention on the Elimination of All Forms 
of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) has 
been ratified by a number of the countries where 
BCI is active, such as India, China, Mozambique 
and Pakistan. The Convention asks of states 
to take appropriate measures to eliminate 
discrimination of all women and includes a specific 
focus on rural women. 

 ■ At the adoption of the SDGs, rural women were 
recognised as key agents for achieving the 
transformational economic, environmental 
and social changes required for sustainable 
development. 

 ■ The UN Guiding Principles for Business 
and Human Rights has pushed companies 
to conduct human rights due diligence ever 
since they were adopted over 10 years ago. A 
working group is now in the process of applying 
a gender lens to the principles, which will 
require businesses to give special attention to 
the experiences of women and the structural 
discrimination or barriers that they face.

 ■ Following four years of consultation with 
governments, trade unions and employers, expert 
reports, meetings of experts and tripartite 
negotiations, the ILO adopted the Violence and 
Harassment Convention, 2019 (C19). This 
convention calls on governments to put in place 
the necessary legislative and policy measures 
to prevent, expose and remedy (gender-based) 
violence and harassment, including attributing 
clear lines of responsibility. The convention applies 
to every sector, and all workers regardless of their 
contractual status. 

With over 1,554 Members, BCI has a role as 
sustainability leader, membership initiative 
and standard setter. BCI is therefore uniquely 
placed within the development community to 
convene and create new partnerships to address 
gender inequality. 

Through new partnerships and other innovations, 
more could be done to address the larger 
environment in which the challenges laid out above 
occur. Within BCI, there are several frameworks 
and processes that can serve to further promote 
gender equality.

 ■ BCI’s mission to make global cotton production 
better for the people who produce it, is a 
foundational starting point to recognise the 
women involved in cotton production, and 
to address gender inequalities.

 ■ BCI’s Theory of Change calls for transformation of 
the cotton production sector. 

 ■ BCI’s HR systems and vision of being an “employer 
of choice” are suitable vectors of change to 
promote gender equality within BCI as an 
organisation.

 ■ The BCI Growth & Innovation Fund is a 
powerful funding mechanism to realise field level 
programmes and innovations.

 ■ BCI’s 2030 Strategy and action plan are a key 
opportunity to embed gender and become an 
industry leader.

Opportunities for BCI   
to Progress Gender Equality

https://www.ohchr.org/en/hrbodies/cedaw/pages/cedawindex.aspx
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/Business/Pages/GenderLens.aspx
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/Business/Pages/GenderLens.aspx
https://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO::P12100_ILO_CODE:C190
https://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO::P12100_ILO_CODE:C190
https://bettercotton.org/get-involved/growth-and-innovation-fund/
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2019–21 Operational Plan

Approach, Objectives  
and Commitments

The approach of the Gender Strategy is to 
systematically mainstream gender concerns, needs 
and interests across BCI’s policies, partnerships and 
programmes. 

To progress this work, we defined objectives and 
commitments at three levels: Sustainable Cotton 
Community, Farm and Organisation. 

Each objective is supplemented by a commitment and 
broken down into goals and activities, outlined in the 
following sections on pages 16-24. 

Given its role in building a sustainable cotton 
industry, BCI has an opportunity to integrate 
gender equality as a cornerstone of sustainable 
cotton. To accomplish this, it will seek to improve 
the livelihoods of women from the farm to its own 
employees and in the sustainable cotton community 
more broadly. BCI’s ambition is that a transformed, 
sustainable cotton industry is one where all 
participants have equal opportunities to thrive. 

To make cotton production better for all the people 
who produce it, BCI will improve gender equality 
throughout its operations by mainstreaming gender 
sensitive approaches across its farm level work, 
amplifying this work through the sustainable cotton 
community, and building awareness and capacity 
within the BCI organisation. The Gender Strategy will 
also allow better quality and improved credibility to 
the Better Cotton Standard System overall.

Figure 3

Approach, Objectives and Commitments
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Objectives and Commitments

The bulk of actions to progress on the objectives and 
commitments below focus on supporting gender 
equality at the Farm and Organisation levels. BCI will 
apply a context driven approach and is committed to 
bring in perspectives of women and men farmers and 
workers in all substantial updates and changes to its 
systems and operations. The approach of this Gender 
Strategy will not exclusively focus on women and 
girls, but will, at all appropriate levels, encompass a 
broad gender spectrum. 

This Gender Strategy will be reviewed, evaluated and 
updated by the end of 2020 to understand progress, 
assess challenges and incorporate learnings from 
the first year of implementation. 

Adjustments will be made to ensure that the 
Gender Strategy is effective and aligned with BCI’s 
2030 Strategy and Vision. Actions and Activities 
may be adapted by teams to accelerate progress 
towards Goals. 

Figure 4

Objectives and Commitments

Objective
The Farm Community benefits 

from a concerted effort to 
promote equal rights and 

opportunities and address 
barriers to gender equality. 

Commitment
BCI improves gender equality 

throughout BCI’s Farm 
Communities by mainstreaming 

gender sensitive approaches 
across the BCI Standard, 
Assurance and Capacity 

Building Programmes, and 
farm level activities. 
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CI contributes to SDG 5 through 

real, measurable change at 
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this work through sharing 
knowledge, experience, and 
learning with others working 
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BCI collaborates with others 

and act as a convener to share 
knowledge, best practices and 

raise awareness of gender 
empowerment in cotton 

production.

Sustainable  
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Objective
The Organisation provides 

a gender equal work 
environment for all its 

employees and partner teams, 
and provides the means 
to carry out BCI’s work in 
a gender sensitive way.

Commitment
BCI’s employment policies, 

processes, and partner 
relationships provide for the 

realisation of gender equal rights 
and opportunities, and the BCI 
team has the knowledge, tools 
and skills to support a gender 

sensitive approach to BCI’s work.

Organisation
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1  Sustainable Cotton Community

Objective

BCI contributes to SDG 5 through real, measurable change at the farm level and amplifies this work through 
sharing knowledge, experience, and learning with others working in the sustainable cotton and agriculture 
community. 

Commitment

BCI collaborates with others and act as a convener to share knowledge, best practices and raise awareness of 
gender empowerment in cotton production. 

■ Goal 2.1 BCI acts as a convener to raise awareness of gender challenges and opportunities in the cotton supply chain

■ Goal 2.2 BCI engages in partnerships to collectively address gender issues in the cotton industry

■ Goal 2.3 BCI Membership Code of Practice is gender sensitive 

■ Goal 2.4 BCI supports and shares research on gender in cotton production

Goal Context Actions

2.1 BCI acts as a 
convener to raise 
awareness of 
gender challenges 
and opportunities 
in the cotton 
production

BCI recognises that to address 
entrenched gender issues in cotton 
production, a collaborative approach 
has to be adopted. BCI is committed 
to sharing knowledge, experience, 
and learnings with others working in 
sustainable agriculture. 

BCI is also in a good position to share 
knowledge, experience and learnings 
on gender in cotton through events, 
its website and other communication 
channels. BCI can play a role in educating 
the sustainable agriculture community on  
gender related topics. 

Through regularly scheduled, and 
special events, BCI can support diverse 
representation on panels and can include 
topics related to gender. 

2.1.1 Develop Communications Plan to promote 
awareness of gender dynamics in cotton 
production. The Communications Plan could 
include research and communications on 
key topics and follow stakeholder mapping to 
identify who and where to influence within the 
value chain.

2.1.2 Review BCI website and communication 
channels such as the BCI Blog, Monthly 
Member Newsletter and Better Cotton 
Quarterly and plan to include gender topics.

2.1.3 Ensure diverse representation at BCI 
organised events.

2.1.4 Include gender related content in BCI 
organised events.

2.1.5 Publish the BCI Gender Strategy and 
accompanying communications on the 
BCI Website.

2.1.6 Publish annual update (integrated into BCI 
Annual Report, or through alternative output) 
on Gender Strategy progress, and include 
example of best practices and key learnings. 
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Goal Context Actions

2.2 BCI engages 
in partnerships 
to collectively 
address gender 
issues in the 
cotton industry

With its wide membership network 
and reach, BCI can position itself as an 
attractive actor to partner with on gender 
related topics.  

2.2.1 Mainstream gender into refreshed Civil 
Society Engagement Approach. Establish 
action-oriented partnerships with expert 
organisations and initiatives.

2.2.2 Engage with other organisations and 
sustainability standards through relevant 
working groups and events (eg, ISEAL Gender 
Working Group).

2.2.3 Identify opportunities to integrate BCI 
Gender Strategy into National Embedding Plans. 

2.3 BCI 
Membership is 
Gender Aware 

Gender is an increasing focus for the 
industry at all stages of the cotton value 
chain. With over 1,554 members BCI 
has a wide membership network and an 
opportunity to influence members to 
consider and address gender inequalities.

This advocacy will be delivered through 
the actions outlined in Goal 2.1. In 
addition, the BCI Membership Code of 
Practice will be reviewed in 2020 and this 
process presents a good opportunity to 
integrate gender sensitivity.

2.3.1 Process to update the BCI Membership 
Code of Practice and Terms of Membership 
(scheduled for 2020) includes gender sensitive 
considerations.

2.3.2 Explore opportunities to request 
information from Members regarding their 
commitments to gender equality.  

2.4 BCI supports 
and shares 
research on 
gender in cotton 
production

BCI has direct access to women in cotton 
production and can use this opportunity 
to partner with research institutions 
to better understand the roles and 
conditions of women in cotton and/or 
cash crop production.

2.4.1 Include Gender in the BCI 
Research Agenda.
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2  Farm

Objective

The Farm community benefits from a concerted effort to promote equal rights and opportunities and address 
barriers to gender equality 

Commitment

BCI improves gender equality throughout BCI’s Farm Communities by mainstreaming gender sensitive 
approaches across the BCI Standard, Assurance and Capacity Building Programmes, and farm level activities. 

■ Goal 1.1  BCI Standard systems and Assurance Programme are gender sensitive 

■ Goal 1.2 BCI M&E framework and metrics collect sex disaggregated indicators and capture gender 
considerations

■ Goal 1.3 BCI Implementation has a systematic approach to employing gender sensitive tools and 
best practices 

■ Goal 1.4 Gender considerations are included in BCI benchmarking criteria

■ Goal 1.5 BCI IPs and SPs are trained on gender power dynamics and integrate learnings in BCI programmes

■ Goal 1.6 BCI funding criteria enables inclusive programming 

Goal Context Actions

1.1 The Better 
Cotton Principles 
and Criteria, 
and Assurance 
Programme are 
gender sensitive

The Better Cotton Principles and Criteria 
Principles and Criteria Version 2.1 (the 
Standard) lay out the global definition of 
Better Cotton. The Assurance Programme 
is the central mechanism for assessing 
whether farmers can grow and sell 
Better Cotton.

Through the policies, procedures and 
processes that make up the Standard 
and Assurance Programme, BCI has 
an opportunity to integrate a gender 
sensitive approach, and to reduce the 
risk of gender blind and discriminatory 
actions. The BCI Standard is reviewed no 
more than 5 years from adoption of the 
previous version, but interim revisions 
and updates also take place. Over ➔

1.1.1 Assess opportunities and implications of 
increased adoption of the Co-Farmer category, 
and other gender sensitive definitions.

1.1.2 Using results of 1.1.1 and 1.1.3, plan short-
term and long-term gender sensitive revisions 
to the MEL Framework.

1.1.3 Review the BCI Standard definitions of 
farmers and workers to identify structural 
barriers and untapped opportunities 
to increase women’s participation and 
recognition.

1.1.4 Commission gender assessment 
of the Standard to identify opportunities 
to mainstream gender across 
the document. Over ➔
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Goal Context Actions

1.1 The Better 
Cotton Principles 
and Criteria, 
and Assurance 
Programme are 
gender sensitive 
(Continued)

The Standard includes a new process 
for Categorising Farmers and Workers, 
including a new category – the “Co-
Farmer”. The Co-Farmer category is 
explicitly designed to highlight contexts 
in which men and women work together 
as equal farming partners; otherwise, 
in many places the male would be 
registered and the female’s contribution 
to farm management would not be 
visible. Through this term, there is 
potential to reach more women through 
BCI activities, but the implications of the 
widespread use of the term need to be 
evaluated further. 

For any substantial changes to its 
Standard or programs, BCI is committed 
to consult a representative sample 
of women and disadvantaged group 
representatives involved in Better Cotton 
production and empower them to shape 
the Standard revision outcomes and 
ensure that changes respond to real, not 
perceived, needs. 

1.1.5 Develop supplementary guidance for the 
Standard on gender considerations, adapted 
for key audiences (such as IPs, SPs, third-party 
verifiers, and BCI staff) using outcomes of  
1.1.1 and 1.1.4. Adapt the Standard to include 
gender sensitive requirements and language 
through an interim update if necessary to 
address gender blindness.

1.1.6 During the next formal Standard revision 
process, gender considerations will be 
mainstreamed throughout the process, and 
consultations will promote the inclusion inputs 
from women and disadvantaged groups. 

1.1.7 Review Assurance Programme verification 
and reporting mechanisms and processes 
to identify opportunities to better capture 
gender sensitive issues, such as harassment 
and discrimination. Integrate gender into Third 
Party Verifier Qualifications and Competencies. 
Engage Third Party Verifiers through training 
or knowledge sharing. 

1.2 BCI M&E 
frameworks 
and metrics 
collects sex 
disaggregated 
indicators and 
captures gender 
considerations

The lack of credible data on women’s role 
in cotton production remains an industry 
wide problem. In many countries, there 
is a lack of reliable data to understand 
women’s roles and presence in cotton 
production, and to measure and assess 
how they are affected by this work. 

For BCI to improve its understanding of 
women at farm level, there is a need to 
systematically collect sex disaggregated 
data and to include indicators that 
capture gender sensitive information. 
Inspiration can be drawn from the BSR 
Gender Data and Impact Framework.

1.2.1 Collect sex-disaggregated data 
throughout all thematic monitoring 
frameworks and M&E metrics, and include 
indicators capturing gender sensitive 
information. Develop and agree on KPIs. 
Collaborate with other voluntary sustainability 
standards when possible. 

1.2.2 Develop feedback mechanisms to enable 
women and disadvantaged groups to share 
their experiences.
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Goal Context Actions

1.3 BCI 
Implementation 
has a systematic 
approach to 
developing 
and sharing 
gender sensitive 
tools and best 
practices

BCI staff and partner representatives 
need to have the tools required to carry 
out their work in a gender sensitive way 
in each local context. BCI develops tools 
and activities to continuously support 
the capacity of its ever-growing partner 
network to carry out field level programs 
and cascade training to farmers.  

BCI is working to develop a global 
Capacity Building Strategy and a 
comprehensive guidance document 
for this key component of the BCSS. 
Mainstreaming gender sensitive 
approaches must be integrated into 
this strategy and guidance materials.

As an interim solution, the BCI Gender 
Strategy recommends employing a 
systematic approach to collecting and 
sharing best practices, successes and 
challenges. Many BCI Partners are further 
along the journey to mainstream gender 
concerns and address existing gender 
discrimination, and this knowledge 
should be regularly collected, understood, 
rewarded and shared by BCI. 

1.3.1 Support the development of National 
Capacity Building Strategies to ensure 
integration of gender considerations and goals.

1.3.1 Share tools and provide training on gender 
analysis tools; review outcomes to influence 
inclusive, locally relevant programmes.

1.3.2 Consult with Implementing Partners to 
learn from their successes and challenges. 

1.3.3 Consult with participating female farmers 
and workers to learn from their successes and 
challenges. 

1.3.4 BCI supports and facilitates collaboration 
and learning opportunities amongst partners 
and expert organisations, such as research 
institutions and civil societies, to supplement 
knowledge and expertise gaps, and support the 
development of more impactful programmes. 

1.3.5 Develop BCI Training Academy Online 
Resource Centre with case studies and best 
practices, collected from local staff and 
partners. Ensure that training materials 
and other outputs include gender sensitive 
language and diverse images. 

1.3.6 Annual BCI IP Symposium used as a 
platform to highlight gender equality and 
gather support amongst partner network. 

1.4 Gender 
considerations 
are included 
in BCI bench-
marking criteria

BCI’s Strategic Partners CmiA and Abrapa 
do not report sex-disaggregated data 
or training participation outcomes, 
although they account for a significant 
number of participating BCI farmers and 
licensed cotton volumes respectively. 
BCI is currently revising the process 
through which is “benchmarks” the BCI 
Principles & Criteria. The revision of 
the benchmarking process presents an 
opportunity to include and require gender 
considerations and reporting. 

1.4.1 Engage with Standards & Assurance 
team during revision of benchmark criteria 
to incorporate minimum requirements 
in relation to gender. Importance of sex 
disaggregated data to be discussed with 
benchmarked partners and submission to be 
required if possible. 

1.4.2 Share BCI Gender Strategy with 
Benchmarked Partners and request 
information about how their Standard aligns 
with our aims.
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Goal Context Actions

1.5 BCI IPs and 
SPs are trained 
on gender 
power dynamics 
and integrate 
learnings in BCI 
programmes

To deliver gender sensitive programming 
it is critical that partner representatives 
that are directly involved in BCI's work 
have an understanding of gender power 
dynamics and how they affect BCI’s work.

1.5.1 Provide all BCI IP and SP with the 
BCI Gender Training Module and ensure 
they undergo training through the module 
(delivered by BCI staff or consultant), 
or through a local partnership. Training is 
a journey of continuous improvement and 
the content of the BCI Gender Module will be 
reviewed and updated in 2019–20. 

1.5.2 Launch the online BCI Gender Training 
Module to enable PU Managers to receive 
gender training.

1.6 BCI funding 
criteria enables 
inclusive 
programming

The BCI Growth and Innovation Fund 
assesses and funds projects. The 
programme funding criteria and 
availability (GIF 2020-21 Strategy) are 
critical to enable and incentivise inclusive 
programming and should include gender 
sensitive considerations.

1.6.1 Assess and evolve funding criteria and 
availability, including the application template, 
request for proposal strategy, review process 
and weighting to promote gender sensitive 
programming. Agree scope of funding to 
support inclusive programming.

1.6.2 Develop guidance for Fund recipients on 
minimum requirements to redress gender-
harmful interventions and avoid causing 
unintended harm to women and girls.

1.7 BCI Implementing  
and Strategic Partners  
are committed to  
gender equality

1.7.1 BCI Partner Endorsement Process, and/
or Implementation Partner Agreement and/or 
Implementation Plan includes gender equality   
commitment. 

1.8 BCI integrates 
a gender 
sensitive 
approach in its 
support to BCI 
country teams, 
Implementing 
and Strategic 
Partners and 3rd 
party verifiers 

The core of BCI’s work is carried out 
through its country teams and partner 
network. It is critical to incorporate 
gender considerations in BCI country 
team development planning, and into 
partnership building and support. 

A first step is to appoint a focal point 
that can act as a change agent whose 
role is advocating for increased attention 
to and integration of gender equality 
and women’s empowerment in their 
programme’s policy and programming 
and in the related work of development 
partners. The responsibility to integrate 
gender remains across the organisation. 

1.8.1 Appoint a gender focal point in each 
country team, to be responsible to drive gender 
across BCI activities operations. 

1.8.2 Integrate gender as a core element of 
working with partners. This may include working 
with key IPs to identify knowledge gaps and 
opportunities to integrate gender learning and 
capacity building, develop relevant guidance on 
building partnerships, how to and more (in line 
with BCI Partnership Management approach).

1.8.3 Include gender considerations in CIP 
process and guidance.

1.8.4 Include gender considerations in IP 
Management and Monitoring processes and 
guidance.
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3  Organisation

Objective

The Organisation provides a gender equal work environment for all its employees and partner teams, and provides 
the means for everyone in the Organisation to carry out their work in a gender sensitive way. 

Commitment

BCI’s employment policies and processes, partner relationships provides for the realisation of gender equal 
rights and opportunities, and everyone across the Organisation has the knowledge, tools and skills to support a 
gender sensitive approach to BCI’s work. 

■ Goal 3.1 Gender equality is a strategic priority for BCI

■ Goal 3.2 Sufficient resources are allocated to deliver the BCI Gender Strategy

■ Goal 3.3 BCI has diverse representation at Council and leadership levels 

■ Goal 3.4 BCI provides gender equitable employment rights, opportunities and conditions

■ Goal 3.5 All BCI staff are trained on gender power dynamics 

■ Goal 3.6 BCI integrates a gender sensitive approach in its support to BCI country teams, Implementing and Strategic 
Partners and Third-party verifiers

Goal Context Actions

3.1 Gender  
equality is a 
strategic priority 
for BCI

To ensure that gender considerations 
remain a priority for BCI, gender needs 
to be incorporated into BCI at the 
organisational level. BCI is currently 
working to develop its 2030 vision 
and strategy, presenting a positive 
opportunity for gender considerations 
to be integrated. 

3.1.1 BCI 2030 strategy development process 
actively considers gender. 

3.2 Sufficient 
resources are 
allocated to  
deliver the BCI 
Gender Strategy

To support the delivery of the objectives, 
goals and actions outlined in this 
document, sufficient resources need to 
be allocated and sourced.

3.2.1 BCI’s 2020 Operational Budget and 
Annual Operating Plan allocates sufficient 
resources (financial and professional) to 
operationalise identified priority activities 
of the Gender Strategy. 

3.2.2 BCI Development Team seeks 
funding to support the delivery of the BCI 
Gender Strategy.



BetterCotton.org BCI Gender Strategy  24

Goal Context Actions

3.3 BCI has 
diverse 
representation 
at Council and 
leadership levels

BCI Council and management are 
accountable for the integration of the 
Gender Strategy across the organisation. 
For BCI’s approach on gender to be 
credible, BCI also has to aim for a diverse 
and gender balanced representation at 
the council and across management.

Research shows that diversity on 
leadership level provides for better 
decision making and enhanced 
credibility.

3.3.1 Review BCI Council and leadership 
representation from a diversity and gender 
point of view.

3.3.2 Gender Strategy endorsed by the BCI 
Leadership Team.

3.3.3 Report gender and diversity status in 
Annual Report.

3.4 BCI provides 
gender equitable 
employment 
rights, 
opportunities  
and conditions

As part of BCI’s ambition to be an 
employer of choice, BCI aims to 
promote gender equitable employment 
opportunities and conditions. 

All employment policies and processes 
are a critical tool to make this effective. 
Under this goal, BCI aims to identify and 
create solutions to address structural 
barriers to inclusion that currently exist  
in  BCI policies and processes.

3.4.1 Commit to undertake an equal pay review 
and address findings if necessary. 

3.4.2 Review BCI staff policies and processes 
from a gender perspective, including hiring, 
induction, training, travel and promotion 
policies and practices, parental leave 
and benefits package, flexible working 
arrangements.

3.4.3 Review and improve policy on 
sexual harassment.

3.4.4 Update harassment and grievance 
reporting mechanisms and procedures.

3.4.5 Develop safeguarding policies for staff.  

3.4.6 Integrate gender considerations in staff 
handbook or training requirements.

3.5 All BCI staff 
are trained on 
gender power 
dynamics

It takes an informed, sensitised BCI 
team to deliver a gender sensitive 
programme. It is therefore critical that 
all staff have an understanding of what 
gender is and how it affects BCI’s work.

3.5.1 Establish partnership(s) to enable BCI 
staff training on Gender, Equality and Diversity. 

3.5.2 Provide equality and diversity training to 
all BCI staff, including the BCI Council.
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BCI Better Cotton Initiative

BCSS Better Cotton Standard System

CIP Continuous Improvement Plan

CmiA Cotton made in Africa

Empowerment The process of increasing the 
opportunity of people to take control of their own 
lives. It is about people living according to their 
own values and being able to express preferences, 
make choices and influence — both individually and 
collectively — the decisions that affect their lives. 
Empowerment of women or men includes developing 
self-reliance, gaining skills or having their own skills 
and knowledge recognised, and increasing their 
power to make decision  s and have their voices 
heard, and to negotiate and challenge societal norms 
and customs.

FAO Food and Agriculture Organisation  
of the United Nations

Gender Gender is defined by FAO as ‘the relations 
between men and women, both perceptual and 
material. Gender is not determined biologically, as a 
result of sexual characteristics of either women or 
men, but is constructed socially.

Gender Balance The equal presence of women and 
men, and active participation in decision making.

Gender Blind This term refers to the failure to 
recognise that the roles and responsibilities of 
men/boys and women/girls are assigned to them 
in specific social, cultural, economic, and political 
contexts and backgrounds. Projects, programs, 
policies and attitudes which are gender blind do not 
take into account these different roles and diverse 
needs. They maintain the status quo and will not help 
transform the unequal structure of gender relations.

Gender Inequality The concept of power is a critical 
peg on which gender-based discrimination occurs 
and creates gender inequality. These need to be 
addressed since they violate women’s rights to 
economic freedom and equal work opportunities, 
health, education, decision making and political 
participation, cause violence against women and 
limit their mobility and choices in personal and 
work spaces. Along with gender, women’s lives are 
affected by other intersectional influences as they 
are not a ‘homogenous’ category — this reality must 
be recognised and addressed  too.

Gender Equality Gender equality is achieved when 
women and men, girls and boys, have equal rights, 
life prospects and opportunities, and the power to 
shape their own lives and contribute to society. The 
concept is used in all key international agreements, 
from the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms 
of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) in 1979 to 
the Sustainable Development Goals in 2015.

Gender equality is a concept with transformative 
connotations, covering women’s empowerment, non-
discrimination and equal rights regardless of gender. 
It embraces a multi-dimensional and intersectional 
view on inequalities between women and men, girls 
and boys. It points towards change of gender-based 
power relations in all sectors of society, private as 
well as public.

Annex 1  Glossary of Key Terms

Adapted	from	sources	including	the UN Women Training Centre Gender Equality Glossary  
and the Sida Gender Tool Box.

https://trainingcentre.unwomen.org/mod/glossary/view.php?id=36
https://www.sida.se/English/partners/resources-for-all-partners/methodological-materials/gender-tool-box/
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Gender needs The roles of men and women in 
existing societies and institutions are generally 
different, so their needs vary accordingly. 

Practical Gender Needs (PGNs) arise from the actual 
conditions which women and men experience 
because of the gender roles assigned to them 
in society. Meeting PGNs does not challenge the 
existing gender division of labour nor women’s 
subordinate position (relative to men) in society. 

Strategic Gender Needs (SGNs) are the needs 
which require a confrontation with existing social 
relationships between women and men. Meeting 
SGNs assist women to achieve greater equality and 
change existing gender roles, thereby challenging 
women’s subordinate position.

Gender sensitive Gender sensitive approaches 
attempt to redress existing gender inequalities. 
Gender is a means to reach set development goals, 
and addressing gender norms, roles and access to 
resources in so far as needed to reach project goals

GIF Growth and Innovation Fund

Intersectional The term “intersectional” was coined 
by Kimberlé Crenshaw and defined as “a lens through 
which you can see where power comes and collides, 
where it interlocks and intersects.” 

Intersectional discrimination Merriam Webster 
defines intersectionality as the complex, cumulative 
way in which the effects of multiple forms of 
discrimination (such as racism, sexism, and 
classism) combine, overlap, or intersect especially 
in the experiences of marginalised individuals 
or groups. 

IP Implementing Partner

Socialisation The process of learning to behave in 
a way that is acceptable to society.

SP Strategic Partner

Gender Equity Gender equity entails the provision 
of fairness and justice in the distribution of benefits 
and responsibilities between men and women. The 
concept recognizes that men and women have 
different needs and power that these differences 
should be identified and addressed in a manner 
that rectifies the imbalances between the sexes. 
However, the concept gender equity is also used 
to detach gender equality from the human rights 
agenda and avoid talking about women and girls’ 
human rights. 

It has been picked up by conservative actors who 
emphasize the complementarity of women and 
men, talk about “separate but equal” and go far in 
arguing for biologically given roles and obligations 
for women and men in society. When used in this 
way the concept gender equity has opened up for 
a definition that only embraces part of the gender 
equality agenda. Thus it leaves the transformative 
and challenging aspects of gender equality out 
and makes it possible to avoid the necessary 
contestation of power relations and unequal social, 
economic, and political structures19. 

Gender mainstreaming Gender Mainstreaming is 
a globally accepted strategy for promoting gender 
equality. Mainstreaming is not an end in itself but a 
strategy, an approach, a means to achieve the goal 
of gender equality. Mainstreaming involves ensuring 
that gender perspectives and attention to the goal of 
gender equality are central to all activities —  
policy development, research, advocacy/ dialogue, 
legislation, resource allocation, and planning, 
implementation and monitoring of programs 
and projects.

Gender norms Gender norms are ideas about how 
men and women should be and act.  We internalize 
and learn these “rules” early in life. This sets up a 
lifecycle of gender socialization and stereotyping. 
Put another way, gender norms are the standards 
and expectations to which gender identity generally 
conforms, within a range that defines a particular 
society, culture and community at that point in time. 

19		Gender	Tool	Box,	Gender	Equality	and	Gender	Equity.	Sida,	November	2016.	Retrieved	from:	www.sida.se/
contentassets/43b0eb228c464d2499c5eb00a68a0346/brief-hot-issue-equity-equality.pdf

https://www.sida.se/contentassets/43b0eb228c464d2499c5eb00a68a0346/brief-hot-issue-equity-equality.pdf
https://www.sida.se/contentassets/43b0eb228c464d2499c5eb00a68a0346/brief-hot-issue-equity-equality.pdf
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Annex 2  Field-Level Data Insights

Global Overview: Female Farmer Participation

Figure 5

Farmer Participation, Global Overview (Early Season Stage)

Figure 6

Farmer Participation, Global Overview (Final Stage)

Global overview (Early season)

Global overview (Final)

2015 – 16

2015 – 16

2016 – 17

2016 – 17

2017 – 18

Female farmers 8% 
64,525

Female farmers 6.6% 
52,805

Female farmers 6.8% 
86,359

Male farmers 92% 
744,585

Male farmers 93.4% 
750,614

Male farmers 93.2% 
1,192,298

Total farmers 809,110 Total farmers 803,419

Global overview (Early season)

Global overview (Final)

Female farmers 5.2% 
38,047

Female farmers 5.6% 
29,279

Male farmers 94.8% 
689,071

Male farmers 94.4% 
489,769

Total farmers 727,118 Total farmers 519,048

Total farmers 1,278,657
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Season 2015 – 16: Early Season Stage
Country  Male Farmers  Female Farmers Total Farmers Female Farmers (% of total)

Australia 43 5 48 10.4

China 73,759 24,973 98,732 25.3

India 397,133 27,531 424,664 6.5

Israel 528 70 598 11.7

Madagascar 992 237 1,229 19.3

Mali 49,144 0 49,144 0.0

Mozambique 77,030 10,890 87,920 12.4

Pakistan 139,936 21 139,957 0.0

Senegal 4,569 698 5,267 13.3

South Africa 128  0 128 0.0

Tajikistan 712 68 780 8.7

Turkey 533 28 561 5.0

United States 78 4 82 4.9

TOTAL 744,585 64,525 809,110 8.0

Figure 7

Country Level: Female Farmer Participation (Early Seasonal Stage)
Farm category:	Smallholders,	Medium	and	Large	farms	 	 Producer status:	Participating

Season 2015 – 16: Early Season Stage
Country  Male Farmers  Female Farmers Total Farmers Female Farmers (% of total)

Australia 75 0 75 0.0

China 42,206 19,909 62,115 32.1

India 421,916 23,149 445,065 5.2

Israel 81 0 81 0.0

Kazakhstan 41 4 45 8.9

Madagascar 4,051 864 4915 17.6

Mali 53,272  0 53,272 0.0

Mozambique 92,752 7,286 100,038 7.3

Pakistan 128,343 50 128,393 0.0

Senegal 5,817 479 6,296 7.6

South Africa 662 956 1,618 59.1

Tajikistan 976 73 1,049 7.0

Turkey 352 31 383 8.1

United States 70 4 74 5.4

TOTAL 750,614 52,805 803,419 6.6
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Season 2015 – 16: Early Season Stage
Country  Male Farmers  Female Farmers Total Farmers Female Farmers (% of total)

Australia 47 0 47 0.0

China 56,033 23,660 79,693 29.7

India 637,602 38,878 676,480 5.7

Israel 75 0 75 0.0

Kazakhstan 144 25 169 14.8

Madagascar 2,635 844 3,479 24.3

Mali 53,960 1 53,961 0.0

Mozambique 143,623 21,636 165,259 13.1

Pakistan 290,830 143 290,973 0.0

Senegal 4,408 196 4,604 4.3

South Africa 463 706 1,169 60.4

Tajikistan 1185 76 1261 6.0

Turkey 965 190 1,155 16.5

United States 328 4 332 1.2

TOTAL 1,192,298 86,359 1,278,657 6.8
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Season 2015 – 16: Final Seasonal Stage
Country  Male Farmers  Female Farmers Total Farmers Female Farmers (% of total)

Australia 49 0 54 9.3

China 68,751 17,824 86,575 20.6

India 352,201 19,328 371,529 5.2

Israel 91 0 91 0.0

Madagascar 992 237 1,229 19.3

Mali 49,293  0 49,293 0.0

Mozambique 72,571 0 72,571 0.0

Pakistan 139,698 20 139,718 0.0

Senegal 4,912 599 5,511 10.9

South Africa 30  0 30 0.0

Tajikistan*  0  0 0 0.0

Turkey 409 32 441 7.3

United States 74 2 76 2.6

TOTAL 689,071 38,047 727,118 5.2

Figure 8

Country Level: Female Farmer Participation (Final Seasonal Stage)
Farm category:	Smallholders,	Medium	and	Large	farms	 	 Producer status:	Participating

Season 2016 – 17: Final Seasonal Stage
Country  Male Farmers  Female Farmers Total Farmers Female Farmers (% of total)

Australia 75  75 0.0

China 34,199 17,547 51,746 33.9

India 302,288 1,598 303,886 0.5

Israel 84  0 84 0.0

Kazakhstan 43  0 43 0.0

Madagascar 1,749 357 2,106 17.0

Mali* 0  0 0 0.0

Mozambique 59,341 9,258 68,599 13.5

Pakistan 90,392 49 90,441 0.1

Senegal* 0 0 0 0.0

South Africa 193 361 554 65.2

Tajikistan 972 79 1,051 7.5

Turkey 312 30 342 8.8

United States 121  0 121 0.0

TOTAL 489,769 29,279 519,048 5.6

*Not reported
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BCI Implementing Partners systematically report 
farmer participation numbers, disaggregated 
by gender. In extracting this information from 
the Better Cotton Principles, however, we noted 
instances where IPs failed to report female farmer 
numbers. We recommend that disaggregated data 
collection requirements are emphasised to IPs who 
fail to report on time. In addition, benchmarked 
standards (ABR and CmiA) are currently not required 
to report farmer numbers disaggregated by gender. 

As a result, we have no readily accessible data on 
female farmer participation from Brazil or CmiA 
countries20. This makes it impossible to generate 
an accurate global overview of BCI’s work to reach 
female farmers. The global overviews presented 
in Figures 9 and 10 on page 32 include figures 
from Australia, China, India, Israel, Madagascar, 
Mali, Mozambique, Pakistan, Senegal, South Africa, 
Tajikistan, Turkey and the United States. 

BCI Self-Assessment  
and Reach Indicator Insights

BCI requires IPs in smallholder and medium farm 
contexts to report farmer and worker participation 
in trainings by topic, disaggregated by sex. However, 
it’s impossible to compare these results to the total 
female farmer participation numbers, as they are 
instead reported by topic and therefore cannot be 
tallied to yield a total reach figure. 

Training by topic results were reported through  
Self-Assessments until the 2018-19 season, when 
they moved to the Results Indicator Reporting 
process. The reporting method changed due to the 
seasonal timing of Self-Assessments because many 
workers are involved during the harvest. The data 
reported on farmers and workers trained by topic 
reveals discrepancies compared to final reach 
indicators. However, in the absence of more reliable 
data, the training participation results can yield 
interesting insights.

In most countries, the field assessment found that 
participants of technical trainings on subjects such 
as water stewardship and management, insecticide 
and pesticide application, and other packages of 
practices are attended primarily by men. Reports 
on farmer and worker participation in trainings 
by topic21 submitted by IPs reveal that female 
farmers attend trainings on “Harvest Practices to 
Ensure Fibre Quality” and “Other Topics Not Directly 
Related to Better Cotton” at the highest rates (7.78% 
and 10.77% respectively). Female workers attend 
trainings on “Health and Safety, Labour, Gender, or 
Other” and “Harvest Practices to Ensure Fibre Quality” 
at the highest rates (41.27% and 46.63% respectively). 

20Burkina	Faso,	Cameroon,	Côte	d’Ivoire,	Ghana,	Mozambique,	Tanzania,	Uganda,	Zambia	and	Zimbabwe

21  Season	Self-Assessment	results	in	China,	India,	Pakistan,	Israel,	Kazakhstan,	Tajikistan,	South	Africa,	Mali,	Mozambique,	
Madagascar,	2017–18

The data reported on farmers and workers 
trained by topic reveals discrepancies 
compared to final reach indicators. 
However, in the absence of more reliable 
data, the training participation results 
can yield interesting insights.
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Figure 9

All Farmers* Trained, Disaggregated by Topic and Sex, 2017-18
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All Workers* Trained, Disaggregated by Topic and Sex, 2017-18
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*	Includes	data	from	Australia,	China,	India,	Israel,	Madagascar,	Mali,	Mozambique,	Pakistan,	Senegal,	South	Africa,	Tajikistan,	 
Turkey	and	the	United	States
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Background   

Women play an important role in the cultivation of 
cotton, yet serious structural gender biases exist 
in the sector. Key challenges include: occupational 
segregation, unequal access to land and property 
title and finance, wage discrimination, reproductive 
health risks, and a lack of voice within household 
structures, field work, and producer organisations. 
Therefore, in line with the SDG Goal 5 “Achieve gender 
equality and empower all women and girls”, BCI is 
committed to redressing existing gender inequalities 
and promoting women’s empowerment in cotton 
producing areas.  

The objective of the BCI Baseline Gender Assessment 
Report is to consolidate qualitative and quantitative 
data to support the development of BCI’s global, 
action-oriented gender strategy. 

Report Methodology  

The BCI Baseline Gender Mainstreaming Assessment 
used both primary and secondary data collection 
and analysis. A desk review of BCI reports and 
publicly available secondary research on gender 
mainstreaming in agriculture and cotton farming 
provided essential context. Case study collection, 
key informant interviews (KIIs), conducted by 
telephone and during field visits, and Focus Group 
Discussions (FGDs) have been used for primary data 
collection. The stakeholders consulted included 
Implementing Partners (IP), Producer Unit (PU) 
managers, Field Facilitators (FF), farmers, workers 
and BCI staff. Gender integration in the research was 
ensured by considering the representation of women 
in the sample. 

Women in Agriculture  

On average, women comprise 43% of the agricultural 
labour force in developing countries. Agriculture 
provides the primary source of employment for 
women in major BCI Countries such as Mozambique, 
Pakistan, Madagascar, Mali, Senegal, India, Turkey 
and China. In many countries, women, owing to 
their landless status, and social and cultural norms, 
struggle to achieve recognition as farmers, which 
can limit their access to resources such as inputs, 
credit and training. For example, only 12.69% women 
in India have some kind of land ownership. 

Due to unequal access to resources like land, 
labour, credit, technology and information there 
is 20-30% gender gap in agriculture production 
between men and women farmers. Poor scores 
(0.50) in Global Gender Gap Index of BCI countries 
like India, China, Pakistan, Madagascar and Senegal 
reveal that unequal access to land is a challenge in 
many BCI contexts. In countries like India and Brazil, 
women face structural and systematic barriers to 
access institutional credit. As a result, they depend 
on non-institutional sources, such as landlords, 
for agriculture credit. According to a 2011 FAO 
report, giving women the same access as men to 
agricultural resources could increase production on 
women’s farms in developing countries by 20 – 30%. 

Mainstreaming gender concerns in agriculture 
is crucial for women’s economic empowerment. 
Recognition of women’s participation and provisions 
for the protection of their rights in legal frameworks 
in all BCI countries provides an opportunity to 
mainstream gender in projects. Whether a farmer 
is male or female is not, in and of itself, the most 
important factor affecting adoption of agricultural 
technologies (Doss, 2001). Underlying and persistent 
differenced in access to resources (such as land, 
labour, and knowledge) generates differential 
adoption rates between male and female farmers22.   

Annex 3  BCI Baseline Gender Assessment Report Executive Summary, April 2019

22		Doss,	C.	and	Morris,	M.	2001.	‘How	does	gender	affect	the	adoption	of	agricultural	innovations?	The	case	of	improved	maize	
technology	in	Ghana.’	Agricultural Economics,	25	(1),	27–39
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Gender Assessment  
of the Better Cotton Principles 

The seven Better Cotton Principles and 
corresponding criteria and indicators are found to 
be largely gender neutral. BCI Principles 1,6 and 7 
incorporate gender concerns to varying degrees. 

Principle 1: Crop Protection considers the 
vulnerability of women of reproductive age to the 
harmful health impacts of pesticides. 

Principle 7: Management system” encourages 
producers and IPs to collect sex-segregated data 
on agriculture labourers and training participants. 
Principle 7 also advocates for upholding child rights 
and discourages children from leaving school to 
support agricultural labour work. 

However, largely it’s Principle 6: Decent work that 
addresses major gender concerns like discrimination, 
the gender wage gap, minimum wage, forced labour 
and child labour.  

However, the Principles do not recognise women’s 
role as a knowledge bearer or a key informant. 
On family farms, women support many phases 
of cotton production, and can offer relevant 
knowledge and experience from their time in 
producing subsistence crops. Principles 2,3 and 4 
on Water Stewardship, Soil Health and Biodiversity 
Enhancement are silent on women’s participation 
in the preparation of water, soil management and 
biodiversity enhancement planning, which is a 
missed opportunity. 

The lack of integration of gender across the BCI 
Standard de-emphasises women’s potential to 
promote more sustainable production systems. 
Incorporating gender concerns across the seven 
Principles could influence more inclusive training, 
planning and implementation processes. A deeper 
gender assessment of the BCI Standard is 
recommended, through which new gender sensitive  
indicators could be recommended.  

Gender Dynamics in  
Cash Crops, Including Cotton  

In many countries, cash and export crops are 
regarded as “men’s crops” while subsistence food 
crops are seen as “women’s crops”. This division 
is rooted in social and cultural norms – women 
as primary care givers, men as primary financial 
decision makers. Further, small farm size, high 
illiteracy rates, competing responsibilities to 
reproduce and provide care, lack of access to tools, 
technology and credit compels women to opt for low 
intensive subsistence crop farming. 

In the cotton production system women are 
mainly involved in land preparation, seed selection, 
fertiliser application, planting and picking. Women’s 
engagement is higher in labour intensive cotton 
farming systems in African and South Asian 
countries like Mozambique, Senegal, India and 
Pakistan and lower in technology-intensive cotton 
farming in the USA, Turkey and Israel.  
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Gender Assessment of 
Monitoring and Review Process 

BCI Implementing Partners systematically report 
farmer participation numbers, disaggregated 
by gender. Benchmarked standards (ABR and 
CmiA) are currently not required to report 
farmer numbers disaggregated by gender. As 
a result, we have no readily accessible data on 
female farmer participation from Brazil or CmiA 
countries23.This makes it impossible to generate 
an accurate global overview of BCI’s work to reach 
female farmers. Female farmer participation 
data is available from Australia, China, India, 
Israel, Madagascar, Mali, Mozambique, Pakistan, 
Senegal, South Africa, Tajikistan, Turkey and the 
United States. 

It is interesting to note that globally, female farmer 
participation has remained relatively constant over 
the 2015-16 to 2017-18 seasons, averaging 7% for 
early season figures, and 5.4% for final figures. 
A closer look at female farmer participation in BCI’s 
largest direct programmes (China, India, Pakistan 
and Mozambique) reveals major variances in 
programme inclusivity. China has a significant lead in 
female farmer participation (averaging 28%), trailed 
by Mozambique (averaging 13.3%), India (averaging 
5.3%) and Pakistan (0.038%). 

Unfortunately, total worker participation figures have 
not been collected systematically by BCI and are 
unavailable for comparison. In the absence of this 
information, it’s difficult to fully assess the scope of 
BCI’s reach to women, as due to BCI’s definitions of 

“farmers” and “workers”, women are primarily reached 
as “workers”. With improved reporting on total worker 
participation, we could better understand why 
female farmer participation varies so significantly 
from country to country. In addition, requesting 
more information on worker participation, and 
setting targets for their inclusion, could support the 
recognition of women as important contributors to 
cotton production. BCI’s 2020 field level target to 
reach 5 million farmers ignores the role of workers 
and arguably disincentivises IPs to reach them. 

Gender Assessment of 
BCI Programme Planning 
and Implementation 

Primary decision makers of each cotton farm, 
irrespective of land ownership and gender, are 
qualified as farmers in the BCI production system. 
However, men in most BCI countries, due to land 
ownership and social and cultural norms, are 
predominantly recognised as the primary decision 
makers of cotton farms and are registered as 
producers in the BCI production system. “Farm-
decision making” criterion, on one hand, alienates 
many women Co-Farmers, share croppers and 
agriculture labourers in attending the training 
programmes to acquire knowledge on package 
practices while on the other hand allows single 
women, who often don’t have land on their name, 
to participate in the production system. 

Understanding of definition of farmers and Co-
Farmer, as found during field assessments and key 
stakeholder interviews, is low among the BCI staff 
and IP teams. Further support is required to ensure 
that BCI staff, IPs, PU managers, FFs have a more 
consistent understanding of the definitions and 
concepts found in Annexure 4: Definition of BCI 
Farmers and Workers in the BCI Standard. This will 
enhance their ability apply these terms effectively.  

Through an assessment of available data on 
participation in trainings by category, women 
workers and farmers were found to participate 
mostly in “Decent Work and Child Labour” trainings 
and attended technical trainings on concepts such 
as water stewardship, and IPM at a lower rate. 

23		Burkina	Faso,	Cameroon,	Côte	d’Ivoire,	Ghana,	Mozambique,	Tanzania,	Uganda,	Zambia	and	Zimbabwe
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Gender Assessment of BCI 
Organisational Management 
and Structure 

Amongst BCI staff, the percentage of female staff is 
higher at the Coordinator and Director levels than at 
the Officer and Manager levels. Within the Country 
Level, Global Implementation, Supply Chain and 
Membership teams, three out of 11 managers are 
women. Further, in Pakistan, there is only one female 
member of staff, out of a team of ten. 

Within the BCI Council, two out of the 15 current 
members (13%) are women. BCI lacks organisational 
policies and procedures that acknowledge and 
address the particular challenges that female staff 
members may face while conducting higher risk 
work such as field visits, partner interviews, and 
more. BCI staff currently do not receive gender 
sensitisation training, which is recommended to 
establish a consistent level of knowledge amongst all 
staff. This training will support the development of 
new gender sensitive policies. 

 

Good Practices Ensuring  
Gender Mainstreaming 

The requirements of Principle 6: Decent Work are 
a good starting point for gender mainstreaming. 
Further, the collection of sex disaggregated 
data required through Principle 7 can support an 
enabling atmosphere for gender sensitive project 
planning, implementation, and monitoring. The 
2018 BCI IP symposium Decent Work incentivised 
IPs to document and collect women empowerment 
case studies and see more value in this work. This 
momentum can be built upon. 

Many initiatives have been taken by the IPs in 
different countries to mainstream gender concerns 
and address existing gender discrimination in the 
cotton production system. A few examples include: 
Creating community awareness about women’s 
access to land and other natural resources in 
Pakistan; Fostering learning on women’s physical 
and mental health in China; Promoting women-led 
Self-Help Groups (SHGs) in India. There are a number 
of additional best practice examples in each country 
where BCI operates. Collecting and sharing these 
case studies is recommended.

 

Page 37 Image: © BCI/Yuyang Liu, 2019. BCI Farmer picking 
cotton in her field. Hebei, China.
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exists to make global cotton 
production better for the people 
who produce it, better for the 
environment it grows in, and 
better for the sector’s future.
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