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Harnessing Gender Roles in the Dairy Value Chain to Improve its Productivity in the Southwestern
Milkshed of Uganda

Introduction

The dairy sector in Uganda is vital in economic development (Lukuyu et al., 2021; Sugino et al.,
2023), however, its growth is affected by prevailing gender dynamics, which influence access to resources
and decision-making power. Although there is active women involvement in dairy production and
marketing, the upscale of dairy enterprises often results in a shift of decision-making power to men
(Nagasha et al., 2024). The prevailing gender dynamics indicate that, despite having equitable access to
resources, women and youth are often excluded from making critical financial decisions. Conflicts of
interest frequently arise when men prioritize selling milk for profit while women prefer using it for home
consumption (Gallina, 2016). Such tensions highlight the complexities of gender roles within the dairy
value chain and emphasize the need for interventions that promote equitable resource allocation and
decision-making (Galie et al., 2022; Waiswa & Jolly, 2021). Understanding the unique roles of dairy
production actors contextualizes development initiatives and facilitates the development of approaches that
can address the issues in the dairy sector. This study investigated the factors that shape existing gender roles
and constraints encountered within the dairy sector. By challenging prevailing social and cultural biases,
the research seeks to enhance productivity and promote inclusive agricultural practices in line with the
AAAE research value of “examining social dynamics in human and life sciences” (AAAE, 2023, p. 11) to
facilitate equitable participation of men, women, and youth in various activities along the value chain.

Theoretical/Conceptual Framework

This study is grounded in the theory of identity intersectionality, which posits that every individual
possesses multiple social identities that interact to create unique experiences of oppression and privilege
(Tavenner et al., 2025). In the context of livestock research, this theory is instrumental in understanding the
complexities of gender roles within the dairy value chain. By analyzing the impact of overlapping identities,
such as gender, age, and social class, on individuals’ access to and control over resources, it becomes evident
that women and youth (boys and girls) in rural communities often encounter compounded barriers. These
barriers not only stem from their gender but also their age, significantly limiting their participation in dairy
production and marketing. The paper also analyzes the role of gender dynamics in influencing the dairy
value chain participation and assigned activities. The gender dynamics framework explains how traditional
gender norms dictate roles within the dairy sector, often relegating women and youth to lower-value tasks,
perpetuating inequity (Fernandez, 2023).

Methods

This abstract was part of a larger mixed methods study that utilized a combination of both
qualitative and quantitative data collection techniques to investigate gender roles along the dairy value chain
within Mbarara district, the Southwestern milk shed of Uganda. Initially, the research team identified and
contacted two key informants in the district. Based on their guidance, Bubaare Sub County was chosen
from which Rwobuyenje village was chosen to examine the different gender roles in intensive dairy
production, and Kaiba village provided insights into gender roles in extensive dairy settings, while Mbarara
town was selected to explore labor division by gender in the post-production phase. The team employed a
pre-designed questionnaire administered in an interview format. Simultaneously, qualitative observations
were conducted to gain a deeper understanding of the distinct roles performed by individuals of different
genders in their natural settings. Following the identification of common trends in the data from both
surveys and observations, the team requested the key informants to select up to sixty individuals for the
next phase of the study. In this phase, structured interviews were conducted with 60 participants who were
conveniently selected including 40 dairy farmers from Rwobuyenje and Kaiba villages, 18 dairy operators
in Mbarara town, and two from the dairy processing plants. These interviews aimed to perform member
checking, thereby obtaining detailed insights into participants’ experiences with the labor division and
ensuring an accurate representation of their responses from the surveys. Data are presented as descriptives.
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Results

Most respondents (50%) were aged between 50-65 years while 45% were within the 18-49 age
range, indicating a need to promote youth participation in the dairy value chain. Marital status indicated
that 53% were married, and formal education was notably low, with 65% having completed only 0-11 years
of school. Notably, 93% of respondents had been engaged in dairy production for twenty years,
with 45% classified as casual laborers employed by established dairy operations. The subdivision of gender
roles was evident with family labor constituting 63% of the workforce. Women and girls were primarily
responsible for tasks like milk marketing (78%), watering animals (77.5%), shed cleaning (65%),
and feeding (57.5%); Men dominated critical activities including herding (95%), milking (100%), milk
delivery to markets (92.5%), payment collections (87.5%), contractual agreements (100%), feed purchase
(77.5%), deworming (100%), grass cutting (75%). Both men and women equally kept dairy records (50%).

The study also revealed a stark contrast in technology usage, while 30% of farms employed
advanced machinery, the majority relied on rudimentary tools. Cultural constraints significantly hindered
women’s access to technology, with 70% of respondents acknowledging prevailing biases that discourage
their use of power-driven machinery. In access to main resources, men had 55% access to land and women
had 35%, men had 70% access to dairy cattle and women had 17%, men had 42% access to dairy equipment
and women had 35%, however, access to credit was 55% for combined men and women. Nevertheless, men
maintained greater control over the same vital resources such as land (82%), dairy cattle (87%), income
from sales (77%), and credits (80%). Two main reasons were provided for differences in control over
resources. Women, 57% said, religious beliefs that a man is the household head, and men, 49% said, a low
knowledge of women on animal husbandry practices. On gender-specific constraints, men said expensive
dairy technology (52%) and high interest rates on credit from lenders (28%); while women said domestic
workload (30%) and limited access to extension (19%) hinder the smooth operation of the dairy enterprises.

Conclusion/Implications/Recommendation

This study explored the distinct roles, challenges, and needs of women and men in the dairy value
chain, revealing that while both genders had access to resources, their levels of control varied significantly.
In many family units, there was either reduced or joint control over resources, indicating complex power
dynamics in resource management. The findings underscored that opportunities exist for both women and
youth (boys and girls) to engage in various activities along the dairy value chain, which can diversify
employment and livelihood options. Also, despite women’s active participation in production, men
maintained greater access to agricultural extension services and financial resources. Both genders faced
significant barriers to accessing credit and advanced technology, which adversely affected their overall
productivity. The deeply entrenched financial decision-making power held by men presents challenges to
any initiatives aimed at empowering women. Interventions must address this power imbalance to enhance
the effectiveness of empowerment strategies (Galié et al., 2022; Nagasha et al., 2024; Tavenner et al., 2025).

This study recommends the implementation of co-education extension programs, accounting for
the domestic responsibilities of women and labor demands placed on men. Well-designed livestock
extension education programs influence knowledge exchange between extension service providers and
livestock farmers improving livestock productivity (FAO, 2022; Ikendi et al., 2025). Extension education
can focus on a variety of emerging issues in dairy production including heat stress (Nguyen et al., 2020);
feeding (Babigumira et al., 2018). Similary, to support access to credit, financial providers need to develop
affordable credit packages, with lower collateral requirements like group loan schemes (Ninsiima et al.,
2023) including financial literacy (Nuwagaba et al., 2024). Such initiatives would facilitate investment by
both women and youth in dairy farming. Additionally, the observed gender division of labor may be linked
to limited access to advanced technology. Increased investment in agricultural technologies is essential to
enhance production and facilitate equal distribution of domestic responsibilities. Women'’s roles in the
society are being recognized and appreciated and therefore this study suggests that more opportunities and
resources should be given to women to achieve gender equity in a dairy value chain.
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