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1. Gender – a blind-spot

• Gender highly prominent in the development agenda 
since 1980s

• A critical gap in ecosystem services literature
- No mention in MEA
- Only 5 of 4000 ecosystem service papers focused on gender (Cruz-Garcia et al., 2017)
- ESPA review only 7 papers with ‘gender’ or ‘women’ in title or abstract

• Why does this matter?
- Equity
- Sustainable Development Goals aim to  ’leave no-one behind’



2. How are ecosystem services gendered?

• Men and women perceive and value ecosystem 
services differently - mixed evidence
- Men provisioning / women regulating
- Not all women are the same!

• Many observations, few explanations…..
- Physical spaces are gendered
- Livelihood strategies are gendered (specialisation

vs diversification)

• Are women more dependent on ecosystem services 
than men?
- More dependent on CPR or open access resources 
- Convergence domestic and productive tasks eg. 

water, fuel 



ESPA examples
Patterns of preferences for ecosystem services 
vary according to culturally defined roles and 
responsibilities of men and women

Male (left) and female (right) values of mangroves for 
wellbeing domains (SPACES Project)

Women valued wild fruits contribution higher 
than men (ESPA ASSETS project)



3. Gendered trade-offs
• Because men and women perceive, value and benefit 
from ecosystem services differently, interventions that alter 
ecosystem services result in gender trade-offs
• 0 out of 92 studies reviewed analyse gender trade-offs 
(Howe et al. 2014)
• Ecosystem service assessments and decision-making 
biased because of invisibility of women’s activities and views, 
and assumptions that communities are homogenous
• Bias towards income generating / provisioning vs
subsistence / broader ecosystem services
• Women may prioritise different aspects of wellbeing 
• Women not involved in decision-making, agenda-setting 
and framing of ecosystem services interventions

Well-meaning interventions aimed at 
reducing fishing effort could reduce 
the availability of small fish for small-
scale female fish traders in Kenya 
(Daw et al. 2015)



4. Identifying interventions that work for women 
and ecosystem services 

• Participation in decision-making not enough
• To give women true agency in decision-

making, they need to have sufficient 
capacity to make decisions and influence 
the decisions of others

• Few interventions on ecosystem services 
take rights-based approaches to transform 
the structures by which women are 
inhibited from benefiting from ecosystems

• Ecosystem services as a path to women’s 
empowerment?



5. Towards inclusive and just ecosystem services

I. Ecosystem services approaches might expose gender inequalities 
in ecosystem management by acknowledging non-monetised 
cultural and regulating services

II. Need to recognise underlying issues of knowledge, value and 
governance

III. Socially just approaches to ecosystem services should address 
these underlying social processes that produce and re-produce 
gendered patterns of use, access, benefits and costs associated 
with ecosystem services



Its not too late for ESPA research to look into
the blind spot
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Ecosystem services as a path to women’s empowerment?
• Women’s income – girls’education
• “For the women, their top most 

priority was for them to get income 
and educate the girls since within 
Wasini there was a tradition that 
girls were not to go to school in the 
past”

• “For me, if there would not have 
been many of these developments, I 
would not have been able to have 
attended secondary level of 
education. The group assisted me in 
achieving, and many other more, as 
we were many who were assisted. for 
me if there was not the women 
group, I would have not been able to 
reach the level.”
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