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ABSTRACT: Global awareness of the gendered nature of cooperative
movements recognizes that gender equality is a crucial, yet often overlooked. This
paper assesses the three components which were; Women status on cooperative
business undertaking in Africa; women cultural norms and their relations in joining a
cooperative; women societal expectations and the cooperatives participation; women
economic realities in becoming a cooperative member. The article is guided by
Feminist theory examines how gender relations are socially constructed and how
these constructs impact women's lives and social structures. This article approves a
Systematic Literature Review (SLR) to critically explore the gendered issues in
cooperatives assessing women participation in cooperative dilemma. The discussion
indicates that; women show a small share compared to their counterparts that present
significant challenges for women's participation and empowerment within African
cooperatives. Also, women face several societal expectations that can make it
challenging for them to participate fully in cooperatives. These include cultural
norms, social roles, and economic factors that disadvantage women, often limiting
their access to education, skills development, and leadership opportunities. It is
concluded that, the challenges of women participating in cooperative decision
making and business trend indicates an increasing participation and the positive
impact in cooperatives with a gradual change effect. The article recommends to the
cooperative movements across Africa to have programs on empowering women
through education, skills development, and access to resources is crucial for
overcoming these challenges. Also, a deliberate effort on advocating for policies that
address structural barriers and promote women's participation in cooperatives is
essential. Research should investigate how women's participation in cooperatives
affects power relations within households, including decision-making regarding
finances, labor allocation, and childcare. Comparative research can explore how
different cooperative models (e.g., women-only vs. mixed-sex) influence intra-
household dynamic.
Keyword: A gendered cooperative, Gender awareness, Women participation.

INTRODUCTION
A "gendered cooperative" refers to a cooperative organization where gender is a significant
factor influencing its structure, operations, and outcomes (Raniga,2021). It acknowledges that
gender roles, norms, and power dynamics can impact women's and men's participation,
access to resources, and benefits within the cooperative. According to Vedres and Vasarhelyi
(2022) this concept recognizes that cooperatives, while often advocating for equality, can still
perpetuate gender inequalities if not designed and managed with gender considerations in
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mind. Gendered cooperative awareness involves recognizing and addressing the distinct ways
in which gender roles, norms, and power dynamics affect the participation, benefits, and
outcomes within cooperative organizations (Mahlaba et al., (2022). It's about ensuring that
cooperative principles of fairness, democracy, and shared benefit are applied equitably across
all genders. Global awareness of the gendered nature of cooperative movements recognizes
that gender equality is a crucial, yet often overlooked, aspect of their success and impact
(Syukri, 2023). According to Kazimoto and Shitima (2025), cooperatives, while often
advocating for democratic principles and member participation, can still face challenges
related to women's participation and empowerment. This awareness highlights the need for
intentional efforts to address gender inequalities within cooperatives and in the environments
in which they operate. In African cooperative settings, gender awareness refers to
recognizing and addressing the distinct needs, challenges, and opportunities faced by women
and men within cooperative organizations and the broader community (Akter, 2021). This
includes understanding how gender roles, power dynamics, and social norms influence
participation, access to resources, and outcomes within cooperatives. In sub-Saharan Africa,
understanding how cooperatives operate through a gendered lens is crucial for achieving
gender equality and women's empowerment within and beyond cooperatives (Syukri,
2023). This involves recognizing that gender inequalities impact women's access to resources,
participation in decision-making, and their overall well-being within cooperative structures.
In East African Community (EAC)recognizes the vital role of gender mainstreaming in
regional integration and development (Kazimoto and Shitima, 2025). The EAC Gender
Policy aims to promote gender equality and women's empowerment, ensuring that women
and men, boys and girls have equal rights, opportunities, and access to resources. According
to Naiga et al., (2024) the EAC has also developed policy frameworks and initiatives to
operationalize gender mainstreaming in various areas, including economic development and
business. Rwanda promotes gender equality and actively uses cooperative structures to
empower women economically and socially (Mkandawire and Toit 2024). The government
supports women-focused cooperatives, provides training, and recognizes them legally,
viewing them as a pathway to achieving gender equality. While the formalization process of
cooperatives assumes benefits for women, further research is needed to fully understand the
outcomes for female miners in particular. In Kenya, gendered cooperative awareness refers to
the understanding and recognition of how gender roles, power dynamics, and social norms
impact the functioning and outcomes of cooperatives, particularly for women (Njenga,
2018). This awareness helps to address gender inequalities within cooperatives, promoting
more inclusive and equitable participation and benefits for all members, especially women. In
Ethiopia, gendered cooperative awareness efforts focus on empowering women through
various initiatives, including community conversations, incorporating gender equality
training in agricultural and livelihood programs, and raising awareness of the value of girls'
education (Kabeer, 2019). These efforts aim to address gender biases and promote equal
access to resources and opportunities for women in cooperatives, especially in the
agricultural sector. In Tanzania, understanding how gender roles affect cooperatives and
awareness of these dynamics is crucial for successful and equitable development (Ezati, 2023;
Kahamba and Xiuli, 2021). Tanzania faces challenges in promoting gender equality, with
women facing disadvantages in education, health, and income (Bastida, 2020). While there
are efforts to improve women's participation in decision-making and address violence,
inequalities persist. In Tanzania, gendered cooperative awareness initiatives aim to enhance
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women's access to economic opportunities, protect them from gender-based violence, and
promote gender equality. These initiatives often focus on empowering women through
education, skills development, and access to resources, while also addressing social norms
that hinder gender equality. These initiatives aim to address the complex challenges faced by
women in Africa, including cultural barriers, limited access to resources, and gender-based
violence, by fostering their economic empowerment and political participation (Kakati and
Kakoty, 2022). However, these initiatives had not taped gendered cooperative strategy to
increase gender awareness in terms of perceptions, attitudes, and behaviors related to
cooperative participation and understanding. These affects the influence both women's and
men's awareness in cooperatives, their motivations to join, and their experiences within the
cooperative environment. This paper assesses the three components which were; Women
status on cooperative business undertaking in Africa; women cultural norms and their
relations in joining a cooperative; women societal expectations and the cooperatives
participation; women economic realities in becoming a cooperative member. The article is
guided by Feminist theory examines how gender relations are socially constructed and how
these constructs impact women's lives and social structures. It highlights the importance of
gender as a social category and analyzes how it interacts with other forms of social inequality
like race and class. While there's no single "founder" of feminist theory, Mary
Wollstonecraft is often considered a pioneer. Her 1792 work justification of the Rights of
Woman, argued for women's equality and challenged the societal norms of her time (Andrew
et al, 2025; Akter, 2021; Raniga, 2021). Cooperative theories, which emphasize collective
effort and mutual benefit, often highlight the role of gender in shaping cooperative practices
and outcomes. Women are disproportionately represented in cooperative movements,
particularly in rural and developing contexts, and their experiences within cooperatives are
often gendered. While cooperative principles aim for equality, cultural norms and power
dynamics can limit women's access to resources, decision-making, and leadership within
cooperatives. This article is in line with Economic Empowerment and Decent Work, SDGs 1,
5, 8 where women's cooperatives play a vital role in achieving the Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs) by empowering women economically, socially, and politically, while also
contributing to sustainable development across various sectors. They foster inclusive
economic growth, promote gender equality, and address issues like food security and climate
resilience. Also, in achieving Aspiration 6 of Agenda 2063, which aims for "an Africa,
whose development is people-driven, relying on the potential of African people, especially its
women and youth". by empowering women economically and socially, cooperatives
contribute to inclusive growth and sustainable development, a key objective of Agenda 2063.
Further, in addressing East African development agenda by promoting economic
empowerment, fostering social inclusivity, and contributing to poverty reduction. They
address the unique challenges faced by women, who often have limited access to resources
and opportunities compared to men. By enabling women to control their income, participate
in decision-making, and access essential services, cooperatives contribute to broader
development goals.

METHODOLOGY
Research Methodology: This article approves a Systematic Literature Review (SLR) to
critically explore the gendered issues in cooperatives assessing women participation in
cooperative dilemma. The SLR approach is intended to generate an inclusive, clear, and
reproducible combination of extant academic signal. This study design ensures
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meticulousness in apprehending the issues of gender awareness based from African
cooperative inferences and their extensiveness and complexity of current academic homily.
Gender awareness cooperative understanding can facilitate the development informed
insights into the cooperative frameworks underpinning gender awareness as a global
prominence. The literature search was conducted across major academic databases including
JSTOR, Scopus, Web of Science, ScienceDirect, and Google Scholar to identify peer-
reviewed journal articles, books, policy reports, and conference chronicles published. The
search strategy employed Boolean operators and keywords such as “Women status on
cooperative business undertaking in Africa”; “Women cultural norms and their relations in
joining a cooperative”; “Women economic realities in becoming a cooperative member”;
“Women societal expectations and the cooperatives participation”. Moreover, grey literature
and working papers from leading institutions such as the international food security reports,
International Co-operative Alliance (ICA), and the FAO reports were reviewed to capture
emerging trends and policy relevant insights. The insertion criteria for the review were as
follows, Journals that explicitly examine the intersection of gender awareness and
cooperative organizational structures. Studies speaking gender awareness mechanisms, food
security cooperative governance, and community ownership within gender awareness
systems were reviewed. Research that explores gender participation mechanisms, gender
awareness strategies, gender awareness-based challenges on cooperative matters. Based on
ensuring of quality and credibility, only peer reviewed sources and high-quality institutional
reports were included in the final synthesis. Each article was appraised for methodological
soundness, conceptual contribution, and relevance to the research objective specifically, the
role of cooperatives in delivering food security across economic, environmental, and social
dimensions cooperative and gender awareness. In synthesizing the reviewed literature, this
study aims to identify conceptual frameworks and practical models relevant to gender
awareness and cooperatives, highlight research gaps and areas necessitating further empirical
enquiry, analyses the ways in which gender awareness systems featured in the cooperative
business models.
FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION
Women status on cooperative business undertaking in Africa: Women's perceptions and
understanding of joining a cooperative are shaped by a complex interplay of factors,
including cultural norms, economic realities, and personal experiences (Chavan and Apte,
2021). McLaren (2019) argued that, cooperatives can be empowering, women may face
barriers like limited access to resources, societal expectations, and structural inequalities
within the cooperative itself. Understanding these diverse perspectives is crucial for creating
inclusive and effective cooperative models. Women are actively involved in cooperatives,
particularly in leadership and governance roles, with statistics indicating increasing
representation in various areas. Andrew (2024) contend that, the participation in decision
making in cooperatives for women had been not always equal to men, women's participation
in cooperatives is growing, especially in leadership positions and at Annual General Meetings
(AGMs). Women make up a significant portion of board members and supervisory
committee members in cooperatives, with some regions reporting even higher representation
in leadership roles (Acharya, and Kumar, 2025). For example, in Tanzania, women comprise
40% of total board members and 38% of the supervisory committee, according to a survey by
the International Labour Organization (ILO) (Sapkota, 2024). This indicates that, women
show a small share compared to their counterparts. A study found that women comprised
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20% of cooperative members but 25% of attendees at Annual General Meetings. According
to Singh et al., (2014) and Andrew et al., (2025) present the findings that, on leadership roles,
women are present on cooperative boards, with figures ranging from 24% in Kenya to 65% in
Tanzania. Some studies suggest that cooperatives led by women are more successful. In
many cooperatives, women's shareholding percentages vary significantly, with some
cooperatives having a higher female representation in membership and shareholding than
others. While some cooperatives have strong female participation, others face challenges
related to women's access to resources and opportunities within the cooperative structure. In
Japan, women represent 95% of members in consumer cooperatives and are in key
governance positions (Syukri, 2023; Trinkenreich et al., 2021). In East Africa, women are
estimated to represent between 30 to 42% of cooperative members in some regions, with
lower representation at the leadership level {Ezati, 2023). While according to Díaz et al.,
(2024) in India, despite efforts done by government and other stakeholders, women’s
membership is only around 16% nationally, while they are primary dairy producers. Women
are actively involved in African cooperatives, and their participation is increasing. In some
countries, like Tanzania, women comprise a significant majority of cooperative employees
(61%), while in others, like Kenya and Uganda, they make up a substantial portion of the
workforce (45% and 36%, respectively) (Garcia et al., (2024).
Women cultural norms and their relations in joining a cooperative: Cultural norms,
particularly regarding gender roles, present significant challenges for women's participation
and empowerment within African cooperatives. According to Ezati (2023) these norms often
limit women's access to resources, education, and opportunities, and can perpetuate
stereotypes that hinder their ability to join and contribute to cooperatives. Winthrop and
Simons (2025) argued that, traditional gender roles, which often assign women primary
responsibility for household tasks, can prevent them from participating in cooperative
activities, especially those requiring time and travel. Women may face barriers to accessing
land, credit, and other resources, which are often essential for participating in agricultural or
economic cooperatives. Based on contention raised by Raniga (2021) showed that,
inadequate financial literacy can make it difficult for women to understand and engage with
cooperative financial systems, potentially hindering their ability to join or benefit from
cooperative activities. Based on stereotypes and biases, the cultural biases about women's
suitability for leadership and decision-making can create obstacles for women seeking to
participate in cooperative management or leadership roles (Sakai, 2020). Women may be
excluded from social gatherings and networks that provide opportunities for cooperative
membership and participation, further limiting their access (Bastida, 2020). In some cases,
cultural norms may translate into legal restrictions that limit women's property rights or their
ability to participate in economic activities, including cooperatives (McLaren,
2019). According to Soto and Sato (2019) the structural inequalities, such as unequal access
to education, training, and skills development, can create barriers for women in joining
cooperatives and succeeding in their activities. In Uganda, women face cultural and
economic barriers to participation in cooperatives, limiting their access to resources and
opportunities for economic empowerment (Browne, 2014). These barriers include gender
inequalities, limited access to land and finance, and underrepresentation in cooperative
leadership positions. In Nigeria, women face cultural challenges in participating effectively in
cooperatives, which are crucial for their economic empowerment (Saha et al., (2021). These
challenges include limited access to land, credit, and extension training, as well as increased



Proceedings of the 8
th
CUK Annual Scientific Conference, 2025, on Co-operatives Build

a Better World: Re-energizing the Collective Power of Co-operatives in Africa.

216

domestic workloads compared to men. In Sudan, women face challenges due to cultural
norms and lack of access to resources, particularly within cooperatives (Browne,
2014). These norms restrict their participation in decision-making and access to land and
employment, while also placing heavy responsibilities on them regarding family and
domestic duties. Cooperative movements in Sudan, while offering potential for women's
empowerment, can be hindered by patriarchal structures and a lack of inclusivity. In the
African Arab region, women face cultural challenges that limit their participation in
cooperatives, particularly in agriculture (Díaz et al., 2024). These challenges stem from
traditional gender roles, limited access to resources, and discriminatory practices within
cooperatives.
Women economic realities in becoming a cooperative member: Becoming a cooperative
member, particularly for women, can significantly enhance their economic base by providing
access to resources, opportunities, and support networks (Isobel, 2021). Acoerding to Sultana
et al., (2022) cooperatives can act as a platform for women to increase their income, gain
financial literacy, and access essential services like credit, banking, and healthcare. However,
cooperatives have tried to empower women by giving them a voice in decision-making and
promoting a sense of community and solidarity Based on research done by Kahamba and
Xiuli (2021) shows that, women in Shinyanga face several challenges when joining
cooperatives, including limited access to finance, resources, and information. Cultural and
structural constraints, lack of skills, and transportation issues also hinder their participation
(Gibson, 2006). Additionally, societal norms and gender biases can limit women's ability to
influence decision-making within cooperatives (Thabethe and Uzodike, 2013). Women often
struggle to secure loans due to limited access to assets they can use as collateral.
Microfinance institutions may view rural women as higher credit risks, making it difficult to
secure loans. According to Sherlock (2020) when loans are approved, women may face
unmanageable interest rates, hindering their ability to repay. On access to resources and
information, women cooperatives may struggle to access information about market
opportunities, prices, and demand (Bujang, 2024; Anggraini, 2023). Similarly, according to
Akter (2021), transportation challenges become noticeable since, higher transport are female
dominance and masculine that makes women difficulties in accessing transportation can limit
women's ability to participate in cooperative activities and access markets. On structural and
cultural constraints women are constrained with traditional gender roles and societal norms
may limit women's access to land, resources, and decision-making roles within cooperatives
(Raniga, 2021). Women may lack the necessary skills to effectively manage cooperative
finances, develop business plans, and market their products. Based on argument raised by
Naiga et al., (2024) the lack of training in areas like marketing, sales, and customer service
can limit their ability to thrive within cooperatives. According to Rwekaza and Anania (2021)
in many cooperatives, decision-making power is concentrated in the hands of men, limiting
women's ability to influence policies and programs. On representation issues, women lack of
representation in leadership roles; women may be underrepresented on boards or other
decision-making bodies, hindering their ability to advocate for their interests (Bastida, 2020).
Women may be more likely to operate in the informal sector, making it difficult to access
formal financial services and support Saha et al., (2021). According to Kakati and Kakoty
(2022) the legal barriers to land ownership and other property rights can limit women's ability
to participate fully in cooperatives. Also, Rwekaza (2021) proposes that, ttraditional roles and
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beliefs can limit women's ability to pursue economic opportunities and take on leadership
roles.
Women societal expectations and the cooperatives participation: Women face several
societal expectations that can make it challenging for them to participate fully in
cooperatives. According to Anggraini (2023). These include cultural norms, social roles, and
economic factors that disadvantage women, often limiting their access to education, skills
development, and leadership opportunities. Additionally, women may feel less confident or
believe they are not "good enough" due to societal expectations, leading to lower
participation in cooperative (Rwekaza and Muhihi (2016). Women in cooperative businesses
face challenges related to societal attitudes and perceptions, including limited access to
resources and finance, cultural stigma, and a lack of recognition of their capabilities (Bujang,
2024). These challenges can hinder their participation, leadership, and overall success within
cooperatives. According to Raniga (2021) traditional gender roles often portray women as
primarily responsible for household duties, making it difficult for them to dedicate time and
energy to cooperative activities. Cultural biases about women's suitability for leadership
positions can hinder their advancement within cooperatives. According to the research by
Acharya and Kumar (2025) showed that, limited access to education and skills development
can hinder women's ability to participate fully in cooperative activities and take on leadership
roles; as some leadership position requires a specified knowledge. Also, the inequalities
among women and their counterparts in access to resources, education, and training can
further exacerbate these challenges (Sakai, 2020). Legal restrictions and by-laws within
cooperatives may indirectly limit women's participation, such as rules that only allow one
member per family to join (Garcia et al., 2024). In some cases, women's rights to property
and land are not legally recognized, which can make it difficult for them to join or participate
in cooperatives that require ownership or access to resources. Structural exclusion from
financial mechanisms and access to credit can also hinder women's involvement, this
happened where in some cases, women are not recognized as the nominal owners of
household assets, which can further limit their access to benefits and income within
cooperatives (Njenga, 2018). Women often shoulder more domestic responsibilities, which
can limit their time and ability to participate in cooperatives. Some women may lack
confidence in their abilities and feel they are not "good enough" for leadership roles, leading
to lower participation (Winthrop and Simons, 2025). Lack of access to resources and
opportunities for networking and mentorship can further undermine women's confidence
(Soto and Sato, 2019). Societal expectations can create a sense of obligation to prioritize
household duties over cooperative activities, even if women are also employed (Kakati and
Kakoty, 2022; Rwekaza, and Anania, 2020). Women may feel pressured to conform to
traditional gender roles, making it difficult to challenge existing norms and advocate for
change.
Women face structural inequalities when trying to join or participate in cooperatives, which
are often rooted in socio-cultural norms, legal restrictions, and limited access to resources
Singh et al., (2014). These challenges can hinder their ability to access benefits, achieve
financial independence, and reach positions of leadership within the
cooperatives. Discriminatory policies in banking and lending can further hinder women's
ability to obtain loans or access financial services, which are crucial for participating in
cooperatives (Syukri, 2023). This is attributed by lack of collateral since physical resources
are named on the female counterparts. According to Andrew et al., (2025), limited access to
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credit, banking services, and financial literacy can prevent women from obtaining loans or
joining cooperatives that require membership fees. Also, Kazimoto and Shitima (2025)
argued that, women are often underrepresented in leadership positions within cooperatives,
which can limit their ability to influence decision-making and shape the direction of the
organization. The cooperative model can contribute to gender equality by empowering
women through increased economic opportunities, access to resources, and leadership
roles. However, achieving true gender equality within cooperatives requires addressing
structural and social barriers that limit women's participation and representation.
CONCLUSIONS
The Africa cooperatives are playing a significant role in empowering women, both
economically and socially. It is concluded that, the challenges of women participating in
cooperative decision making and business trend indicates an increasing participation and the
positive impact in cooperatives with a gradual change effect. In the cooperative model,
gender equality for women is both a challenge and an opportunity. It is concluded that, while
cooperatives can empower women economically and socially, particularly in rural areas, they
also face obstacles like cultural norms and lack of representation in leadership
roles. Overcoming these challenges is through inclusive governance, skill development, and
legal reforms can lead to greater gender equality and sustainable development within
cooperatives.
RECOMMENDATIONS
Gender awareness is a cross-cutting phenomena that need multiple solutions. Community
needs a social balance in addressing access and equality among gender issues. The article
recommends the following. The cooperative movements across Africa, need to have
programs on empowering women through education, skills development, and access to
resources is crucial for overcoming these challenges. The cooperative movement and
government machinery need to have a deliberate effort on advocating for policies that address
structural barriers and promote women's participation in cooperatives is essential.
Cooperative promoters, stakeholders and training institutions need to have program on raising
awareness about the benefits of women's participation in cooperatives can help build support
for these initiatives. Cooperative promoters, stakeholders and training institutions need to
have program providing mentorship and networking opportunities can help women build
confidence and leadership skills. General legislative changes, like Kenya's constitutional
reform requiring a minimum of one-third of representatives of each sex on boards, can
potentially influence women's participation in cooperative movements.
Areas for future research: The cooperative model, especially when women-led, presents a
promising pathway for women's economic and social empowerment, but further research is
needed to understand its nuances and impact on gender relations. Areas for future research
include the impact of cooperatives on intra-household power dynamics, the role of gendered
expectations and norms within and outside the cooperative, and the effectiveness of different
cooperative models in addressing gender inequality. Research should investigate how
women's participation in cooperatives affects power relations within households, including
decision-making regarding finances, labor allocation, and childcare. Understanding the
impact of increased female income and decision-making power on gender roles and social
norms is crucial. Comparative research can explore how different cooperative models (e.g.,
women-only vs. mixed-sex) influence intra-household dynamic. The long-term sustainability
of women-led cooperatives and their ability to adapt to changing economic and social
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contexts. The impact of digitalization and technology on women's participation in
cooperatives.
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