
HOW ETHNIC MINORITY WOMEN 
CAN REAP THE FRUITS THEY DESERVE

Lessons from supporting women farmers 
in the banana value chain



INTRODUCTION 

Despite heavy workload both at home and on the field, women growing bananas in Thanh 
Van commune, Cho Moi district, Bac Kan province, have yet to gain the well-deserved benefits 
due to various barriers. Inequitable labour division at home, less access to knowledge and 
markets, and lower self-esteem put them in a lower position than men. The “Women’s 
Economic Empowerment through Agricultural Value chain Enhancement” project (WEAVE)* 

has been implemented to expand the women’s economic opportunities. The objectives are 
that:

1. Women have the decision-making influence, capacity, confidence and support to 
benefit from increased social and economic opportunities;

2. Women gain increased benefits through better organised and enhanced value 
chains and market linkages; and

3. The key target development programs for mountainous areas and agriculture 
extension policies are gender sensitised and operational, ensuring a gender 
equality focus in the overall local development agenda, sector planning and 
resource allocation, and enabling environment for women-inclusive value chains.

This document presents two key lessons relevant mainly to the first and, to a lesser extent, 
the second objective. The lessons were drawn from the cohort monitoring of 10 families 
participating in the project** and the independent mid-term review***.

* The WEAVE project is funded by the Australian Government via the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade (DFAT) – and 
implemented by a consortium of three international non-governmental organisations – CARE International in Vietnam, Oxfam 
in Vietnam, and SNV. WEAVE supports ethnic minority women’s economic empowerment in banana, pork, and cinnamon value 
chains in Ban Kan and Lao Cai provinces. 
** Cohort monitoring, a monitoring method, is employed with 10 randomly and consistently selected households 
participating in the value chain to capture any gradual changes contributed by the project intervention.
*** This case was written in following up the independent mid-term review. This explains some of the information in this 
document was updated only as of June 2019.
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https://www.care.org.vn/project/weave-project-midterm-review-report/


ACTIONS AND RESULTS

After two and a half years’ participating in WEAVE project, the women in the cohort have 
enjoyed more equal roles and voices in the family. It is exemplified by more equality 
between husband and wife in how they share house- and farm work and decide on 
household expenditure and agricultural production. Consequently, women have more time*  
and freedom to attend social and economic activities outside their homes. Women and, to 
a lesser extent, their husband show interest in gender dialogues. Both men and women 
realise the advantages of joining the banana value chain, especially in livelihood and 
family life. 

“My wife learnt a lot about production activities when participating in the VSLA** group, she 
is able to harvest bee honey. This work used to be considered men’s work.”

“My husband is getting easier; previously when I asked him to do something, he easily got 
mad, but now he shared work with me more. For instance, I am cooking while he is washing 
clothes,” Ms. Cuu.

“My husband rarely took care of and bathed for our child because he said that it’s women’s 
job, but he has changed significantly. (he) takes care of, baths our child more often. I feel 
very happy and I love my husband more,” Ms. Chinh.

These positive changes result from a combination of interventions. Social analysis and 
action (SAA)*** in consolidation with Gender Action Learning System (GALS)****, VSLAs, 
happy village, cooperative group development are considered as the key tools to facilitate 
the changes observed among most cohort households. There are more and more men 
participating in the VSLA group. At the beginning, they just replaced their wife’s position 
in the meeting when the women were busy. By experiencing themselves or learning from 
their wife about VSLA group activities, especially seeing a small but visible amount of 
savings they make after each circle of VSLA shares, the men not only started to appreciate 
their wife’s participation but also engaged as VSLA members themselves. 

* “The percentage of women reporting that they work less than 10.5 hours/day in the last 24 hours increased slightly by 
1.8%”. The MTR report, page 21.
** VSLA or Village Savings and Loan Association.
*** A gender transformation tool introduced within CARE worldwide gender focused projects.
**** Gender Action Learning System: A gender transformation tool employed in Oxfam gender work.
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“I used to think this group is for women, so I didn’t pay much attention or attend any 
activity. But since I attended, I have learnt many more. Especially the Income Increase Tree. 
I applied it in the last mandarina harvesting season. So I identified whom I could access and 
who could buy a lot of my product. As a result, I sold the fruits at 1,000-3,000 dong more 
for each kilogram as compared to other households,” Mr. Phong.

Nevertheless, the results are not consistent across all households and changes are relative 
rather than absolute. Women still bear the most housework, for example. Perceptions that 
housework is women’s work persists among both men and women in the same family and 
their neighbours. Peer pressures continue to discourage men doing housework. 

It has become common that both husband and wife discuss household expenditures. Yet, the 
trend is that men make the call when it comes to more expensive items, such as television 
set, buffalo, or house renovation, while women tend to decide on daily commodities like 
food or clothes. They are happy with such arrangement, saying that men are more informed 
and make more money, hence they are in a better position to decide on major expenditures. 

“I used to make final decision on everything but after joining project activities, I have 
discussed with my wife more often. I only decide with my wife’s consent to make our family 
happier,” Mr. Toa, chairman of Na Don village.

“I and other fellow males in the villages often remind us that we are just half of a family, 
so we should do more half of the work and make half of a decision. After the event in 
November*, we are very happy, and we husbands are changing more fiercely, doing more 
household chores,” Mr. Dong, Tong Vu village.

* Thanh Van commune organised a Happiness Day event with the support of the WEAVE project and other project funded by 
the European Union.
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LESSONS 

• VSLA as a critical approach to engage women and men. 

The village saving and loans associations (VSLAs) have become a critical window of 
opportunities for the female farmers. A VSLA meeting provides a chance for women to get 
together to share about their life and farming experience. Different from all other types of 
gathering in their community, a VSLA meeting sets out a format that mixes well between a 
structured path with clear mutual purpose, i.e. savings and loans, and a flexible path, such 
as learning about banana farming techniques or gender stereotypes. Such a mix keeps the 
membership constant and the meetings effective. The women become more confident in 
speaking up about their concerns and interests. They also increase their household saving, 
which is critical for their safety in times of difficulties, such as when a family member falls 
sick. 

“Our family once needed 3 million dong [AU$185] more to buy a ploughing machine, so I 
borrowed from the group. It was convenient, because our relatives are the same as us: they 
also don’t have much [to lend us]. He [husband] supported me. We meet twice a month, 
meeting a lot of people. We are not losing our savings because we get it all back at the end of 
the year. I don’t remember well but I may save up to 4 or 6 million dong [AU$369-553] this 
year. No need to worry about buying for Tet holiday and keeping some aside for the family.” 
Mrs. Ha Thi Si.

While VSLAs are not originally designed for men’s participation, it’s surprising that the 
men took the initiative to join VLSA meetings while their wives can’t. Once being part of 
those meetings, these men start to appreciate the social and financial benefits they bring 
to their wives and themselves.

“The VSLA group has its good thing: we can save there, and borrow from there when necessary. 
It’s more simple to address our quick need. How could one go to the bank when needing only 
such a small amount? At year-end, we open [our saving book] to see how many shares we 
have. Less or more, it does help us. Sometimes, though it’s small, you still have something, 
like kids getting candies. Sometimes I join the meeting in replace of my wife, seeing everyone 
discussing and then singing, even yelling, I also feel it [that it releases our stress].” Mr. 
Toai, husband of Mrs. Chinh.
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• The need for revising and updating SAA and GALS.

The mid-term review of the project by independent evaluators suggested that GALS, together 
with VLSA, is key to the high effectiveness of Outcome 1 . However, challenges emerge in 
the application of both GALs and SAA, including the lack of commitment between both 
and men for time-consuming discussion and hard to reach an impact for groups as large as 
25 and 30 members. Several complementary measures have been in place to counter such 
challenges.

 » First, the existing clubs, for instance the Sports and Legal Club, are the alternative 
plan for the project in engaging men. Beside the games, the competition between team 
players in the form of Q&A on gender topic and information on various laws/programmes 
is integrated. The increasing of men engagement is observed in the recent events. An 
example of an event organized in August 2019 in Thanh Van commune attracted 180 men 
of about 400 people. It  should be considered to adapt the strategy so that it is more 
flexibile and allows tailoring interventions to local context change. 

 » Second, community events are an effective mean to disseminate information and 
share about gender equity to wider community. The combination with sports activities 
such as competitions between groups and couples could encourage people’s engagement 
into project activities. Moreover, the competition of men doing housework also helps to 
break the norms that it’s women’s jobs, showing to all villagers that change is possible and 
change is good.

 » Third, gender dialogues among people in the “Happy Village” model are effective 
for the following reasons: (1) There are regular discussion and meetings every month; (2) 
Engaging men is more effective with male facilitators from CARE; (3) Games and fun should 
be incorporated throughout the process.

 » Celebrating change is essential to encourage long lasting positive changes. These 
activities could be combined in regular discussions or organised as a separate event. 
Through these activities, local people have shown their appreciation and affection for 
their partners. They also showed their greatest joy and said that they would like to have 
more of those activities.
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