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OVERVIEW
SECURE LAND TENURE REQUIRES:
Cultural and legal legitimacy: Land rights are 
recognized by law, custom, family, clan, and 
community.

Resilience and durability: Women’s land rights 
are not vulnerable to changes in social status or 
family structure such as the death of a father or 
husband, or to changes in community, including 
large-scale acquisitions of land.

Exercisability: Women are informed of their land 
rights, understand the meaning and value of these 
rights, and understand how to obtain or document 
them. Land rights can be exercised without addi-
tional layers of approval.

Enforceability: Women can access their rights, 
have the ability and means to present a claim, be 
guaranteed that cases will be heard and that the 
resulting decision will be implemented.

This literature review is an examination of 
existing research on the external and intra-com-
munal threats to women’s land tenure security 
and the effectiveness of interventions that 
respond to these threats. With the understanding 
that broad research gaps remain, the review 
focuses only on threats and interventions related 
to women’s insecure land and resource tenure but 
does not focus on the scope of the problem or on 
the benefits of securing women’s rights to land.

The review seeks to answer the following 
questions:

A. The impact of external and intra-communal 
threats on women’s land tenure security:

• What research has been done on the range 
of external and intra-communal threats to 
women’s land tenure security? The research 
should focus on one or more of the four require-
ments for tenure security—cultural and legal 
legitimacy, resilience and durability, exercis-
ability, and enforceability.

• What does the research tell us about which 
threats require the most attention so that 
women’s land tenure security can be increased 
and improved?

B. The effectiveness of interventions that respond 
to these threats:

• What interventions have been assessed and what 
methodologies have been used to conduct these 
assessments?

• What conclusions have these studies reached 
about effectiveness?

• To what extent have these findings informed 
practices in the field?

• What are the opportunities for further research 
and new avenues for dissemination?

It is expected that the next step of this research 
will be to understand how the research conclu-
sions inform practice and what opportunities 
remain for further research and dissemination of 
information.

METHODOLOGY
The methodology for the literature review was to 
first develop an annotated bibliography, which 
was based on a set of exclusion and inclusion 
criteria that helped to narrow down the material 
and also ensure only the most relevant documents 
were included. The literature review analyzes the 
research in the annotated bibliography and seeks 
to identify what we know and how we know it 
from the research that exists. Both the anno-
tated bibliography and the literature review were 
reviewed by a team of experts, both practitioners 
and researchers. Their additions to the literature 
and their comments on the text are included here.

CRITERIA FOR INCLUSION
Studies were included if they identified a threat(s) 
to women’s land rights, including not meeting 
one or more of the four criteria above for secure 
land tenure, and/or evaluated an intervention to 
lessen or eliminate one of these threats. Much 
of the review relies on case studies, descriptions 
of interventions, and observations about those 
descriptions. Few studies rely on quantitative 
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survey data, although there are some. The issues 
included:

Lack of cultural and legal legitimacy: Legal rules 
and implementation and regulations and proce-
dures that treat women and men differently in 
terms of rights to land; land rights documentation 
efforts that do not ensure that women’s rights 
are legally documented; customary norms that do 
not allow categories of women to have or control 
certain land rights (e.g., married women).

Lack of resilience and durability: Legal or 
customary norms that do not allow certain cate-
gories of women to keep their rights to land—
widows, married-out daughters, divorced women, 
women who marry into a community, women in 
polygamous relationships, or women who remarry 
out of the community. Legal or customary norms 
that do not protect women when communities 
change due to changes in leadership, conflict, 
natural disasters, or compulsory takings.

Lack of the ability to exercise legal or custom-
arily held rights: Legal or customary norms that 
treat women differently than men in terms of: 
receiving the same information as men because 
of norms related to public space or meetings; 
receiving information because material is inacces-
sible due to language or literacy; having enough 
information to take steps to gain or keep rights to 
land; having access to the means to exercise their 
rights, like transportation or the ability to access 
specific spaces; excluding women from bodies 
that govern land rights or from decision-making 
bodies; or excluding women from governing or 
decision-making venues.

Lack of the ability to enforce rights: Legal or 
customary norms that exclude women from 
enforcing their rights when faced with a dispute 
or challenge to their rights. De facto or de jure 
exclusion of women from accessing dispute 
resolution forums (financial, physical, or social 
access), lack of faith in the likelihood of a favor-
able outcome for women, lack of faith in the 
fairness of decisions with regard to women’s 
land rights, lack of information on how to pursue 
enforcement options, social stigma or other 
social costs that prevent women from making 
use of dispute resolution forums, and lack of 

implementation of decisions that are favorable to 
women.

The studies included were published in or after 
2000. There are many cases of overlap where the 
study included more than one threat; we have 
tried to place studies that overlap in the primary 
category.

The review is organized into the four require-
ments for land tenure security described above. 
Each section first describes the barriers that 
women face within that specific requirement and 
then give a review of the interventions that seek 
to address the barriers.
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I. SECURE LAND 
RIGHTS MUST BE 
CULTURALLY AND 
LEGALLY LEGITIMATE
Cultural and legal legitimacy means that land 
rights are recognized by law, custom, family, clan, 
and community. Legal legitimacy generally occurs 
when the formal law provides for women as well 
as men to own, possess, use, lease, transfer, and 
inherit land, irrespective of marital status and 
customary norms. In most instances, cultural 
legitimacy is much more difficult to ensure than 
legal legitimacy and customary law has a major 
impact on whether or not women have cultural 
legitimacy.

BARRIERS
The literature primarily identifies barriers related 
to the interplay of customary law and formal or 
civil law. Many countries have a pluralistic legal 
system, which “arises when diverse legal orders 
are ‘superimposed, inter-penetrated, and mixed’ 
with the result that a specific dispute or subject 
is governed by multiple norms, laws or forums 
that co-exist within a particular jurisdiction or 
country.”1 Pluralistic legal systems are rooted in 
complex historical and policy contexts including: 
a history of colonial rule, conflict and post-con-
flict reconstruction, the import of legal concepts, 
identity politics, and influence of economic 
actors and policies, including privatization and 
market-oriented reforms. Formal law can be legis-
lative, administrative, Presidential or Government 
decrees, regulations, or letters.

Customary law is viewed as having the force of law 
and draws moral authority from contemporary or 
traditional culture or customs or religious beliefs 
and practices rather than from the authority of the 
state.2

1 International Council on Human Rights Policy (2010). “When Legal 
Worlds Overlap: Human Rights, State and Non-State Laws.” ICHRP: 
Geneva, Switzerland.

2 Id.

Potential legal and cultural barriers discussed in 
the literature include:

• Pervasive patriarchy, which creates legal, polit-
ical, and economic limitations to the advance-
ment of women;3

• Cultural or legal obstacles to acquiring land 
rights through markets, inheritance, transfer, or 
gift;4

• Marital status (marriage, divorce, bride price, 
dowry, or polygamy);5

• Privatization or individualization of land, which 
may result in all rights to a plot of land in the 
hands of one person, usually a man (e.g., the 
right to use the land);6

• Land titling programs, which fail to formalize 
women’s rights either because of poorly drafted 
legislation or a lack of awareness and interest;7

• Liberalization policies that focus on “family 
farming;”8

• Decentralization of land management;9

• Lack of comprehensive mainstreaming strategies 
for the inclusion of women;10

• Lack of community understanding of the legal 
rights of women, including inheritance and 
divorce and the benefits of women’s land rights;11

3 International Land Coalition (2013). “Women’s land rights and 
gender justice in land governance: pillars in the promotion and 
protection of women’s human rights in rural areas.” Synthesis 
of contributions by members, partners, and individual experts in 
the International Land Coalition’s network to the e-consultation 
facilitated by GI-ESCR and IWRAW-AP.

4 Giovarelli, R. (2009). “Gender and Land Tenure Reform,” Chapter 
5 in R. Prosterman, et al. eds., One Billion Rising. Leiden University 
Press; Joireman, S.F. (2008). “The Mystery of Capital Formation in 
Sub-Saharan Africa: Women, Property Rights and Customary Law,” 
World Development 36(7), 1233-1246.

5 Giovarelli, R. (2009). “Gender and Land Tenure Reform,” Chapter 
5 in R. Prosterman, et al. eds., One Billion Rising. Leiden University 
Press.

6 Id.

7 Id.

8 Razavi, S. (2007). “Liberalisation and the Debates on Women’s 
Access to Land.” Third World Quarterly 28(8), 1479-1500.

9 Id.

10 United Nations Economic Commission for Africa (2007). “Women and 
access to land and credit: discussions and key findings of the African 
Gender Development Index in Selected African Countries,” p. 17.

11 Rabenhorst, C. and Bean, A. (2011). “Gender and Property Rights: 
a Critical Issue In Urban Economic Development.” International 
Housing Coalition and Urban Institute paper.
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• Special barriers encountered by women such as 
identification documents, location of registra-
tion offices, or access to credit.12

While there are fewer legal barriers than there 
were ten years ago, there are still legal issues 
to be addressed. One study indicated that out 
of forty-three African jurisdictions, twen-
ty-two formally recognize males as the head of 
the household, giving them sole discretion to 
represent the household and make household 
decisions.13 Another study looked at specific case 
studies from a variety of countries to identify legal 
barriers to women’s access to, use of, and control 
over land and other productive resources and 
to provide guidance on how to respond to these 
barriers. Using a rights-based approach, the study 
provides guidance to support the adoption and 
effective implementation of laws, policies, and 
programs to respect, protect, and fulfill women’s 
rights to land and other productive resources.14

In other instances, gender-neutral legislation 
can be implemented to favor men. For example, 
although the legal language in Armenia, Colombia, 
Indonesia, and Uganda is gender neutral, the 
practices in the field are biased. Using the Global 
Housing Policy Indicators (GHI) assessment tool, 
one study found evidence of the discrepancies 
between these gender-neutral constitutional laws 
and the unspoken social norms or customary laws 
that discriminate against women, by way of prac-
tices restricting women’s ability to own, inherit, 
or individually use land.15

An early study of registration efforts in Vietnam 
found several of the barriers discussed above. The 
study found that more men than women had their 
names registered on land use rights certificates 
(LURC) and that women owned fewer plots of 
land than men, because cultural practices like 
inheritance favor men. The study also found that 

12 Hallward-Driemeier, M. and Hasan, T. (2012). Empowering Women: 
Legal Rights and Economic Opportunities in Africa. Washington, DC: The 
World Bank.

13 Id.

14 United Nations Human Rights: Office of the High Commissioner 
and UN Women (2013). “Realizing women’s rights to land and other 
productive resources.”

15 Benbih, K. and Katz, J. (2014). “Land Tenure Rights for Women 
Under Customary Law.” Prepared for The 2014 World Bank Land 
Conference.

women face barriers related to traditional customs 
and negative attitudes towards women’s access 
to land, and lack of knowledge of the processes 
necessary to obtain the LURC and to include 
their name in the register of the LURC. The study 
states that creating an enabling environment for 
women’s improvement in their access to land 
and housing involves changing attitudes towards 
women’s right to own property.16

A study of recent findings from sub-Saharan 
Africa on women and land found that, among 
other things, merely passing legislation is of little 
effect without the necessary resources for imple-
mentation, without informing and educating all 
relevant actors on the provisions of the legisla-
tion, without monitoring the reforms, and without 
effective sanctions on failure to implement.17

INTERVENTIONS
In large land projects, interventions that try to 
ensure that women, as well as men, have secure 
rights to land that are legally and culturally legiti-
mate generally take three broad approaches:

1. Specifying enhancement of women’s rights to 
land as a project target;

2. Making gender a cross-cutting theme in all 
project activities;

3. Analyzing impacts of land projects from a 
gender perspective through parallel studies or 
pilot projects.18

While there are many inter-connected legal and 
cultural barriers to women’s rights to land, the 
two most commonly focused on are women’s 
rights to marital property and women and girls’ 
rights to inherit land. Both of these issues exist 
in the context of documentation of rights to land, 

16 Alvarado, G., Thu Hong, K., Douglas Z., Nguyen Thi, V.A., Nguyen 
Thi, P.T., Mukasa, S., Trinh Thi, N.D., Vu Xuan, T. (2015). “Women, 
Land and Law in Vietnam.” International Center for Research on 
Women.

17 Budlender, D. and Alma, E. (2011). Women and Land: Securing rights 
for Better Lives. Ottawa: International Development Research Center.

18 World Bank (2005). “Gender Issues and Best Practices in Land 
Administration Projects.” Four-country case-study synthesis 
prepared for the Gender and Rural Development and the Land Policy 
and Administration Thematic Groups. Although this was found to be 
true in a review of four World Bank projects, it applies more broadly 
to large land projects as well. Of course more than one approach 
may be applied in the same project.
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whether the right is held as an individual or as 
a member of a household or community. Thus 
land titling, probably the most common interven-
tion aimed at legally securing rights to land, is 
discussed first.

1. INCLUDE WOMEN ON LEGAL DOCU-
MENTS RECOGNIZING LAND RIGHTS (IN-
DIVIDUALLY, JOINTLY, COMMUNALLY)
The interventions, joint titling of spouses (legally 
married or not) and individual titling of women, 
have been studied in the African, Asian, and Latin 
American context. If titling and registration of 
land takes place in a country or region of the 
country, women’s rights must be documented as 
well as men’s rights, otherwise women’s rights 
may be weakened and possibly extinguished. 
However, ensuring women’s rights to land are 
documented requires specific attention to laws 
that affect married and unmarried women’s 
property rights and the different norms and roles 
of men and women. Early case studies, often 
done mid-way through a land project or after 
the land project ended, found that documenting 
household rights often meant documenting the 
rights of male household members and not the 
rights of female household members. Much of the 
gains made in the past fifteen years have occurred 
because of those early studies. Other case studies 
reviewed projects that tried to document women’s 
rights and examine what was required to success-
fully reach women. The quantitative studies 
discussed below look at what we can learn from 
efforts to put women’s names on documents—is 
this an effective intervention for women and if so 
how and under what circumstances?

State-sponsored redistribution and titling 
programs in Latin America, dating back to the 
1960s, primarily privileged men by designating 
only household heads with agricultural expe-
rience as potential beneficiaries.19 However, a 
“second generation” of agrarian reform, which 
clarified and legalized existing property rights 
saw the share of allocations and titles issued to 
women go from 20 percent to close to 40 percent 

19 Deere, C.D. and Leon, M. (2001). “Who owns the land? Gender and 
land-titling programmes in Latin America.” Journal of Agrarian 
Change, 1(3), 440-467.

in the 1990s20 partially due to the impact of 
gender-equitable agrarian legislation, a product 
of the impact of women’s movements on the 
state. Still, a review of seven of these projects 
suggested that they were often designed without 
sufficient attention to the countries’ laws that 
relate to the property rights of married women, 
namely the Civil Code and marital property laws. 
They frequently ignored that a household’s 
endowment of land could consist of the wife’s 
land, the husband’s land, and jointly owned land, 
usually purchased after the marriage. By still 
assuming that the family farm was owned by the 
male household head, these projects trampled on 
women’s ownership rights, and in many instances 
women lost their rights to land during the docu-
mentation process.

Millennium Challenge Corporation (MCC) land 
projects in Benin, Lesotho, Mali, and Namibia21 
all attempted to ensure that women’s rights 
as well as men’s rights were documented. The 
MCC case studies found that certain program 
components are vital to ensuring women’s names 
are included: (1) identification of all property 
users, (2) communication, (3) education, and (4) 
training activities; and that donors play a key role 
in ensuring gender is considered in land docu-
mentation projects.22

The MCC Alatona Irrigation Project in Mali, which 
converted almost 5,000 hectares of Sahel scru-
bland into high-value irrigated farmland, made 
a special effort to ensure that women had rights 
to and control over some of that irrigated land, 
including their names on titles either individu-
ally or jointly with their husbands.23 One of the 
project’s key components was its land allocation 
activity, through which the irrigated land was 
transferred from the state to beneficiary fami-
lies, with a particular focus on ensuring women 
had access to and control over land. The gender 

20 Id.

21 Giovarelli, R., Hannay, L., Scalise, E., Richardson, A., Seitz, V., and 
Gaynor, R. (2015). “Gender and Land: Good Practices and Lessons 
Learned from Four Millennium Challenge Corporation Compact 
Funded Land Projects.” Landesa Center for Women’s Land Rights.

22 Id.

23 Rolfes, L. and Seitz, V. (2013). “Providing Farmland Ownership 
Rights to Women in Rural Mali: the MCC Experience.” Washington, 
DC: World Bank Annual Conference on Land and Poverty.
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analysis conducted during the design of the 
project showed that innovative measures would 
be needed if women were to gain both access 
and control of the newly irrigated land. Through 
women’s market garden associations, joint 
titling, or awards through a lottery, 37 percent of 
the 4,940 hectares of irrigated land is owned by 
women either jointly or individually, while 96.5% 
is owned by men either jointly or individually. 
The key components of the intervention were: 
sufficient up-front technical analysis of what was 
possible, commitment from project designers and 
implementers to pursue equity objectives, and 
both a sensitivity to the context and a willingness 
to reach for change in innovative ways. The key 
component, however, was gender-responsive 
public outreach that was well-designed and 
well-implemented to educate the project bene-
ficiaries about their rights and responsibilities as 
fledgling landowners, and about the benefits of 
joint titling for the family at large. Similarly, a 
study in Southern Ethiopia concludes that infor-
mation dissemination, mobilization and organiza-
tion of women’s groups, education of women and 
men, and legal support are all required in order to 
empower women to give them an equal position 
to that of men in the household.24

In Nepal the push for joint ownership and 
increased ownership of land for women involved 
pre-titling activities including workshops, 
demonstrations, art work, meetings, and street 
drama.25 In Namibia one case study found 
that good practice calls for reducing costs and 
increasing access generally. Fee waivers, special 
rates, or subsidies in formalization programs 
for certain groups might be needed given the 
interaction between improved livelihoods, tenure 
reforms, and gender gaps.26

Titling Collectively Held Land

IDLO and Namati studied the process of commu-
nity titling in Liberia, Mozambique, and Uganda, 

24 Holden, S. and Tewodros, T. (2008). “From Being Property of Men 
to Becoming Equal Owners? Early Impact of Land Registration and 
Certification on Women in Southern Ethiopia.” UNHABITAT, Shelter 
Branch, Land Tenure and Property Administration Section.

25 International Land Coalition (2014). “Greater empowerment and 
security of women through the Joint Land Ownership Certificate.”

26 Id. 

and in that study looked at what was necessary to 
ensure that women’s rights were documented as 
well as men’s rights. Throughout the community 
land documentation activities, the field teams 
adopted specific measures to ensure the partic-
ipation of women. After experimentation with 
various strategies, the field teams found that 
to ensure that women’s voices are heard, it is 
necessary to proactively take action to promote 
women’s participation, including:

• Carrying out community-specific gender anal-
ysis and crafting strategies to address gender 
inequities;

• Scheduling community land documentation 
meetings at times and locations convenient for 
women; and

• Convening special women-only meetings to 
identify issues that affect women’s rights 
and participation, and empower women to 
address these issues during broader community 
meetings.

The data and statistical analysis also show that 
paralegal support is likely the minimum support 
necessary to ensure that women participate 
meaningfully in community land documentation 
activities. Finally, the field teams observed that 
drafting the by-laws and constitution led to 
changes in women’s substantive and procedural 
rights.

Such findings led to the conclusion that a 
process of cataloguing, discussing, and amending 
community rules is central to efforts to protect 
women’s rights during community land docu-
mentation activities. A well-facilitated process of 
reviewing and amending customary rules to align 
with national laws opened a space for dialogue 
in which it was possible to strengthen women’s 
existing land rights within customary legal 
constructs.27

While the studies discussed above focused on how 
to ensure that women’s names as well as men’s 
names were documented, several quantitative 
studies tried to answer the question of whether 

27 Knight, R., Adoko, J., Siakor, A., Salomao A., Auma, T., Kaba, A., 
and Tankar, I. (2012). “Protecting Community Land and Resources: 
Evidence from Liberia, Mozambique and Uganda.” Namanti and 
International Development Law Organization (IDLO).
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or not having women’s names on documents 
made a difference—whether the intervention 
had a positive effect. The studies, primarily done 
in Vietnam, Rwanda, and Ethiopia, found that 
women’s names on titles did have a positive effect 
on the household, and in the case of Vietnam, did 
not have a negative effect on the productivity of 
the household; obtaining a land title was asso-
ciated with higher yields, for both individually 
(usually the male head of household) and jointly 
held titles, and that there was no tradeoff between 
joint titling and productivity.28

A study in Vietnam found that land-use rights 
held by women individually led to improvements 
in child health and education.29 The incidence of 
illness among children decreased, their health 
insurance coverage increased, school enrollment 
increased, and household expenditures were 
allocated toward food and away from alcohol and 
tobacco. These effects were almost all stronger 
than in households with male-only or jointly 
held land-use rights. For female-headed house-
holds in Rwanda, the land-titling program had a 
large impact on investment and maintenance of 
soil conservation measures.30 In Ethiopia, land 
certification enhanced land rental market partic-
ipation of female landlord households.31 However, 
a study in Southern Ethiopia found that the 
reform had so far only limited impact on women’s 
ability to influence farm management within the 
household.32

In addition to increased productivity and positive 
impacts on the household when women’s names 
are included on documents, documentation of 

28 Newman, C., Tarp, F., and Broek, K. (2015). “Property Rights and 
Productivity: The Case of Joint Land Titling in Vietnam.” World 
Development 91(1), 91-105.

29 Menon, N., van der Meulen Rodgers, Y., and Nguyen, H. (2014). 
“Women’s Land Rights and Children’s Human Capital in Vietnam.” 
World Development 54, 18-31.

30 Ali, D.A., Deininger, K., and Goldstein, M. (2014). “Environmental 
and gender impacts of land tenure regularization in Africa: pilot 
evidence from Rwanda.” Journal of Development Economics 110, 
262-275.

31 Deininger, K., Augustinus, C., Enemark, S., and Munro-Faure, P., 
eds. (2010). Innovations in Land Rights Recognition, Administration, and 
Governance. Washington DC: The World Bank.

32 Holden, S. and Tewodros, T. (2008). “From Being Property of Men 
to Becoming Equal Owners? Early Impact of Land Registration and 
Certification on Women in Southern Ethiopia.” UNHABITAT, Shelter 
Branch, Land Tenure and Property Administration Section.

women’s rights brings a sense of security to 
women, especially related to a potential divorce 
or the death of their husbands. In Southern 
Ethiopia, a study found that the land reform in 
Southern Ethiopia contributed to increasing the 
perceptions of tenure security for both women and 
men. Having women’s names on land certificates 
increased the perceived probability that they 
would keep the land after divorce or the death of 
their husbands. Fifteen percent of the households 
in the sample were polygamous and both polyg-
amous men and women perceived their tenure 
security to have increased due to the reform.33

A study on urban informal settlements in 
Chandigarh, India, found that joint titling of 
houses increased women’s participation in deci-
sion-making, access to knowledge and infor-
mation about public matters, sense of security, 
self-esteem, and the respect that they received 
from their spouses. Women with joint titles expe-
rienced an increased attachment to their house, 
which helped reduce property turnover in regular-
ized settlements, hence assisting the government 
in attaining its goals and making joint titling a 
win-win policy.34

2. REFORM MARITAL AND INHERITANCE 
PROPERTY RIGHTS LAWS TO PROTECT 
MARRIED WOMEN’S PROPERTY WEALTH
While documenting women’s as well as men’s 
rights to land is a common and critical interven-
tion to ensure women have secure legal rights 
to land, of equal importance is ensuring that the 
legal framework supports married women’s rights 
to land and other marital property as well as 
women’s right to inherit land.

Different legal marital property regimes can have 
an effect on whether or not women’s names are 
on a title to begin with, especially during system-
atic titling. Reforming marital and inheritance 
regimes must remain a top priority in many 
regions of the world if gender economic equality 

33 Id.

34 Datta, N. (2006). “Joint-titling—A Win-Win Policy? Gender and 
Property Rights in Urban Informal Settlements in Chandigarh, 
India.” Feminist Economics 12(1-2), 271-298.
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is to be attained.35 Drawing on household asset 
surveys, which collected individual level owner-
ship data in Ecuador, Ghana, and the state of 
Karnataka in India, one study estimated married 
women’s share of couple wealth and related it 
both to whether major household assets were 
owned individually or jointly during the marriage 
as well as to different inheritance regimes and 
practices. In Ecuador, married women owned 44 
percent, in Ghana, 19 percent, and in Karnataka, 
9 percent of a couples’ wealth. Ecuador’s law 
supports partial community property regime in 
marriage,36 and its inheritance laws provide for all 
children to be treated equally, irrespective of sex. 
In contrast, Ghana and India are characterized by 
the separation of property regime, which does not 
recognize wives’ contributions to the formation of 
marital property, and by inheritance practices that 
are strongly male biased.37

Drawing primarily on data gathered through 
focus groups and interviews in three provinces 
in Ecuador, the Ecuador study, conducted as part 
of the larger comparative study discussed above, 
found that marital joint property compensates 
women for their work and provides security, 
whereas inherited individual property provides 
women with a fallback position.38

35 Deere, C. D., Oduro, A., Swaminathan, H., and Doss, C. (2012). 
“Property Rights and the Gender Distribution of Wealth: Evidence 
from Ecuador, Ghana and India.” Working Paper Series: No. 13, The 
Gender Asset Gap Project.

36 In partial community property regimes, all assets acquired during 
the marriage with the exception of inheritances are considered the 
joint property of the couple. In the event the marriage is dissolved 
(whether due to divorce or death), the joint assets are split equally 
between the two spouses; property acquired prior to marriage 
remains as individually owned property during the marriage and is 
treated similarly to inheritance in case the marriage is dissolved—
each spouse retains their own. In full (or unrestricted) community 
property regimes all assets are pooled whether acquired prior to 
or during the marriage, including inheritances. In contrast, in a 
separation of property regime all property, irrespective of when or 
how it was acquired, is treated as individually owned property; in 
the event the marriage is dissolved, there is no community property 
to distribute.

37 Deere, C. D., Oduro, A., Swaminathan, H., and Doss, C. (2012). 
“Property Rights and the Gender Distribution of Wealth: Evidence 
from Ecuador, Ghana and India.” Working Paper Series: No. 13, The 
Gender Asset Gap Project. It should be noted that the laws in India 
favor men and women receiving equal inheritances.

38 Deere, C. D., Contreras, J., and Twyman, J. (2010). “Property 
Rights and Women’s Accumulation of Assets Over the Life Cycle: 
Patrimonial Violence in Ecuador.” Working Paper Series: No. 1, The 
Gender Asset Gap Project.

3. INFORM AND EDUCATE WOMEN 
ABOUT THEIR LEGAL RIGHTS TO LAND, 
AND FOSTER GROUP ORGANIZING
Information and education campaigns are usually 
one part of a larger project and not an interven-
tion on their own. The above literature on titling 
and on legislative reform also discusses the need 
for information and education as part of those 
efforts. However, one study makes the specific 
point that where there are two or more systems of 
rules (e.g., customary and legal) that have funda-
mental contradictions, for a just and equitable 
land tenure arrangement to exist it is important to 
emphasize educating the population—especially 
women—about their rights. Training women 
helps improve their understanding of land laws 
and property rights laws, and empowers them 
to use their knowledge to demand their rights to 
land.39

Organizing women is a critical aspect of women 
demanding legal and policy change. When 
women organize, when they form into groups 
and connect with other, larger groups, they are 
better able to make changes in their commu-
nities, in legislation, and in social norms. The 
share of female beneficiaries of the agrarian 
reform in Brazil remained low in the mid-1990s 
largely because securing women’s land rights in 
practice was not a top priority of any of the rural 
social movements. Moreover, the main social 
movement determining the pace of the agrarian 
reform, the landless movement, considered class 
and gender issues to be incompatible. By the late 
1990s, however, there was growing awareness 
that failure to recognize women’s land rights was 
prejudicial to the development and consolidation 
of the agrarian reform settlements and thus the 
movement. The growing consensus among all 
the rural social movements of the importance 
of securing women’s land rights, coupled with 
effective lobbying, encouraged the State in 2001 

39 Benbih, K. and Katz, J. (2014). “Land Tenure Rights for Women 
Under Customary Law.” Prepared for The 2014 World Bank Land 
Conference. See also, World Bank (2005). “Gender Issues and Best 
Practices in Land Administration Project.”
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to adopt specific mechanisms for the inclusion of 
women in the agrarian reform.40

40 Deere, C.D. (2003). “Women’s land rights and social movements 
in the Brazilian agrarian reform.” Journal of Agrarian Change 3(1-2), 
257-288.
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II. SECURE LAND 
RIGHTS MUST 
BE RESILIENT TO 
CHANGE AND 
DURABLE
Women’s land rights are most secure when they 
are long term, and when they are not vulner-
able to changes either in marital status or in the 
community. For instance, a woman’s right to land 
is not secure if she may lose it upon divorce or 
widowhood, when the leader of the community 
changes, or when the land in her community is 
acquired by an investor.

BARRIERS
Social norms related to marriage and inheri-
tance practices can create barriers to women’s 
land rights. Women risk losing their rights 
(theoretical or actual rights) to land when there 
is a change in either their natal family or their 
marital family because social norms related to 
inheritance often bar women from inheriting land 
from either their parents or their husbands. For 
example, in Cameroon in both matrilineal and 
patrilineal cultures, despite a legal framework 
which mandates equal inheritance rights, women 
may have rights on their parents’ land while 
their parents are still living, but lose those rights 
and not inherit the land when their parents die.41 
One study in Latin America found that gender 
inequality in land ownership can be traced in part 
to male preference in inheritance, as inheritance 
is the primary means women use to become land 
owners.42

In China, daughters have a legal (theoretical) 
right to a portion of their parents’ land until 
they receive land from their new home with 

41 Fonjong, L., Fombe, L., and Sama-lang, I. (2013). “The paradox of 
gender discrimination in land ownership and women’s contribution 
to poverty reduction in Anglophone Cameroon.” GeoJournal 78(3), 
575-589.

42 Deere, C. and Leon, M. (2003). “The gender asset gap: land in Latin 
America.” World Development 31(6), 925-947.

their husband, but women rarely exercise this 
right because of social norms.43 Despite laws that 
protect women’s property interests, the ambiguity 
remaining in the property and marriage laws 
have allowed village leaders to reassert customary 
norms. Because tradition and culture hold so 
much sway in village life, the community property 
system must be much more clearly defined to give 
women a better legal platform.44

Women can lose rights to land they are in posses-
sion of when they are widowed, divorced, or 
abandoned, or when they do not bear sons (some-
times even land that was co-owned with their 
husbands). In Uganda, while many women may 
successfully access land through their husbands 
and claim the land is jointly owned, under most 
customary systems, a widow can claim land 
that belonged to her husband only if she has a 
son, who is the true inheritor; therefore widows 
without sons risk losing access to their land.45

While a formal marriage may mean a woman 
has legally protected rights (such as a protected 
co-ownership right), informal marriages often 
come without such protections. In both matri-
lineal and patrilineal areas in Ghana, in the Brong 
Ahafo, Western, and Volta cocoa farming regions, 
a study found that contract marriages made for 
a period of three to six months have become 
more common than formal marriages, especially 
in matrilineal areas. However, these informal 
arrangements come with no protections regarding 
land or assets if or when the marriage breaks up.46

43 Li, Y. and Yin-Sheng, X. (2006.) “Married Women’s Rights to Land 
in China’s Traditional Farming Areas.” Journal of Contemporary China 
15(49), 621-636.

44 Liaw, R. H. (2008). “Women’s Land Rights in Rural China: 
Transforming Existing Laws into a Source of Property Rights.” 
Pacific Rim Law & Policy Journal 17(1), 237-264.

45 Doss, C., Truong, M., Nabanoga, G., and Namaalwa, J. (2012). 
“Women, Marriage and Asset Inheritance in Uganda.” Development 
Policy Review 30(5), 597-616.

46 Duncan, B.A. (2010). “Cocoa, Marriage, Labour, and Land in Ghana: 
Some Matrilineal and Patrilineal Perspectives.” Africa: Journal of the 
International African Institute 80(2), 301-21. Note that in one case, the 
Ghanaian court said women in such relationships were entitled to a 
one-third share of cocoa land which they had assisted their partners 
in developing.
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INTERVENTIONS
Interventions that focus on making women 
less vulnerable to changes in their social status 
or family structure generally focus either on 
improving legislation or on informing and 
educating women about legislation that protects 
women’s land rights even if their status changes. 
Thus, interventions generally fall into two catego-
ries: legal reform and social change communica-
tion. Both interventions are required to facilitate 
true change. As noted above, a good legal system 
is rarely enough to protect a woman’s rights 
to land; it must go hand-in-hand with social 
and cultural reform to ensure that the law is 
supported.

1. ENSURE THAT THE LEGISLATION 
ADEQUATELY PROTECTS WOMEN’S 
RIGHT TO USE AND CONTROL LAND, 
NO MATTER THEIR MARITAL STATUS
In general, the literature notes that legal reform 
must not stand in a vacuum, but must be consid-
ered in its own cultural context.47 However, 
there are some broad findings that should be 
considered.

One finding is that laws that support compulsory 
shared tenure or a presumption of shared tenure 
for married couples can help protect women’s 
rights in marriage and at the time of divorce

There is a range of tenure options available for 
land, including separate tenure, joint tenure, and 
communal tenure. An overview of different types 
of options found that while separate property 
provides women with the most power and control 
over their own land, compulsory joint owner-
ship in formal law protects women more often, 
especially in places where women are less able 
to inherit or purchase land due to social norms. 
Compulsory joint tenure provides a woman with 
some protection against being left without land 
or a home if her relationship with her husband 
breaks down. It is important that this joint tenure 

47 See Patel, R. (2006). “Hindu Women’s Property Rights in India: A 
Critical Appraisal.” Third World Quarterly 27(7), 1255-1268, which 
looks at changes in Hindu women’s rights to property and argues 
that rights conferred through law must be contextually analyzed.

extend to both informally and formally married 
couples.48

A study in Ethiopia indicated that two reforms, 
community-based land registration undertaken 
since 2003 and changes in the Family Code imple-
mented in 2000, may have created conditions that 
reinforced each other in improving gender equity. 
Article 90 of the 2000 Family Code states that 
common property will be divided equally between 
spouses. In 2003, the Ethiopian government 
began community-based land registration, which 
led to joint certification of husbands and wives 
(common property), giving stronger land rights to 
women. The study found that awareness about the 
land registration process is positively correlated 
with the shift in perceptions toward equal division 
of land and livestock upon divorce, particularly for 
wives in male-headed households.49

Similarly, changes in inheritance legislation in 
India increased the number of women inher-
iting land, despite strong social norms against 
daughters inheriting land from their parents. 
Specifically, when daughters were granted copar-
cenary birthrights in joint family property due to 
an amendment to the Hindu Succession Act, the 
amendment significantly increased the probability 
of women inheriting land.50 Another study in 
India looked at three generations of individuals 
and found that this amendment lead to a sharp 
increase in land bequests to daughters persisting 
over time. However, discrimination still exists, 
and improvement correlates with a gradual 
pattern of dissemination and learning.51

As well, a study in Ghana found that legal reform 
of the Intestate Succession Law of 1985 provided 
women with the means of obtaining access to a 
portion of their husbands’ land, and strength-
ened the practice of inter vivos gift making. In a 

48 Giovarelli, R. and Lastarria-Cornhiel, S. (2005). “Shared Tenure 
Options for Women: A Global Overview.” UN-HABITAT Report.

49 Kumar, N. and Quisumbing, A. (2015). “Policy Reform toward 
Gender Equality in Ethiopia: Little by Little the Egg Begins to Walk.” 
World Development 67, 406-23.

50 Deininger, K., Augustinus, C., Enemark, S., and Munro-Faure, P., 
eds. (2010). Innovations in Land Rights Recognition, Administration, and 
Governance. Washington DC: The World Bank.

51 Deininger, K., Goyal, A., and Nagarajan, H. (2013). “Women’s 
Inheritance Rights and Intergenerational Transmission of Resources 
in India.” Journal of Human Resources 48(1), 114-141.
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matrilineal area of western Ghana, the study used 
household-level data on land acquisition and field 
data on cocoa-tree planting and yields from 60 
Akan villages. Under the matrilineal tradition, 
land is transferred from a dead man to his brother 
or nephew (sister’s son) in accordance with the 
decision of the extended family or matrilineal 
clan. As land has been individualized, husbands 
increasingly transferred land to their wives and 
children as a gift during their own lifetime (thus 
avoiding the matrilineal tradition upon their 
death).52

2. SOCIAL CHANGE COMMUNICATION 
AND GOVERNMENT INVOLVEMENT
Working with communities to change social 
norms is a key step in making women less 
vulnerable to changes in their marital status. 
Many projects include social change communi-
cation, and most of the projects studied in this 
review included some form of social change 
communication.

Several studies found that strengthening engage-
ment with civil society and government in the 
implementation of government programs helped 
create an enabling environment for women to 
claim services and rights, including land rights. 
For example, in India and Nepal, widows who 
were part of a collaboration between government 
and civil society were found to be more articulate, 
confident, and aware of their rights, thus enabling 
them to claim their land rights. The study found 
that implementation gaps exist, but linking 
women to schemes through the collaboration of 
the government and CSOs increased their ability to 
access the schemes and other services.53

In Namibia, similarly, a study looking at 
customary law and gender found that the govern-
ment worked to enhance women’s position under 
customary law, especially their representation in 
traditional bodies and in “self-statements” of 
customary law. These efforts had mixed results 

52 Quisumbing, A.R., Payongayong, E., Aidoo, J.B., and Otsuka, K. 
(2001). “Women’s Land Rights in the Transition to Individualized 
Ownership: Implications For the Management of Tree Resources in 
Western Ghana.” Economic Development and Cultural Change 50(1), 
157-182.

53 UN Women (2014). “Empowering Widows: An Overview of policies 
and programmes in India, Nepal and Sri Lanka.”

but tended to be positive for women’s empow-
erment. The president advocated for the rights 
of widows to stay on their land. After this, at a 
workshop, the traditional leaders present unani-
mously decided that widows should not be chased 
from their lands or out of their homes and that 
they should not be asked to pay again for the 
land.54

54 Ubink, J.M. (2011). “Towards Customary Legal Empowerment in 
Namibia: Enhancing gender equality in customary justice systems.” 
Rome: International Development Law Organization.
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III. SECURE LAND 
RIGHTS ARE 
EXERCISABLE AND 
ENFORCEABLE
For women to exercise and enforce their rights, 
they must have knowledge of their rights and 
the means to assert and defend them. Women 
must have the ability and means to present a 
claim and be guaranteed that cases will be heard, 
that the resulting decision will be just, and that 
it will be implemented. In general, women have 
lower status than men in their families and in 
their communities, and men are the public face 
of the family and act in the family’s interest. The 
power imbalance between men and women must 
be addressed directly, and resolved, for women to 
have equal rights to land.

BARRIERS
There are two barriers to women’s ability to exer-
cise and enforce their rights to land mentioned 
most frequently in the literature, which encom-
pass all aspects of women’s secure land tenure: 
lack of information and patriarchal norms. A 
third, frequently mentioned barrier is the cost 
of dispute resolution in terms of both time and 
money.

LACK OF INFORMATION
Women’s lack of information not only hinders 
their ability to exercise and defend their rights to 
land, but also limits their ability to make the best 
use of and the best economic decisions for their 
land. As in most other countries, in rural areas in 
Ethiopia, men are the public face of the family and 
it is not customary to include women in public 
meetings, public activities, or public dispute 
resolution. Women tend to get information from 
their husbands or relatives; women have greater 
restrictions on their time, have home-centered 
duties, and are not able to travel alone. Despite 
inclusive federal regulations, preliminary studies 
indicated early on that a significant gender gap 
in awareness of and participation in the land 

certification process existed. One study revealed 
that written information concerning the certi-
fication process and the laws was not equitably 
disseminated among men and women.55

PATRIARCHAL NORMS
Patriarchal norms affect nearly every aspect of 
women’s and men’s lives—from work inside and 
outside the home to marriage rituals to choices 
about who receives information and how or 
who has a voice in decision-making and which 
decisions.

Several broad studies include both a description of 
patriarchal norms that create barriers and recom-
mendations for how to make change. A synthesis 
of four country case studies looking at World 
Bank-financed land programs in Azerbaijan, 
Bolivia, Ghana, and the Laos People’s Democratic 
Republic, focused on how these four land admin-
istration projects included and worked with 
women. Barriers identified in the report include 
gender-specific social norms that circumscribe 
women’s economic activities and decision-making 
roles and discrimination in the markets for land, 
labor, and capital.56

One study that looked at women’s participation 
relative to men’s in agro-forestry systems in 
Africa found that their participation is low in 
enterprises that are considered men’s domain, 
such as timber, and high in enterprises that have 
little or no commercial value, such as collection 
of indigenous fruits and vegetables. Women do 
most of the work, and in cases where they do 
not perform well, the reasons are mostly due 
to scarcity of resources. In marketing, women 
are confined to the lower end of the value chain 
(retailing), which limits their control over and 
returns from the productive process.57

In addition, two case studies in Zambia found 
that the “gender neutral” approach to agricultural 

55 Deininger, K., Ali, D.A., Holden, S., and Zevenbergen J. (2008). 
“Rural land certification in Ethiopia: Process, initial impact, and 
implications for other African countries” World Development 36 (10), 
1786-1812.

56 World Bank (2005). “Gender Issues and Best Practices in Land 
Administration Project.”

57 Kiptot, E. and Franzel, S. (2012). “Gender and agroforestry in Africa: 
A review of women’s participation.” Agroforestry Systems 84(1), 35-58.
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investments and the lack of explicit corporate 
gender policies and strategies have meant that 
prevailing socio-cultural attitudes towards gender 
have penalized women in relation to the costs and 
benefits created by the agricultural investments. 
The case studies suggest that a key principle is 
that a “gender neutral” approach to agricultural 
investments is not enough: investors must adopt 
explicit gender policies and take proactive steps 
to ensure that company behaviors help to over-
come rather than reinforce pre-existing gender 
inequalities. This means adopting policies to 
offer employment on a priority basis to those 
local women and men who have suffered a loss 
of livelihood as a result of the land acquisition. 
All investors should also ensure that a scheme’s 
membership criteria do not directly or indirectly 
discriminate against women, and should take 
proactive measures to encourage women to 
join. The study goes on to recommend that two 
fundamental aspects of land tenure governance be 
addressed: the cost of the rent needed for lease-
hold tenure and the powers vested in customary 
authorities.58

COSTS OF DISPUTE RESOLUTION
The costs associated with enforcing claims to 
property rights are often a barrier to women’s 
ability to exercise and defend their rights. 
Research in the Kisii region of Kenya, which was 
based on interviews and focus groups exploring 
property disputes within the community, found 
that both customary processes and formal systems 
were too expensive for most women to access. 
Women in Kisii do not have strong property 
rights, and they face challenges to their use 
rights to land when their husbands die or they are 
divorced. However, they cannot take their claims 
to the Land Tribunals because of the expense 
involved. But, pursuing the resolution of disputes 
through the customary system is also prohibitively 
expensive.59

58 Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (2013). 
“The Gender and Equity Implications of Land-Related Investments 
on Land Access and Labour and Income-Generating Opportunities: 
A Case Study of Selected Agricultural Investments in Zambia.” FAO.

59 Henrysson, E. and Joireman, S. (2009). “On the Edge of the Law: 
Women’s Property Rights and Dispute Resolution in Kisii, Kenya.” 
Law Society Review 43(1), 39-60.

INTERVENTIONS
Women’s ability to exercise and enforce their 
rights to land when a large-scale land acquisition 
occurs can tell us a great deal about how secure 
women’s rights to land are. Although there is a 
significant information gap on the differential 
gender effects of large-scale land deals, one study 
provides an overview of the phases of large-scale 
land deals and a discussion of related effects on 
rural men and women as well as broad recom-
mendations for gender-equitable large-scale 
land deals.60 These recommendations can apply 
to many different scenarios, but large-scale land 
acquisition is the perfect microcosm for exam-
ining potential interventions. Many of the inter-
ventions mentioned are discussed below in other 
contexts.

The main intervention for assisting women in 
exercising their rights to land has been ensuring 
that women have formal rights to their land and 
that they have the information they need to both 
obtain those rights and exercise them to their 
greatest potential. If exercising a right is not 
legally enforceable, the right does not really exist.

1. INFORM AND EDUCATE
Information dissemination is part of most land 
projects, and sometimes information campaigns 
specifically focus on women. Without a specific 
focus, information is unlikely to reach women. 
A 2010 study of 15 villages across Ethiopia found 
that male-headed households were more informed 
about the initial public information meetings, 
more likely to have attended more meetings, and 
more likely to have received written information 
about the process. However, the study noted some 
variations across regions regarding the gender 
gap in awareness with female-headed households 
in Oromia equally likely to be informed about the 
meetings as their male counterparts.61 There were 
also findings about why some people attended 
meetings and others not. Household heads who 
believed they had some ability to affect or change 

60 Behrman, J., Meinzen-Dick, R., and Quisumbing, A. (2012). “The 
gender implications of large-scale land deals.” Journal of Peasant 
Studies 39(1), 49-79.

61 Kumar, N. and Quisumbing, A. (2015). “Policy Reform toward 
Gender Equality in Ethiopia: Little by Little the Egg Begins to Walk.” 
World Development 67, 406.
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their circumstances were more likely to attend 
the meeting than those who felt powerless. In 
addition, education and plot size had a differential 
effect on male- and female-headed households’ 
awareness of the land registration process. While 
education did not improve men’s knowledge of 
the land registration process, it had a positive 
effect on women’s awareness of the process. And, 
female-headed households with smaller plots 
were more likely to have heard of the land regis-
tration process.62 There was also a link between 
women’s awareness and attendance of land regis-
tration meetings, and their memberships in Iddirs 
(traditional social networks). As well, repre-
sentation of women in the Land Administration 
Comittees had a positive effect on the participa-
tion of female-headed households without having 
an adverse effect on the participation of the 
male-headed households.63

2. FORMAL OWNERSHIP AND CONTROL
Formal ownership and control of land is discussed 
extensively in Section I, but one study is worth 
mentioning here because of its broad focus on 
women’s economic empowerment. Exxon Mobile 
created a roadmap for promoting women’s 
economic empowerment, which includes a section 
on the importance of formal ownership and 
control over farmland for women’s productivity 
and economic security, hinging on attending to 
social and local contexts. The roadmap recom-
mends an integrated suite of services, which 
target both production and marketing and address 
social constraints to women exercising their rights 
to land. It found that land-titling programs can 
help women where women’s names are on the 
title and where attention is paid to customary 
rules (patriarchal norms) and the ways they may 
discriminate. The study also found that agricul-
tural interventions have successfully increased 
the stock of the tangible assets of both men and 
women, but especially of those assets they own 
jointly.64

62 Id.

63 Id.

64 ExxonMobil (2013). “A Roadmap for Promoting Women’s Economic 
Empowerment.”

3. LEGAL EMPOWERMENT
A whole range of interventions is required to 
empower women to enforce their rights to land. 
Some projects focus on one or two specific inter-
ventions, like providing legal aid, and others 
focus on a collection of empowerment activities, 
including teaching participants about both formal 
legal options and customary law options. In 
pluralistic legal systems, access to justice can be 
confusing. Two studies wrestle with this issue.

An evaluation was conducted of the USAID Justice 
Project, which piloted an approach for improving 
women’s access to justice, particularly relating to 
women’s land rights, by enhancing the customary 
justice system in one target area of the Mau 
Forest, Kenya. The Justice Project consisted of: 
(1) delivery of a training curriculum to targeted 
groups (Chiefs, elders, women, and youth) 
focused on civic education, legal literacy, rights 
and responsibilities related to land and forest 
resources (with special emphasis on rights of 
women and children), and skill-building; 
(2) facilitated community conversations with 
target groups; (3) peer training for targeted 
groups to share information with others in 
the community; and (4) public information 
and education activities to reach the broader 
community.

The evaluation found improvements in (a) legal 
awareness, particularly women’s legal knowl-
edge, men’s knowledge of women’s rights, and 
women’s familiarity with the local justice system 
and alternative dispute resolution; (b) women’s 
confidence in both fairness and outcomes should 
they need to access the local justice system, 
and in procedural and process improvements in 
local dispute resolution institutions; (c) respect 
for women’s rights by men in the community; 
(d) increased access to land by women; (e) 
improvements in women’s perceptions that they 
have access to an appropriate forum for dispute 
resolution; (f) improvements in women’s land 
rights and tenure security, particularly in men’s 
expressed intentions to leave equal inheritance to 
all children, including girls, and women’s confi-
dence in their ability to protect their land rights 
with support from local institutions; and (g) 
increased perceptions by women of improvements 
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in the promptness and affordability of the local 
justice system and in Chiefs and Elders’ knowl-
edge of the Constitution.65

A second paper highlights some of the challenges 
and solutions for women’s access to justice 
in diverse legal systems. The paper looks at 
case studies from Afghanistan, India, Namibia, 
Rwanda, Mozambique, Tanzania, Morocco, Papua 
New Guinea, and the Solomon Islands, which 
highlight a variety of lessons for development 
practitioners, both in terms of engagement with 
the informal legal sector and, more generally, for 
the use of legal empowerment and top-down/
bottom-up strategies. The paper discusses the 
structural and cultural barriers to accessing 
justice, namely insufficient knowledge of rights 
and remedies, illiteracy or poor literacy, and 
lack of resources or time to participate in justice 
processes. Focusing on legal empowerment 
as a way to improve both access to justice and 
the quality of justice women receive, the study 
presents strategies and best practices in both 
formal and informal justice systems. They include 
legal education, legal aid services, support for 
non-discriminatory dispute resolution fora to 
complement or supplement informal systems, 
training of paralegals, and rights awareness.66

4. PARALEGALS AND LEGAL AID
Several studies have looked at paralegal and legal 
aid efforts to improve women’s ability to enforce 
their land rights. In general, these programs 
appear to provide useful legal information at the 
community level, but there are several important 
caveats as well. First paralegal and legal aid 
programs differ from project to project, and there 
is limited rigorous research on the specifics of 
what is effective and why.

One study tries to document the main strategies 
that grassroots women’s groups are using to help 
women attain justice (specifically in Africa), either 
by working within or influencing customary legal 
frameworks, or by assisting women to access 

65 Freudenburg, M. and Santos, F. (2013). “Enhancing Customary 
Justice Systems in the Mau Forest, Kenya: Impact Evaluation 
Report.” USAID.

66 International Development Law Organization (2013). “Accessing 
Justice: Models, Strategies, and Best Practices on Women’s 
Empowerment.” IDLO.

the court system. The study found broadly that 
the most important components of successful 
approaches are: community sensitization and 
training sessions on customary and statutory 
legal systems; community mapping; local-to-
local dialogues with headmen, chiefs, and local 
leaders; the use of community paralegals for 
information, advice, and access to grassroots 
resources for women; the use of watchdogs to 
identify and highlight problems in a community; 
and the development of partnerships with key 
stakeholders.67

Community Based Legal Assistance (CBLA) is not 
generally regularized and although some argue 
for legal aid regulation, a 2014 IFPRI research 
brief cautions us to consider accessibility vs. 
quality and breadth vs. relevance. The brief looked 
at the proposed Legal Aid Bill in Tanzania and 
found that “broadly applied standards that aim 
to professionalize paralegals could delegitimize 
community-based paralegals, thus reducing the 
potential reach of legal aid programs in remote 
areas.” The study argues that “to meet the 
widespread demand for legal services in coun-
tries with little to no publicly provided legal aid, 
policy is needed that will recognize the distinct 
roles of the different legal aid program models 
and the diversity of stakeholders involved in 
providing legal services. CBLA has a role to play in 
increasing access to services in rural areas. Other 
models, such as legal clinics operating in regional 
hubs, can serve as a point of referral for more 
complicated cases where professional legal staff 
can provide oversight and support for communi-
ty-level paralegals.”68

An ICRW and Uganda Land Alliance program to 
establish and build the capacity of a legal rights 
worker organization in Luwero District, Uganda 
aimed to support women’s property rights by 
training a group of male and female community 
members to become paralegals who would provide 

67 Brown, J. and Gallant, G. (2014). “Engendering Access to Justice: 
Grassroots women’s approaches to securing land rights.” New York: 
The Huairou Commission and The United Nations Development 
Programme.

68 Billings, L., Meinzen-Dick, R.S., and Mueller, V. (2014). 
“Implications of community-based legal aid regulation on women’s 
land rights.” IFPRI Research Brief 20, International Food Policy 
Research Institute.
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legal advice, mediation services, and education 
about women’s property rights and other property 
rights issues to people in their communities. The 
study found:

• Two levels of training and technical support for 
paralegals are critical: (1) formal, structured 
training on the law and women’s property 
rights; and (2) ongoing, more personalized 
assistance on handling property rights disputes 
and cases, and delivering sensitization messages 
on women’s property rights.

• Strengthening relationships with local 
leaders and institutions, whether with local 
councilpersons, religious leaders, or law 
enforcement bodies, is critical for the successful 
implementation of a community-based legal 
aid program that aims to strengthen women’s 
property rights.

• Implementing a comprehensive monitoring and 
evaluation system enabled the program to iden-
tify challenges and formulate new approaches to 
help increase its effectiveness.69

Another study in Tanzania and Uganda found 
similar effects. This qualitative study of commu-
nity-based legal aid programs assessed the effi-
cacy of legal aid activities, the challenges faced by 
implementing organizations, and opportunities 
and potential for scaling-up. It found that legal 
aid activities will only be successful if they also 
succeed at changing the mindsets and attitudes 
surrounding women’s rights, and that further 
impact evaluation should be done to determine 
how to improve activities.70

5. INCREASE THE NUMBER OF WOMEN 
PARTICIPATING IN GROUP DECISIONS
When group decision-making is required to 
govern land and/or natural resources, women’s 
voices are often excluded because of their status 
and their roles in their homes and communities. 

69 Patel, P., Douglas, Z., and Farley, K. (2014). “Learning from a 
‘paralegals’ intervention to support women’s property rights in 
Uganda.” International Center for Research on Women.

70 Behrman, J., Billings, L., and Peterman, A. (2013). “Evaluation 
of grassroots community-based legal aid activities in Uganda 
and Tanzania: Strengthening women’s legal knowledge and land 
rights.” CAPRi Working Paper No. 108, CGIAR Systemwide Program 
on Collective Action and Property Rights. 

One solution, often put forth, is requiring a quota 
of women for these group decisions.

One study done in Nepal and India looked specif-
ically at women’s involvement in community 
forestry institutions (CFIs) and the impact the 
gender composition of a group has on women’s 
effective participation, rule making, rule viola-
tions, forest conservation, and firewood and 
fodder shortages. It found that a greater presence 
of women in CFIs has many statistically demon-
strable benefits. A greater presence of women 
enhances women’s effective voice in deci-
sion-making, influences the nature of decisions 
made, especially the rules of forest use and their 
implementation, and improves forest condition. 
The study concludes that measures that help 
increase women’s presence in governance insti-
tutions (and especially poor women’s presence) 
would be beneficial both because women’s partic-
ipation is intrinsically important for inclusive 
governance and successful institutional func-
tioning, and to better fulfill the conservation and 
subsistence objectives of such institutions.71

A second paper, also looking at women’s 
involvement in forest user groups, presents a 
comparative study of forest management across 
four countries in East Africa and Latin America. 
The paper explores the effects that the gender 
composition of forest user groups has on property 
rights and forestry governance, based on data 
from 290 forest user groups in Kenya, Uganda, 
Bolivia, and Mexico. It found that while female-
dominated groups tend to have more property 
rights to trees and bushes, and collect more fuel 
wood but less timber than do male-dominated 
or gender-balanced groups, gender-balanced 
groups participate more in forestry decision-
making and are more likely to have exclusive use 
of forests. Female-dominated groups participate 
less in forestry decision-making, sanction less, 
and exclude less. It’s therefore important to 
gain a better understanding of the dynamics of 
mixed-gender groups, including the nature and 
types of cooperation among men and women 

71 Agarwal, B. (2010). Gender and Green Governance. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press.
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when determining what kind of group-based 
intervention to pursue.72

One of the difficulties of quotas is that women are 
often not prepared to fully participate. Mandating 
women’s inclusion is never sufficient, because 
for women to play a role in a land governance 
structure, they have to have the social status 
that allows them to be heard and the confidence 
to speak on their own behalf. Quotas for women 
can create space for change but are not suffi-
cient alone to ensure that the participation is 
meaningful. A project in Ghana, which sought to 
help smallholder farmers secure their rights to 
collectively held lands during the formalization 
process, had a quota for women’s involvement 
in sensitization meetings. To meet the quota, the 
project implementer targeted women who were 
already part of women’s groups. This allowed the 
women to be immediately trained to participate 
in community meetings, without first having to 
build their confidence and understanding of the 
value of their voice.73

6. WOMEN’S GROUPS
Women’s self-help groups, grassroots associa-
tions, and collective action efforts are thought 
to better enable women to exercise and enforce 
their rights, including their rights to use and 
control land. Several studies look at their impact, 
although there is still a dearth of information 
about this intervention, particularly related to 
women acquiring secure land rights.

A study that is not focused on land but rather 
economic self-help groups (SHG) looked at the 
impacts of economic SHGs on women’s political, 
economic, social, and psychological empow-
erment in low- and middle-income countries 
using evidence from quantitative evaluations. 
In addition, the study examined the perspec-
tives of female participants on their experiences 
of empowerment as a result of participation in 
economic SHGs. The study found that women’s 

72 Sun, Y., Mwangi, E., and Meinzen-Dick, R. (2011). “Is gender an 
important factor influencing user groups’ property rights and 
forestry governance? Empirical analysis from East Africa and Latin 
America.” International Forestry Review 13(2), 205-19.

73 Scalise, E. (2016). Synthesis Report: Key points and conclusions from 
the Women’s Land Rights Research Consortium Expert Group Meeting. 
Resource Equity.

economic SHGs have positive, statistically signif-
icant effects on various dimensions of women’s 
empowerment, including economic, social, and 
political empowerment, but no statistically signif-
icant effects on psychological empowerment. The 
study also found no evidence of adverse effects, 
including no negative consequences regarding 
domestic violence.74

7. MEASURE OUTCOMES
“Lack of clarity behind measurement and inter-
pretation of statistics on gender and land leads to 
an inability to clearly articulate a policy response 
to the potential inequalities faced by women and 
men.”75

To better understand what interventions work to 
enable women to have secure land rights, data is 
required. There are two articles that focus on what 
is already known—one looks at what is known 
about women’s land rights in Africa, and the other 
at women’s land rights in Asia. The first article 
set out to explore conceptually and empirically 
the levels and relative inequalities in land rights 
between women and men in African countries. 
The article systematically reviewed existing 
evidence from micro-level large sample studies to 
summarize recent trends in land access, owner-
ship, and control by sex.76

The review confirmed a number of gaps in 
the availability of gendered land statistics. 
Information is available on only 8 of the 53 
African countries, only one of the 16 studies 
reviewed is published in a peer-reviewed source, 
and many of the articles reviewed lack a descrip-
tion of or attention to the identity of the survey 
respondent, a clear definition of landownership, 
and the type of land selected for inclusion. 
Knowing both who reported ownership levels 
and which land is considered is important for 

74 Brody, C., De Hoop, T., Vojtkova, M., Warnock, R., Dunbar, M., 
Murthy, P., and Dworkin, S. (2015). “Economic Self-help Group 
Programs for Improving Women’s Empowerment: A Systematic 
review.” Campbell Systematic Reviews 19.

75 Doss, C., Kovarik, C., Peterman, A., Quisumbing, A., and van den 
Bold, M. (2015). “Gender inequalities in ownership and control 
of land in Africa: myth and reality.” Agricultural Economics 46(3), 
403-434.

76 Id.
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understanding the statistics presented within 
those studies.

Few nationally representative data exist on 
women’s property rights in Asia. The second 
article reviewed the existing micro-level large 
sample data on men’s and women’s control of 
land, identified what can and cannot be measured 
by these data, and used these measures to assess 
the gaps in the land rights of women and men. 
Using nationally representative individual and 
plot-level data from Bangladesh, Tajikistan, 
Vietnam, and Timor-Leste, the authors calcu-
lated five indicators: incidence of landownership, 
distribution of landownership, distribution of 
plots owned, mean plot size, and distribution 
of land area, all by sex of owner. The results 
show large gender gaps in landownership across 
countries. However, the limited information on 
joint and individual ownership is among the most 
critical data gaps and thus is an important area 
for future data collection and analysis.77

Finally, a study conducted in 2008-09 of land 
tenure in Uganda analyzed how different defi-
nitions of land ownership—including household 
reports, existence of ownership documents, and 
rights over the land—provide very different 
indications of the gendered patterns of land 
ownership and rights. While many households 
report husbands and wives as joint owners of the 
land, women are less likely to be listed on owner-
ship documents, and in fact have fewer rights. A 
simplistic focus on “title” to land misses much of 
the reality regarding land tenure and could have 
an adverse impact on women’s land rights.78

77 Kieran, C., Sproule, K., Doss, C., Quisumbing, A., and Kim, S. (2015). 
“Examining gender inequalities in land rights indicators in Asia.” 
Agricultural Economics, 46(S1), 119-138.

78 Doss, C., Meinzen-Dick, R., and Bomuhangi, A. (2014). “Who Owns 
the Land? Perspectives from Rural Ugandans and Implications for 
Large-Scale Land Acquisitions.” Feminist Economics 20(1), 76-100.
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IV. CONCLUSION
The primary finding of this literature review is 
about the literature itself: there is a dearth of 
research on both the threats to women’s land 
tenure security and on the effectiveness of inter-
ventions in responding to those threats. There is 
a particular lack of research on the interventions, 
which makes it difficult to draw broad conclusions 
about what works and what doesn’t work and 
why and how. As part of this, many of the most 
important terms for measurement of women’s 
rights to land are undefined and used inconsis-
tently in the studies, which makes it difficult to 
compare data and findings.

In particular, there is a lack of peer-reviewed 
research on interventions. While small case 
studies abound, these typically do not feature an 
analysis of what worked and, equally important, 
what didn’t work in any particular project. There 
is also a lack of large-scale studies, studies of a 
long duration, or studies that compare different 
types of interventions. The lack of large-scale 
studies means there is limited information on 
scaling up any intervention. As most of the 
studies occur in one area of one country, it is 
unclear what happens to successful projects in a 
different context. Similarly, the short-term nature 
of most studies means there is very little informa-
tion about the long-term effects of any interven-
tion. Finally, a lack of comparative studies makes 
it difficult to understand which interventions 
work best, even within the same context.

To summarize what we know:

• The focus of most interventions has been: law 
and policy that provide for women’s land rights 
in marriage and inheritance; documentation 
and registration of rights; and information to 
and education of government, beneficiaries, and 
communities.

• Documenting and registering rights to land is 
a common intervention. The positive effects of 
including women’s names on land documents 
have been studied in the African context as well 
as the Asian and Latin American context. But 
including women on documentation requires a 

concentrated focus on involving women in the 
process and providing them with enough infor-
mation to exercise their rights. Understanding 
the gender norms is critical to designing an 
intervention.

• Marital laws and inheritance laws that require 
or presume community property for intentional 
couples and equal distribution of property 
between daughters and sons do have an impact 
on whether or not women have land rights even 
though social norms may oppose these laws.

• Information and education focused on women is 
critical for gender equality.

• For women to have socially legitimate land 
rights interventions must be designed that 
addresses social norms. Some examples 
include: community conversations, education 
of both men and women, involving women in 
decision-making, gender sensitivity training, 
and involvement of community service 
organizations.

• More research needs to be conducted on 
community based legal assistance and 
paralegals—both common interventions.

• None of the barriers to women’s secure land 
tenure or interventions to address these barriers 
has been over-studied. Peer reviewed studies 
are needed, comparative studies are needed, and 
longitudinal studies are needed.
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