
IFPRI ISSUE BRIEF  |  DECEMBER 2024

Gender and Age Employment Gaps within Agrifood 
Value Chains in Bangladesh and Uganda
Kate Ambler, Jeffrey R. Bloem, and Julia Wagner

1	 Theory and empirical evidence show that jobs shift to nonagricultural services in addition to agricultural services. Our work in this brief intentionally 

focuses on agricultural services to understand demographic patterns in employment within the rural postfarm agricultural service sector.
2	 Note that we follow Barrett and colleagues (2022) and use the term “agrifood,” instead of simpler terms such as “food,” as the value chains we con-

sider here effectively transform agricultural produce into the food consumers eat.
3	 We characterize “intermediary agrifood value chain actors” as those who operate firms within “intermediary segments” of agrifood value chains. 

These include small traders who buy from farmers, larger traders who aggregate produce, processors who conduct some form of processing activ-

ity that in part transforms agricultural produce into food, and wholesalers who sell at larger scale to retailers, exporters, or final consumers.

A s countries develop, their economies experience 
both a structural transformation, in terms of 
economic activity and labor (Johnston and 

Mellor 1961; Kuznets 1973), and a food systems trans-
formation (Masters et al. 2022). Diets, preferences, and 
food consumption patterns change, farm production 
increases, and farm labor declines. In turn, jobs shift from 
on-farm agricultural production to off-farm agricultural 
services (Yi et al. 2024; McMillan and Rodrik 2011).1 
Given these structural changes in employment, it is 
important to understand who benefits from employment 
in nonfarm agricultural services. Many suggest that 
jobs within intermediary segments of agrifood value 
chains represent a way to close both gender and age 
employment gaps (Arslan et al. 2021; Dolislager et al. 
2021; FAO 2020; Thurlow 2020; Vos and Wiegel 2021; 
Quisumbing et al. 2021). Yet, available data do not allow 
for consistent disaggregation of employment outcomes 
by demographic factors within intermediary segments 
of agrifood value chains (Ambler et al. 2022; Barrett et al. 
2022; Bellemare, Bloem, and Lim 2022).2

We present insights from data collected with a novel 
sampling approach and document the presence of 
meaningful gender and age employment gaps within 
intermediary segments of agrifood value chains, which 
include trading, processing, and wholesaling activities.3 

We conclude with a discussion of possible policy 
responses and an agenda for future research.

The analysis discussed in this brief is related to 
research by Palacio-Lopez and colleagues (2017), who 
document gender gaps in on-farm labor contributing 

KEY MESSAGES

•	 Although employment within agrifood value chains represents 
a key mechanism for structural transformation and economic 
development, available data do not allow for consistent gender or 
age disaggregation of employment within intermediary segments 
of agrifood value chains.

•	 We observe large gender gaps in both those who operate 
intermediary firms within agrifood value chains and those who are 
employed by these firms.

•	 The vast majority of those who operate intermediary agrifood 
value chain firms are not part of the youth population (that is, 
15–24 years old).

•	 If agrifood value chains are going to play a meaningful role in closing 
gender and age gaps in employment, systematic barriers that 
constrain women’s economic empowerment, youth employment, 
and the creation of “good” jobs need to be addressed.



to primary agricultural production, using data from 
the World Bank’s Living Standards Measurement 
Study–Integrated Surveys on Agriculture (LSMS-ISA). 
Our analysis differs, and is unique, in that we focus on 
labor within intermediary agrifood value chain firms 
rather than labor contributing to primary agricultural 
production. This is important because intermediary firms 
within agrifood value chains are considered the “hidden 
middle” (Reardon 2015) due to their underrepresentation 
in mainstream policy debates and research discussions.

Sampling Approach and Data
Many existing data sources are not well-suited for 
studying small- and medium-sized firms operating in rural 
areas within agrifood value chains (Barrett et al. 2022). 
The World Bank’s LSMS-ISA dataset, for example, focuses 
on sampling households rather than firms and thus only 
includes information on a limited sample of a specific type 
of firm. Existing data are limited by the lack of critical infor-
mation needed to understand how these firms function, 
such as details about contracts, transactions, employment, 
or interactions between buyers and sellers (Ambler et al. 
2022). In this brief, we present insights from data collected 
specifically for this purpose, using a network-based 
sampling approach within the rice and potato value chains 
in Bangladesh and the arabica coffee and soybean value 
chains in Uganda (Ambler et al. 2024).

Although our data come from only two countries, 
they represent countries with varying demographic 
features, at different levels of economic development (for 
example, Bangladesh’s gross national income per capita 
was US$2,860 in 2023 while Uganda’s was US$980), 
and from distinct regions of the world. This is important 
because classic theoretical and empirical research shows 
that the structure of economies—measured primarily 
with intersectoral labor allocation estimates—evolves 

with indicators of economic development (Johnston and 
Mellor 1961; Kuznets 1973). Additionally, as summarized 
in Table 1, within each country, we survey distinct 
agrifood value chains that represent commodities 
with different levels of export market integration, local 
production value, and domestic consumption demand.

We adapt the respondent-driven sampling approach 
(Heckathorn 1997; Heckathorn and Cameron 2017) to 
fit the context of agrifood value chains. The resulting 
sampling process thus begins with a small set of farmers 
used to “seed” our sample. Then, using an iterative 
process, intermediary agrifood value chain actors them-
selves determine the interview path through the value 
chain by indicating to whom they sell a given commodity 
and providing contact information. The approach allows 
us to limit the number of intermediary actors omitted from 
our sample, construct sampling weights to adjust for any 
convenience sampling bias that might persist in our data, 
and disaggregate our statistics by the primary role of each 
intermediary actor (that is, trader, processor, or whole-
saler). As discussed by Ambler and colleagues (2024), this 
sampling approach might omit some intermediary actors, 
but it also likely captures a larger set of intermediary 
actors than alternative sampling approaches.

Results
With these data, we describe the demographic char-
acteristics of both (1) those who operate firms within 
intermediary segments (trading, processing, and whole-
saling) of agrifood value chains and (2) those employed 
by these firms. The statistics reported in Table 2 indicate 
four key findings.

First, those who operate firms within intermediary agri-
food value chains are overwhelmingly male. Within the 
rice and potato value chains in Bangladesh, essentially all 
our survey respondents are men. Although this gender 

Table 1  Commodity characteristics

Rice in Bangladesh Potato in Bangladesh Arabica coffee in Uganda Soybean in Uganda

Export Value US$12 million in 2022a US$14 million in 2022a US$878 million in 2022a US$8 million in 2022a

Production Total
37 million metric tons 

in 2024b

10 million metric tons 
in 2023c

393,900 metric tons 
in 2024a

200,000 metric tons 
in 2024b

Consumption Total
36 million metric tons 

in 2021a

8 million metric tons 
in 2021d

13,800 metric tons 
in 2018a

25,000 metric tons 
in 2023a

Source: a The Observatory of Economic Complexity; b USDA Foreign Agriculture Service; c Rahim et al. (2023); d United Nations FAOSTAT.
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disparity is notably smaller within the arabica coffee 
and soybean value chains in Uganda, most of our survey 
respondents—between 80 and 94 percent—are men.

Second, those who operate firms within intermediary 
agrifood value chains are generally not part of the youth 
population, meaning that they are not between 15 and 
24 years of age (United Nations n.d.). Across all observed 
segments within each of the four value chains in our 
data, the average age of firm operators is between 38 
and 46 years old, and less than 5 percent of them can be 
categorized as part of the youth population.

Third, rates of employment vary considerably across 
agrifood value chains but skew toward part-time or 
seasonal employment rather than full-time employment. 
Our survey asked respondents whether their firm 
employed anyone in the previous 30 days. The share 
of firms who report employing others varies from less 
than 10 percent among traders and wholesalers within 
the rice and potato value chains up to 71 percent within 
the soybean value chain. Moreover, except for coffee 
processors and soybean intermediaries, part-time and 
seasonal employment is typically much more common 
than full-time employment.

Fourth, large gender gaps persist in employment 
opportunities within the agrifood value chains. Across 
nearly all observed segments within each of the four 

value chains in our data, we observe that more men are 
employed than women in all types of employment: full-
time, part-time, and seasonal.

Policy Implications and 
Future Research
If food systems transformation is to help address the 
goals of inclusively reducing poverty and promoting 
food security, then it is crucial that the off-farm agrifood 
system be able to provide equitable opportunities for 
good jobs. The results presented in this brief highlight 
that meaningful gaps in women’s and young people’s 
employment exist in rural areas within intermediary 
segments of agrifood value chains. Therefore, if agri-
food value chains are going to play a meaningful role in 
closing gender and age gaps in employment, systematic 
barriers that constrain women’s economic empower-
ment, youth employment, and the creation of good jobs 
need to be addressed.

What are these systematic barriers? While these 
certainly are context-dependent, we can comment on 
a few broad categories: social barriers, for example, 
include norms that vary by gender about what types 
of jobs are appropriate for men and women (Muñoz 
Boudet et al. 2013) or prevailing views that influence 

Table 2  Gender and age employment gaps

Country Commodity
Value Chain 
Segment

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Obs. Share 
male

Age Employ 
others

Number of full-
time employees

Number of part-
time employees

Number of 
seasonal 

employees

Men Women Men Women Men Women

Bangladesh

Rice

Traders 1,066 0.99 44 0.04 0.04 0.00 1.63 0.03 8.63 0.20

Processors 456 1.00 46 0.18 0.30 0.12 3.86 1.57 8.92 2.22

Wholesalers 220 0.99 46 0.03 0.05 0.00 0.91 0.04 6.64 0.04

Potato
Traders 1,117 0.99 44 0.04 0.06 0.00 2.83 0.77 12.67 4.87

Wholesalers 235 0.99 44 0.08 0.27 0.00 2.15 1.04 8.94 4.58

Uganda

Arabica 
coffee

Traders 1,401 0.84 40 0.35 0.27 0.15 0.75 0.31 1.22 0.64

Processors 111 0.90 39 0.59 1.79 1.31 1.63 1.03 4.07 4.41

Wholesalers 334 0.94 42 0.40 0.64 0.24 0.90 0.31 1.59 1.41

Soybean
Traders 507 0.91 38 0.44 1.51 0.17 1.80 0.17 1.30 0.28

Wholesalers 280 0.80 39 0.71 3.37 0.48 2.30 0.43 3.07 0.66

Note: All statistics calculated using the segment-adjusted multiplicity weight (Ambler et al. 2024).
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how youth aspire to jobs in particular industries (Ross 
2019). Economic barriers can include limited access to 
financial capital—which is sometimes particularly acute 
among women and young people—necessary to make 
investments in machinery for processing, vehicles for 
transportation, or buildings for storage (Chundakkadan 
and Sasidharan 2021). In addition, structural barriers 
can constrain growth among small firms in low- and 
middle-income countries (Caio et al. 2016). Limited 
employment opportunities, especially for full-time work, 
are a consequence of slow or no scaling of the mostly 
small firms that together form agrifood value chains in 
rural areas of low- and middle-income countries.

These results, therefore, highlight an important 
role for policy. While agrifood value chains have the 
potential to generate new jobs and close gaps for both 
women’s and young people’s employment in low- and 
middle-income countries, policy discussions must 
consider how to address existing systematic barriers that 
generate gender and age employment gaps. Possible 
solutions include policies that aim to shape and influence 
social norms to improve employment outcomes for 
women (Hillenbrand and Miruka 2019), focus on relieving 
constraints on financial inclusion and discrimination in 
access to financial services among women (Demirgüç-
Kunt, Klapper, and Singer 2013), and promote firm 
growth for both women (McKenzie and Puerto 2021) and 
young people (McKenzie 2017).

We have limited, if any, documented evidence of the 
effectiveness of policies that aim to reduce women’s and 
young people’s employment gaps among intermediary 
agrifood value chain actors in rural areas of low- and 
middle-income countries. This, ultimately, contributes 
to what Reardon (2015) calls “the hidden middle,” as 
the intermediary agrifood value chain actors tend to be 
excluded from mainstream policy and research discus-
sions, despite their important role in the overall food 
system (Yi et al. 2021).

The existence of the hidden middle clarifies the 
objective: we need to include intermediary agrifood 
value chain actors in future policy discussions and in the 
implementation of policies that aim to close gender and 
age employment gaps. As noted above, existing data 
are not generally well-equipped to enable the study 
of small- and medium-sized firms operating within the 
intermediary segments of agrifood value chains. Future 
research efforts will, therefore, need to build on the work 
of Ambler and colleagues (2024) and develop innovative 
ways to collect data from firms operating within agrifood 

value chains. With these new methods, we can work 
with policymakers and private-sector actors to evaluate 
policies and test innovative business models that aim to 
achieve inclusive development outcomes.
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