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ABSTRACT
Objective: To characterize the profile and empowerment level of women in the coffee (Coffea arabica L.) 
production sector in the High Mountains Region, Veracruz, Mexico.
Design/methodology: The assessment considered two scenarios: women coffee production owners (MDP) 
and coffee producers’ wives (EFP). The study was conducted in five municipalities with a “non-probabilistic” 
sample. Eighty questionnaires with a Likert-type scale were applied in the municipalities of Coatepec, 
Huatusco, Sochiapa, Tlaltetela, and Zentla, Veracruz.
Results: The age of women in both profiles ranged between 41 and 60 years. Marital status for MDP is 
20% single and 23% divorced, while 80% of the EFP are married. Education level among MDP is higher 
than among EFP. Most MDP have two or more jobs (78%), while EFP are mostly housewives (68%). Most 
MDP (65%) presented a high empowerment level and 35% a medium level. Among EFP, 45% had a high 
empowerment level and 55% a medium level.
Limitations and implications: Survey on how male producers perceive women’s participation and 
empowerment within the coffee sector.
Conclusion: Empowerment level is higher among women production owners —since this allows them to show 
leadership and autonomy in decision-making— than among women who depend economically on a male 
producer. This dependency limits the role women play in decision-making.
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INTRODUCTION
 Women’s empowerment has been a relevant topic of interest for public policy design 
and constitutes per se a field of study for the benefit of women. It is also important in 
the international arena, as stated by the United Nations (UN) Sustainable Development 
Agenda 2015-2030, the International Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD), and 
the World Food Programme (WFP). In the case of rural women, empowerment has been 
posed as a strategy to break the cycles of poverty and inequality among men and women 
(Naciones Unidas, 2018).
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 As is the case with other concepts, women’s empowerment depends on its 
contextualization and conceptualization. However, despite their diversity, all these concepts 
agree that empowerment is a social process that occurs at individual and collective levels, 
and involves management abilities, awareness, and self-realization for the comprehensive 
development of the female gender (Rowlands, 1977; Schuler, 1997; Denman et al., 1997; 
Meza et al., 2002).
 For the purposes of our research, we used the concept as described by Rowlands (1997), 
who highlights the three powers of the female gender: “power over, power to, and power 
with,” in relation to decision-making and the fulfilment of personal interests, as well as 
individual and collective positioning. Consequently, women’s empowerment stands for the 
importance of autonomy, participation, self-esteem, and conditions for equal opportunities. 
These tools enable women to improve their social situation in life, which in turn will allow 
them to exercise control over their decisions, in addition to granting them financial, 
behavioral, and family security (Marín and Okali, 2008). All this can be conceptualized 
as the interrelation of processes for the comprehensive development of women, based 
on positive change through the advancement of their attitudes, skills, self-esteem, and 
confidence.
 Coffee growing is an activity of socioeconomic relevance. In Mexico ––the ninth 
largest producer of coffee worldwide–– coffee growing is present in 14 states, involves 
more than 500,000 producers and 30 ethnic groups (original peoples), and takes up over 
700,000 hectares. It is a strategic activity in the agrifood sector of the State of Veracruz 
––the second largest national producer, with 139,000 hectares and 42,000 growers. The 
following municipalities stand out in this agribusiness: Misantla, Tlapacoyan, Coatepec, 
Coscomatepec, Zentla, Huatusco, Ixhuatlán del Café, Zongolica, Tezonapa, Córdoba, and 
Sierra de Santa Marta (Los Tuxtlas Region) (Sánchez Hernández et al., 2019; Vargas-
Arroyave et al., 2020).
 In the coffee growing sector of Veracruz, the role of women is pivotal insofar as they 
participate in the horizontal production-distribution-consumption cycle, either as owners 
of coffee plantations or as producers’ wives who take part in productive activities (SADER, 
2018; Vargas-Arroyave et al., 2020). Nevertheless, some stereotypes have imposed the idea 
of this activity as exclusively male, thus minimizing the efforts of women (Biermayr-Jenzano, 
2016). Nava and Hernández (2017) consider that women’s participation in this sector 
is higher than in other agrifood chains, both in agriculture and in livestock production; 
hence the importance of studying their participation in the sector, either direct (as coffee 
production owners) or indirect (contributing to production by being in charge of domestic 
chores and family care). Our goal was to characterize the profile and empowerment level 
of women coffee growers in the mountainous area of the State of Veracruz, Mexico.

MATERIALS AND METHOD
 The High Mountains Region of the State of Veracruz, Mexico, comprises an area of 
6,053 km2 (8.4% of the state territory). It adjoins the Capital Region (N), the Sotavento 
Region (E), the State of Puebla (W), the Papaloapan Region (SE), and the State of Oaxaca 
(S). It is the most diverse region in terms of climate, fauna, and flora, which vary according 
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to the altitude of its 57 municipalities (600-3,200 masl) (Gobierno del Estado de Veracruz, 
2018). This study was conducted in five representative municipalities of the coffee sector in 
social, economic, and productive terms, as well as in terms of cultivated area and population 
involved in the activity: Sochiapa, Tlaltetela, and Zentla (small holders), and Coatepec and 
Huatusco (commercial) (PRONATURA, 2017; Gobierno del Estado, 2018).
 We considered a non-probabilistic sample using a snowball sampling method (Alloati, 
2014) for women coffee production owners (MDP40) and coffee producers’ wives 
(EFP40). During the second half of 2020, a 25-entry questionnaire with a 0.94 reliability 
level was designed and applied, based on Cronbach’sα (alpha) coefficient for Likert scales 
(Carmines and Zeller, 1979; Quero Virla, 1997). Six dimensions were taken into account: 
family context; self-esteem; autonomy; self-efficacy; participation and equal opportunities; 
and inclusion and nondiscrimination. Seventeen variables were also taken into account: 
capacity for success; participation in projects; successful performance; believing in one’s 
own abilities; decision-making; important decisions; decision-making power; activity 
coordination; successful activities; equal rights; equal remuneration; income; equal 
opportunities; roles; leadership; participation in production; and participation in sales. An 
Excel Microsoft database was created and the data was analyzed with the STATISTICA 
version 7.0 software to obtain measures of central tendency and descriptive statistics.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Characterization of women in the coffee production sector
 According to our results (Table 1), the age of women in both profiles ranged between 41 
and 60 years (38% MDP and 50% EFP); they are therefore considered middle-aged. In this 
respect, Hernández (2016) indicates that participation of 15- to 19-year-old women (young 
women) in the coffee harvest represents 40% of the their total participation. Later on (in 
the range of 20-39 years of age), their participation decreases to 20%, as a consequence 
of reproductive age and childcare. After 40 years of age, women’s participation increases 
again. It is important to highlight the fact that women’s participation in the coffee sector is 
higher than in other branches of the primary sector (such as livestock and corn), which are 
considered purely male activities (Candelaria et al., 2011).

Table 1. Characterization of the coffee growing woman —Women Coffee Production Owners (MDP) and Coffee Producers’ Wives (EFP)— in 
five municipalities of the High Mountains Region in Veracruz, Mexico.

Characterization MDP Representative percentage of 
questionnaires (%) EFP Representative percentage of 

questionnaires (%)
Age (years) De 41-60 38 De 41-60 50

Number of occupations (number) Two 78 One 68

Civil status Married 45 Married 80

Scholarship High school 30
Unfinished 
elementary 
school

28

Number of hectares planted (ha) 1-2 86 1. 55

Source: self made.
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 In both profiles, most women are married (45% MDP and 80% EFP) and some others 
live in domestic partnership (10% MDP y 10% EFP). Among MDP, 20% are single and 
23% divorced. Data on the relation between leadership and age among women producers 
match the findings of López-Zepeda (2018). The education level among MDP is secondary 
school (30%), complete elementary school (20%), and incomplete elementary school (25%). 
Meanwhile, the education level among EFP is incomplete elementary school (28%), 
complete elementary school (23%), and secondary school and college (18%). This reflects 
an overall low education level, which is consistent with the data provided for the rural 
sector by the Secretaría de Agricultura y Desarrollo Rural (SADER, 2018) (Nava and 
Hernández, 2017). 
 Regarding the number of jobs held in each profile, 78% of MDP have two jobs, among 
which coffee grower stands out, together with housekeeper and professional; in the 
EFP profile, 68% only has one job (housekeeper), while 30% has two jobs (professional, 
tradeswoman, or employee). These data are similar to those reported by Paz-Paredes 
(2017). In this respect, it is important to emphasize the role of women, because whether 
or not they are direct coffee producers, they carry out household-related and extra farm 
activities that contribute to the household economy.
 The amount of cultivated hectares fluctuates between less than one (1.0 ha), and 
one to two (1-2.0 ha), for 86% of the owners and 90% of the relatives (Lopez Morgado and 
Díaz Padilla, 2020). Similarly, according to Estado et al. (2010), there is no gender-related 
difference regarding productive capacity in agricultural tasks. Ejea (2009) mentions that 
smallholder coffee growers view their coffee crops as a saving mechanism and rely on other 
crops for their daily expenses. 
 Out of the six empowerment-related dimensions evaluated (Figure 1), autonomy (8.19), 
equal opportunities (8.69), inclusion and nondiscrimination (8.70), and participation (8.30) 
were the most important for MDP. The least important variable was family context (8.03). 
In this respect, some of the interviewees argued that their families have never motivated 
them at all and that their achievements have been entirely their own. The most important 
dimensions for EFP were family context (8.25) and self-efficacy (8.44), which shows an instinct 
to form family ties —since these women are more in contact with their families— and is 
consistent with the number of jobs (one: housekeeper, 68%). The least important dimensions 
were autonomy (7.28), equal opportunities (7.88), inclusion and nondiscrimination (7.92), 
and participation (7.50). The low participation of this group in the coffee production 
process and in decision-making is easy to understand, because these activities are left in 
charge of their husbands or relatives, which leaves women participation at a minimum. 
This is consistent with reports by Chablé et al. (2007) regarding proportionality between 
income and decision-making capacity among women. Likewise, Cárcamo et al. (2010) 
mention that women coffee production owners participate in decision-making within the 
organizations to which they belong, while wives participate in the production process only 
to a certain extent but are not taken into account for decision-making.
 The results for each profile’s level of empowerment are described below (Figure 2). In the 
case of MDP, 65% reached a high empowerment level, while 35% showed an intermediate 
level. Among EFP, 45% had a high empowerment level, while 55% had an intermediate 
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level. Likewise, Vargas-Arroyave et al. (2020), among others, found that most women have 
a clear perception of leadership, high participation, and self-sufficiency.
 According to FAO, when gender equality improves, rural women have more access to 
resources, services, and opportunities. Achieving empowerment not only for women, but 

Figure 1. Assessment of empowerment level dimensions for Women Coffee Production Owners (MDP) and 
Producers’ Wives or Relatives (EEP) in five municipalities of the High Mountains Region, Veracruz. Source: 
Self-collected data.

Figure 2. Empowerment level for Women Coffee Production Owners (MDP) and Producers’ Wives or 
Relatives (EFP) in five municipalities of the High Mountains Region, Veracruz. Source: self-collected data.
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also for men and children, brings about better life conditions, socioeconomic benefits, and 
the strengthening of future generations (Development Bank, 2013).
 Final data distributions are positively skewed for both cases, since 50% of results focus 
on data that fluctuate between 6.710. For MDP, all variables have an 8.32 mean with 
data between 5.5710. Meanwhile, EFP have a mean of 7.91 with results of 6.7 (first 
quartile) and 9.4 (third quartile) (Figure 3).
 Activities that more actively involve the wives or female relatives of small producers 
should be fostered, in order to take their ideas into consideration and allow them to have a 
direct impact on coffee cultivation; otherwise, the gender gap that is so frequently found in 
production systems will persist.
 The right to land definitely empowers women, in contrast to those who are not owners. 
Empowerment implies strengthening confidence and self-esteem, as well as participating 
as a social group to improve life conditions. The development of rural women in economic 
activities strengthens their autonomy and gender equality, improves their family context, 
and expands development opportunities for their communities. However, achieving 
empowerment is an ongoing challenge for women in the rural sector, because it requires 
raising awareness on these topics among men, besides understanding that both men and 
women are complementary and not competitors.
 It is important to design public policies that help to underpin and acknowledge those 
activities carried out by rural women in their social, productive, economic, and cultural 
role, in order to have an impact on and improve the situations and contexts in which they 
grow (become empowered) (Hernández and Nava, 2019). In addition, it is necessary to 
expand and further the research and studies about the role of women in other important 
chains of the agrifood sector in the State of Veracruz, Mexico.

Figure 3: Final empowerment level assessment for Women Coffee Production Owners (MDP) and Producers’ 
Wives or Relatives (EFP) in five municipalities of the High Mountains Region, Veracruz. Source: Self-collected 
data.
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CONCLUSIONS
 Women coffee producers in the studied regions reached higher empowerment levels 
than producers’ wives. Ownership of production provides economic independence 
and security which strengthen aspects of leadership, self-management capacity, and 
participation in productive and socioeconomic activities. Economic dependence limits the 
decision-making capacity and the roles adopted within the household and the productive 
activities, which are frequently viewed as unpaid help. Nonetheless, both producer and 
non-producer women lag behind in basic prerogatives, such as education and income.
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