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SUMMARY

In 2018, the Committee on the Elimination of
Discrimination against Women recognized the
impacts of climate change in undermining food
security for women, noting that the effects of

food, land and water insecurity are not gender-
neutral. Women are more likely to experience
undernourishment and malnutrition in times of
scarcity and, as those primarily responsible for
growing, gathering and preparing food, and for
collecting fuel and water in many societies, they are
disproportionately affected by shortages of safe,
affordable and accessible drinking water and fuel. The
additional responsibility placed on women and girls
by such climate-related resource scarcity consumes
time, causes physical hardship, heightens exposure to
violence and increases stress.

The Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of
Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) includes
specific guarantees on nutrition and on women'’s
equal participation in decision-making about food
production and consumption.? It further stipulates
that States parties should ensure women'’s equal
access to food, housing, water, sanitation, land
and natural resources, particularly during crises,
by adopting gender-responsive laws, policies and
budgets.® In 2025, UN Member States adopted the
resolution “Political Declaration on the occasion of
thirtieth anniversary of the Fourth World Conference
on Women,” reaffirming the political will and firm
commitment to ensuring women's and girls’ food
security, nutrition and well-being.*

2 General recommendation No. 34 on the rights of rural women, (2016).
3 Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women, (2018).
4 UN Women (2025).

The close relationship between food security, nutrition
and gender equality has also been recognized by

the Committee on World Food Security, a United
Nations intergovernmental body. In October 2023,

the Committee endorsed the Voluntary Guidelines

on Gender Equality and Women's and Girls'
Empowerment in the Context of Food Security and
Nutrition. This intergovernmental framework supports
country-led efforts to develop gender-responsive
policies, investment plans and partnerships,
emphasizing the importance of multi-sectoral
collaboration, community-led solutions and policy
reforms to drive gender-responsive change.®

This research brief contextualizes and supports the
implementation of these resolutions and guidelines

in Asia and the Pacific by examining gender

equality, food security and nutrition through regional
perspectives. It provides actionable recommendations
with a particular focus on the humanitarian—
development nexus.

5 Committee on World Food Security, (2023).


https://www.unwomen.org/en/news-stories/statement/2025/03/as-the-69th-commission-on-the-status-of-women-opens-member-states-adopt-strong-political-declaration-committing-to-respect-protect-and-promote-rights-equality-and-empowerment-for-all-women-and-girls?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.unwomen.org/en/news-stories/statement/2025/03/as-the-69th-commission-on-the-status-of-women-opens-member-states-adopt-strong-political-declaration-committing-to-respect-protect-and-promote-rights-equality-and-empowerment-for-all-women-and-girls?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.unwomen.org/en/news-stories/statement/2025/03/as-the-69th-commission-on-the-status-of-women-opens-member-states-adopt-strong-political-declaration-committing-to-respect-protect-and-promote-rights-equality-and-empowerment-for-all-women-and-girls?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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DEFINITION AND DIMENSIONS OF
FOOD INSECURITY

Food security exists when all people, at all times, have
physical and economic access to sufficient, safe and
nutritious food that meets their dietary needs and
food preferences for an active and healthy life (World
Food Summit, 1996).

From this definition, four main dimensions of food
security can be identified:

Physical availability of food

Food availability addresses the “supply side” of
food security and is determined by levels of food
production, stock reserves and net trade.

Economic and physical access to food

An adequate supply of food at the regional

or global levels does not by itself guarantee
household-level food security. Concerns about
insufficient access have led to a stronger policy
focus on incomes, expenditure, markets and
prices to achieve food security objectives.

Food utilization

Utilization refers to how the body uses the
nutrients in food. Adequate energy and nutrient
intake depend on good care and feeding practices,
appropriate food preparation, dietary diversity

and equitable intra-household food distribution.
Combined with good biological use of food
consumed, these factors determine individual
nutritional status.

Stability of the other three dimensions over
time

Even when food intake is sufficient, people are
still considered food-insecure if they face periodic
lack of access to food that risks deteriorating
their nutritional status. Adverse weather, political
instability and economic factors, such as
unemployment and rising food prices, can all
undermine food security.

Asia and the Pacific is home to the largest number
of people who are unable to afford a healthy diet

or who face hunger.6 While food insecurity affects
populations across the region,” women tend to

face greater challenges due to unequal power
relations, discriminatory social norms and gender-
blind institutions.® These factors limit their access

to resources, services and markets, reduce their
influence over decisions and heighten their economic
vulnerability. They also shape relationships, dynamics
and practices within agrifood systems.

Crises can intensify existing gender inequalities;
women may become more vulnerable not only as
food producers and value chain actors, but also as
consumers. Risks are particularly acute in contexts
of protracted conflict, displacement and sudden-
onset disasters, which disrupt food supply chains,
destroy agricultural livelihoods and restrict access to
assistance. According to the Global Report on Food
Crises 2023, Afghanistan, Myanmar and Pakistan
remain among the countries most affected by
acute food insecurity, driven by conflict, economic
shocks and extreme climate events.® In such
contexts, women often face increased caregiving
responsibilities and are disproportionately affected
due to pre-existing vulnerabilities.®

Food insecurity affects women and girls in multiple
ways. Poor nutrition can trigger vicious cycles of
deprivation, increasing the risk of child mortality,
heightening susceptibility to disease, limiting
educational attainment and reducing productivity. It
also heightens the risk of violence, including intimate
partner violence and child marriage. Food insecurity

6 FAO et al, 2023a; FAQ, 2023a; FAO, 2023b.

7  Food security is defined in FAO et al. (2023a) as “a situation that exists
when all people, at all times, have physical, social and economic access to
sufficient, safe and nutritious food that meets their dietary needs and food
preferences for an active and healthy life.” Food security has four main
dimensions: availability, access, utilization, and stability. Food availability
focuses on the supply side of food security, whereas food access refers

to individuals’ or households’ access to adequate resources for acquiring
appropriate foods for a nutritious diet. Food utilization refers to how
households use the food they have access to, as well as individuals’ ability to
absorb and metabolize nutrients. Food stability refers to the consistency and
reliability of food supplies/availability and access.

8 Both formal (e.g. laws, policies, and regulations) and informal (e.g.
gender norms).

9  FSIN and Global Network Against Food Crises. 2023. GRFC 2023. Rome.
10 FAO, 2023d
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and gender inequality are deeply intertwined, with
women and girls disproportionately experiencing
acute and chronic malnutrition due to unequal access
to nutritious food. During crises, these inequalities
are amplified, leading to heightened risks of gender-
based violence, including survival sex, child marriage
and intimate partner violence, while also impeding
survivors' access to essential nutrition support and
services."

At the root of these outcomes are persistent power
imbalances that shape all dimensions of food
security, including availability, access, utilization

and stability. Disparities in decision-making power
between women and men undermine women’s
capacity to secure adequate food. Addressing gender
inequality and women's disempowerment therefore
requires more than improving women'’s access to
food; it demands confronting unequal power relations,
discriminatory norms and gender-blind social
institutions, both formal and informal, that structure
people’s lives.

Creating lasting change requires engaging all
stakeholders, including community members

and norm holders, to drive shifts in expectations,
behaviours and attitudes, thereby expanding women'’s
opportunities to produce, process, trade, purchase
and consume food."™ Addressing these challenges
also necessitates an understanding of different forms
of power™ within specific contexts, informed by
consultation, data and research. It requires deliberate
attention to cooperation, capabilities, aspirations, self-
esteem and dignity.’* These interconnected forms of
power are essential to individual and collective

11 IASC. (2015).

12 The terminology regarding ‘power’ in relation to food access derives from
feminist research that examines women’s power to produce, purchase, and
access food within intra-household food allocation dynamics (e.g. Njuki et al.
2018). This represents women'’s ‘power over’ food.

13 While power can be oppressive, it can also be a means of transforming
one’s own life and the lives of others. There are different expressions of
power: ‘power over’ entails using power to repress, force, discriminate
against, corrupt, or abuse others, but it also includes control over income
and labour, assets and resources, control over one’s mobility and body, and
control over the agenda. ‘Power to’ concerns the unique potential of every
person to shape their lives and world; ‘power within’ refers to a person or
group identity’s sense of self-worth, self-awareness, self-knowledge, and
aspirations; and ‘power with'’ involves finding common ground among shared
and different interests and building collective strength. (See Hillenbrand et al.,
2015 and FAO et al. 2023b.)

14 Hillenbrand et al., 2015.

agency, which are at the core of the empowerment
process.’®

As outlined in UN Women's economic empowerment
strategy, empowerment builds on three interlinked
elements: (i) ensuring women’s equal rights and
access to, ownership and control over resources
(natural and productive); (ii) strengthening their
ability to make decisions about their own lives; and
(i) changing the social, economic and institutional
systems in which they operate.®

This research brief examines key issues affecting
women'’s food access and utilization in Asia and
the Pacific, analyzing them through the lens of
power structures.'” It proposes gender-responsive
recommendations and actions to address

unequal power dynamics and discriminatory
norms and institutions that contribute to women's
disproportionate vulnerability to food insecurity
and undernourishment. These recommendations
are intended to guide practitioners working across
the humanitarian, peace and development nexus
towards achieving Sustainable Development Goal
2 (Zero Hunger), Sustainable Development Goal 5
(Gender Equality and Women's Empowerment) and
Sustainable Development Goal13 (Climate Action).

15 van Eerdewijk et al., 2017; FAO et al., 2023b.

16 UN Women. (2024). Women’s economic empowerment strategy. UN
Women.

17 See the Food Security Cluster’s !

and * " web pages for more detailed
information on food access and food utilization dimensions, as well as their
related indicators.


https://fscluster.org/sites/default/files/documents/fs_dimensions-_access.pdf
https://fscluster.org/sites/default/files/documents/fs_dimensions-_utilization.pdf
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FOOD SECURITY AND NUTRITION
IN ASIA AND THE PACIFIC

Asia accounts for 55 per cent of the world’s
undernourished population and is home to the largest
number of people unable to afford a healthy diet.’®
Several countries in the region face varying degrees
of food insecurity, with critical levels observed in
Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Myanmar, Pakistan and

Sri Lanka.” As of August 2023, Afghanistan ranked
fifth, Bangladesh seventh and Pakistan eighth
among the 10 countries with the largest populations
facing acute food insecurity, underscoring the
severity of the situation.?® Data on the prevalence

of undernourishment?' across subregions reveal
alarming rates, particularly in the Pacific Islands and
Southern Asia, which report the highest incidences.?
Despite overall improvements over the past two
decades, progress remains uneven across and within
subregions, with some countries experiencing higher
rates of undernourishment than before the COVID-19
pandemic.?®

Food insecurity in the region arises from a complex
interplay of overlapping crises, further compounded
by structural factors such as poverty, marginalization
and the unequal distribution of wealth. Contributing
factors include conflict, extreme weather, inflation,
currency depreciation, export restrictions, sovereign
debt and budget deficits.?* The conflict in Ukraine

has worsened the region’s already fragile situation by
driving up the costs of food, fertilizers and fuel, while
export restrictions imposed by countries seeking to
retain domestic supplies have added further strain.?®
High sovereign debt and depreciating currencies have
exacerbated these challenges, raising the cost of
imports and domestic food?® production. In August
2023, the International Monetary Fund (IMF) classified
several countries, including Afghanistan, the Maldives,
Micronesia and Papua New Guinea, as high-risk

18 FAO et al., 2023a; FAO, 2023a; FAO, 2023b.
19 FSIN and Global Network Against Food Crises, (2024).
20 FSIN, 2023.

21 The prevalence of undernourishment is an estimate of the proportion
of the population whose regular food intake does not meet the energy levels
required to maintain a healthy and active lifestyle.

22 FAQ, 2023a.

23 UN Women, (2022).

24 WFP 2023a and FSIN, 2023.
25 WFP 2023a.

26 WFP 2023a.

debt countries, and listed Lao PDR as being in debt
distress.?” In Pakistan, the debt-to-GDP ratio stood at
approximately 77 per cent in 2023, with external debt
estimated at around USS$128 billion as of September
2023.28 Sri Lanka declared bankruptcy in April 2022
due to a combination of factors, including agricultural
and economic policy failures, the impact of COVID-19
and political instability. While economic conditions
have since improved through stabilization measures,
recovery remains fragile, with growth below pre-crisis
levels and poverty elevated.?

These crises are further aggravated by the region’s
high exposure to climate hazards and extreme
weather events, as climate change increasingly
disrupts rainfall patterns, water availability,
ecosystems and food production.. Between 1991

and 2021, Asia and the Pacific suffered the world’s
greatest agricultural losses from disasters.®® The 2022
floods in Pakistan drastically reduced food production
and worsened food insecurity, while three consecutive
years of La Nifia-induced drought severely affected
agriculture in Afghanistan.®'® In 2023, El Nifio caused
below-average rainfall in parts of Southeast Asia

and severe heatwaves, with temperatures exceeding
40°C in Cambodia, Lao People's Democratic Republic,
Malaysia, Myanmar, Thailand and Viet Nam. These
extreme temperature changes placed agricultural
activities under heat stress, reducing crop growth and
yields. For several Pacific island countries, El Nifio
brought drier conditions, heightening the risk of food
and water shortages. In India, which accounted for
nearly 26 per cent of global rice production between
2022 and 2023, the Government temporarily restricted
rice exports in 2023 due to high market prices and El
Nifio's impacts, further exacerbating shortages and
price increases.®

27 IMF. (2023).

28 IMF. (2023).
State Bank of Pakistan. (2023).
, retrieved on 29 November 2023.

29 World Bank (2025).

, retrieved on 29 November 2023;

30 FAQ, 2023c.
31 FSIN, 2023.
32 UNICEF, 2024.

33 Glauber, J., & Mamun, A. (2023, July 26). India’s new ban on rice exports:
Potential threats to global supply, prices, and food security. Food Security
Portal. Washington, DC, International Food Policy Research Institute.


https://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/dsa/dsalist.pdf
https://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/dsa/dsalist.pdf
https://www.imf.org/external/datamapper/profile/PAK
https://www.sbp.org.pk/ecodata/pakdebt.pdf
https://www.sbp.org.pk/ecodata/pakdebt.pdf
https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-release/2025/10/07/sri-lanka-s-economic-recovery-remains-incomplete-as-key-challenges-remain
https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-release/2025/10/07/sri-lanka-s-economic-recovery-remains-incomplete-as-key-challenges-remain
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Similarly, in Indonesia, expectations of smaller
harvests triggered retail price spikes, a situation
further compounded by severe flooding in 2025.
Food inflation in the Philippines also surged as rice
prices soared.® In 2025, Cyclone Ditwah caused

an estimated USD 814 million in damage to Sri
Lanka's agricultural sector, heightening risks to food
security and rural livelihoods in already vulnerable
communities.®

The sharp rise in food prices has significantly
undermined access to affordable food across the
region. Between 2020 and 2021 alone, the average
cost of a healthy diet increased by 5.3 per cent,
exceeding the global average of 4.4 per cent for

the same period. South Asia recorded the highest
increase at 6.9 per cent.®® In Pakistan, food inflation
reached a record 48.65 per cent in May 2023, driven
by rising fuel prices, escalating energy and utility bills,
currency depreciation, higher production costs and

34 World Bank, 2023.
35 World Bank (2025).

36 FAOQ, 2023a.

Photo: UN Women/Ploy Phutpheng

the lingering effects of the 2022 floods on agricultural
output.?’

Shocks and stressors frequently intersect and
compound one another. Sudden crises such as
pandemics or severe weather events often occur
alongside enduring challenges like climate change.
Rising food, fuel and fertilizer prices, combined

with extreme weather, have reduced household
purchasing power and production capacity. At the
same time, high debt levels in many countries have
constrained governments’ ability to finance social
protection programmes, import goods or access
credit, limiting their capacity to mitigate food crises.®®
While countries across the region grapple with these
overlapping shocks, gender inequalities further hinder
women's ability to mitigate, cope with and adapt to
disruptions in agrifood systems.

37 WFP, 2023b; FSIN, 2023.
38 WFP, 2023a.


https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-release/2025/10/07/sri-lanka-s-economic-recovery-remains-incomplete-as-key-challenges-remain
https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-release/2025/10/07/sri-lanka-s-economic-recovery-remains-incomplete-as-key-challenges-remain
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GENDER, FOOD SECURITY AND NUTRITION
IN ASIA AND THE PACIFIC

Across most of Asia and the Pacific, women and
girls experience higher levels of food insecurity

and undernutrition than men and boys. While East
Asia shows a smaller or less consistent gender

gap overall, disparities persist within countries and
among marginalized groups. South Asia shows

the widest gaps, with the highest levels of severe
food insecurity and anaemia among women aged
15-49 years.®® Women participate in every stage

of the food system, from producing, processing,
marketing, trading, packaging and distributing food,
yet their contributions are often overlooked and
undervalued.*® Despite their vital roles in linking
production to markets, structural barriers constrain
their ability to participate fully, benefit equitably and
influence agrifood systems. Unequal power relations
and discriminatory formal and informal institutions
limit women's ownership of, access to and use of
livelihood assets such as land and technology, as
well as their access to credit, markets and services.
These constraints are compounded by domestic and
care responsibilities and by limited opportunities to
participate in decision-making and leadership within
agrifood systems and beyond.'

Such disparities undermine women'’s resilience,
placing their food security at greater risk. Women
face restrictions on their purchasing power due to
factors such as employment in vulnerable sectors,
wage disparities and limited income-generating
opportunities, often reinforced by sociocultural
constraints on their work and food consumption.*?
During periods of scarcity and crisis, women
frequently adopt negative coping strategies, such
as eating last, reducing portions or skipping meals,
further compromising their nutritional well-being.
Women with disabilities experience additional
challenges, confronting environmental, institutional
and attitudinal barriers that restrict their livelihoods,
health and overall well-being.*?

39 FAQ, 2023a. See the WHO webpage for detailed data on anemia: www.
who.int/data/gho/data/themes/topics/anaemia_in_women_and_children

40 FAO, 2023d.
41 ADB, 2013.
42 ADB, 2013.
43 OCHA, 2025.

POWER TO ENGAGE IN AND BENEFIT
FROM FOOD PRODUCTION, VALUE
ADDITION AND MARKETS

Women are key food producers, yet they continue
to face systemic barriers. The agriculture sector
employs around 30 per cent of the female labour
force in the overall Asia-Pacific region, rising to
over 57 per cent in South Asia. Across the food
system, women contribute to both on-farm and
off-farm activities, but often lack ownership, control
and access to productive resources and assets,
including land, inputs and technology.** They also face
significant obstacles to accessing markets.*® These
challenges are compounded by unpaid domestic
and care responsibilities, leading to 'time poverty’,
and by limited participation in decision-making and
leadership processes.*®

Women farmers, particularly those in conflict-affected
or disaster-prone areas, experience severe disruptions
in access to agricultural inputs, land and financial
resources, reducing food production and heightening
household food insecurity. Such inequalities not

only undermine women'’s ability to prepare for, cope
with and recover from conflict, emergencies, climate
shocks and stresses but also restrict their capacity

to secure food. Studies suggest that a 1°C increase

in global temperature can reduce the farm income of
rural households headed by women by 24 per cent,
forcing them to prioritize immediate survival needs
over long-term agricultural investments.*

Climate stressors and disasters, such as drought

and land degradation, can also force women to travel
greater distances in search of water and food, a

trend observed across many countries in the region.®
This heightens protection risks for women and girls,
increasing exposure to gender-based violence, human
trafficking and exploitation.

44 1LO. (2023). Women missing out on benefits of labor market growth in
Asia and the Pacific. Retrieved on 27 November 2023; FAO, 2023d.

45 ADB, 2013.

46 Time poverty is defined by Kes and Swaminathan (2005) as “the burden
of competing claims on an individual’s time that reduce their ability to make
unconstrained choices in how they allocate their time leading to increased
work intensity and to trade-offs among various tasks.”

47 FAO, 2024.

48 ESCAP 2017.
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In contexts of displacement and crisis, these risks
are compounded by weakened protection systems
and the absence of legal or institutional support.
Moreover, structural adjustment programmes
designed for economic relief may inadvertently divert
resources away from social protection, increasing
women's unpaid labour responsibilities. This is
especially concerning given that in Asia and the
Pacific, women already perform more than four times
as much unpaid care work as men.* In addition,
restrictive gender norms, such as those limiting
women’s mobility, create further barriers for those
seeking to shift from subsistence agriculture to
market-oriented production.®

Women’s participation in climate-smart agriculture
strengthens their resilience to climate shocks and
can enhance food security and nutrition by increasing
productivity. This, in turn, expands opportunities

for meaningful participation in decision-making at
both the household and community levels. However,
insecure land tenure continues to limit women'’s
ability to invest in their livelihoods or adopt innovative
practices, leaving them vulnerable to poverty cycles
and the adverse effects of climate change, disasters
and crises.5"%?

FIGURE 1: PROPORTION OF EMPLOYMENT IN
AGRICULTURE, BY SEX (2021, %)

® Women @ Men

| II I
0 I .

Bangladesh India Nepal Pakistan

Source: World Bank Data Portal

49 L0, 2018.

50 ADB,2013.

51 World Bank et al., 2015.
52 FAO, 2023a.

In South Asia, women are heavily engaged in
agriculture as contributing family workers and wage
labourers, yet their ownership of agricultural land
remains low.* Nearly 60 per cent of working women
in the region are contributing family workers.%* In
India (data from 2020), 27 per cent of women and 43
per cent of men among the agricultural population
own or have secure rights to agricultural land. In
Nepal (2016), the figures were 11 per cent for women
and 29 per cent for men.® In Pakistan (2018), only

2 per cent of women and 38 per cent of men held
ownership or secure rights.*® Among those with
ownership or secure rights, the share of women was
47 per cent in India, 39 per cent in Nepal and only 7
per cent in Pakistan.¥’

While secure land tenure can enable women to
access financial resources and credit to improve
long-term productivity and resilience,®® land rights
and access to climate-related services alone are
insufficient. Women'’s full engagement in and benefit
from agrifood systems are still hindered by multiple
structural barriers, including limited access to
information, training and skills in production methods,
value addition, business, marketing and technology.%

Access to labour-saving machinery and assets

within agrifood systems can improve productivity
and efficiency, while digital tools can strengthen
market linkages and financial inclusion. Women-
based producer organizations, self-help groups and
small and medium-sized enterprises also create
pathways for collective action, allowing women to
pool resources, negotiate better market conditions
and access financial services. Addressing these gaps
requires targeted interventions that go beyond simply
ensuring women'’s participation.

53 The latest values available for Afghanistan are from 2015. Due to the
political developments and changing gender dynamics since the Taliban’s
assumption of power in August 2021, values for Afghanistan have been
omitted from this paper as they may not accurately reflect the current
situation.

54 FAO, 2023d.

55 See the FAO SDG Indicators Data Portal for Indicator 5.a.1: www.fao.
org/sustainable-development-goals-data-portal/data/indicators/5a1-women-
ownership-of-agricultural-land/en.

56 FAO SDG Indicators Data Portal for Indicator 5.a.1.

57 UN Women, 2021.

58 UN Women, 2021.

59 OECD, 2023.
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Even when women producers have improved
access to information, inputs and technology,

their agricultural yields may still differ from men's
because they operate within communities shaped
by discriminatory norms that restrict their economic
activity.®® Gender gaps in unpaid care and domestic
work contribute to women's time poverty, reinforcing
their marginalization in agrifood systems. In non-
mechanized farming contexts, such as the Philippines
and Timor-Leste, women'’s workloads, including
cooking, laundry and childcare, intensify during peak
agricultural seasons, further limiting their economic
opportunities.®!

Against this backdrop, facilitating women'’s access to
development interventions, such as climate-resilient
agricultural practices, is an essential entry point.
Guided by gender analysis, such initiatives should
strengthen women’s agency, promote leadership
within communities and institutions, influence
decision-making processes and foster shifts in power
relations, norms and discriminatory practices. While
increasing women'’s access to opportunities is vital,
interventions that address only the symptoms of
gender inequality without confronting its root causes
risk short-lived outcomes. Sustainable progress
towards gender equality requires transformative
change, strengthening agency, reshaping power
relations and reforming both formal and informal
social institutions along the integration continuum.

POWER TO PURCHASE FOOD

Women in the region face restrictions on their power
to purchase food due to employment patterns
dominated by vulnerable and precarious work in
agriculture and other low-wage sectors. Women are
disproportionately engaged in informal, low-paid and
insecure jobs with limited social protection, leaving
them more susceptible to job loss and income
instability. Discriminatory gender norms further
constrain their access to resources, employment
opportunities, decision-making roles and control

60 Prugl & Joshi, 2021.
61 Akteretal, 2017.

over income. These structural barriers heighten
women's and girls’ exposure to crisis-related risks.6%63
Moreover, agriculture itself is a climate-vulnerable
sector; environmental shocks and climate change
continue to destabilize livelihoods, compounding
women’s pre-existing vulnerability to poverty and food
insecurity.®*

During economic crises, women are often the first to
lose employment and experience disproportionate
income loss, making them particularly vulnerable to
food price increases.® Studies show that financial
crises and rising food prices have a greater impact
on women employed in export-dependent sectors
(e.g. garment manufacturing) in Southeast Asia. For
example, in the Philippines, layoffs and commodity
price hikes during past financial crises reduced both
the quality and quantity of food consumed by affected
women.%¢

The COVID-19 pandemic had similar consequences
for women working in the informal sector. As the
primary workforce in garment factories across Asia
and the Pacific, women were disproportionately
affected by employment and income losses, which
intensified their food insecurity.®” In Pakistan, the
pandemic led to significant income declines for
women employed in informal domestic work such as
housekeeping and childcare, limiting their capacity to
purchase food.®® In Bangladesh's Rohingya refugee
camps, restricted livelihood opportunities left women
with minimal income and heavy dependence on
shrinking aid supplies.®® In Afghanistan, surveys
among female-headed households reported major
reductions in income amid the economic crisis.”®
Across the region, women experienced over three
times the rate of job

62 Including economic downturns, public health emergencies, and food
price hikes.

63 ADB, 2013; Quisumbing et al., 2011.
64 FAO, 2024.

65 ADB, 2013; Holmes et al., 2009.

66 Gaerlan et al., 2010.

67 ILO, 2020.

68 Dogar et al., 2022.

69 UNHCR. Rohingya emergency.

70 Care, 2022; OCHA, 2024.


https://www.unhcr.org/emergencies/rohingya-emergency
https://www.unhcr.org/emergencies/rohingya-emergency
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loss compared with men, with female employment
estimated to be 25 per cent lower in the fourth
quarter of 2022 than in the second quarter of 2021.7

Limited job opportunities, combined with restrictive
social attitudes about women's roles outside the
home, have left women with fewer employment
options and increased their vulnerability to food
insecurity. A decline in women'’s income during crises
is especially concerning given the high cost of a
healthy diet in the region and because it may signal a
reduction in their influence over household decision-
making.”? Evidence consistently shows that when
women have greater decision-making power over
household expenditures, a larger share of income

is allocated to nutrition, benefiting the entire family,
including children.”?

In addition to economic barriers, mobility restrictions
limit women'’s physical access to markets and
hinder their ability to exercise purchasing power.”*

In Afghanistan, women have reported feeling unsafe
when leaving their homes to purchase essential
goods, discouraging market access and further
restricting food availability.”® Since the Taliban
takeover, de facto authorities have tightened
restrictions on women's mobility through strict dress
codes, mahram requirements and the enforcement
of the 2024 morality law, severely limiting women’s
participation in public life.”® In Bangladesh, women
faced difficulties accessing distant markets

offering more affordable food during price surges
due to purdah-related mobility restrictions, further
constraining women'’s and households’ food
security.”’

POWER TO ACCESS AND CONSUME
FOOD: INTRA-HOUSEHOLD
ALLOCATION DYNAMICS

While gender inequalities are evident across all levels
of society, the household remains a central space
where power relations determine access to and

use of food. Gender norms and unequal household
dynamics often dictate who eats first, how food is
distributed and, ultimately, the nutritional well-being of
family members.’®

Research, particularly from South Asia, highlights how
intra-household food allocation is shaped by gender
norms that disadvantage women, especially during
times of scarcity.” In many contexts, women are
expected to cook, serve others and eat last.®® Age can
reinforce these hierarchies: younger women often eat
only after older female relatives.®’ Studies from Nepal
and Bangladesh show that daughters-in-law typically
eat after serving all other family members, including
senior women.82

Pregnancy can also negatively affect women'’s food
intake, as evidenced in Uttar Pradesh, India, where
household surveys found a prevailing norm that
women should eat less while pregnant.® These
dynamics limit women'’s access to and consumption
of food, particularly when scarcity extends from the
household to the wider community during crises.®

71 ILO, 2023.

72 Acharyaetal., 2010.

73 Christian et al., 2023.

74 Impacts of Taliban’s ban on women'’s work and education.

75 Care, 2022.
76 GIHA WG, 2024.
77 Uraguchi, 2010.

78 Women and men at different stages of their life cycle in all of their
diversities.

79 Block et al., 2004; UNIFEM et al., 2004.

80 Diamond-Smith et al., 2022.

81 Ali & Vallianatos, 2017.

82 Ali & Vallianatos, 2017; Diamond-Smith et al., 2022.

83 WEFP 2023c. Food taboos related to pregnancy were also noted in other
studies (e.g. Kohler et al., 2019).

84 Diamond-Smith et al., 2022.
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Women in food-insecure households frequently
reduce their own food intake through consumption
smoothing, adjusting meal size or skipping meals
to protect overall household consumption.8® A 2021
survey in Afghanistan revealed that 81 per cent of
women adopted coping strategies such as skipping
meals in response to intersecting crises.® Such
behaviour reflects deeply rooted social expectations
of motherhood that assign women the primary
responsibility for their children’s nutrition.

Similar patterns have been observed elsewhere

in the region. In Indonesia, children’s weight-for-

age measurements remained stable despite sharp
increases in food prices, as mothers prioritized their
children’s nutrition by reducing their own intake,
resulting in greater maternal wasting and anaemia.?’

In Nepal, men’s perceived need for food to maintain
physical strength often takes precedence over
women'’s health.®® In Cambodia, data on household
food consumption show that women tend to eat less
rice, eggs and fish than their husbands, particularly
in times of shortage.®® These practices are rooted

in cultural assumptions about men'’s higher food
requirements and women's lower household status.
These trends have been observed throughout South
Asia.??

Such inequalities in intra-household food allocation
are a major concern for food security and nutrition.
Persistently high rates of anaemia among women
across the region underscore the scale of the problem
and highlight the need for contextual understanding
of the underlying sociocultural drivers of women’s
food access.

FIGURE 2: PREVALENCE OF ANEMIA AMONG WOMEN OF REPRODUCTIVE
AGE (% OF WOMEN AGES 15-49) IN ASIA AND THE PACIFIC - EXCLUDING HIGH
INCOME COUNTRIES
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85 Food insecurity is defined as “a situation that exists when people lack
secure access to sufficient amounts of safe and nutritious food for normal
growth and development and an active and healthy life.” FAO, 2013.

86 Care, 2022.
87 Block et al., 2004.

Source: World Bank Gender Data Portal

88 Morrison et al., 2021.
89 UNIFEM et al., 2004.
90 Ibid.
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VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN AND
GIRLS AND THE LINKS TO FOOD
SECURITY

Food insecurity contributes to multiple forms

of violence against women and girls across the
region. A growing body of evidence links it to direct
manifestations of gender-based violence, including
sexual trafficking, transactional sex for food, child
marriage and intimate partner violence.®' Within
households, poverty and food scarcity can lead
families to arrange the early marriage of daughters,
while tensions over limited resources often fuel
intimate partner violence and other forms of domestic
abuse.?? In contexts affected by conflict, displacement
or natural disasters, women’s exposure to violence
intensifies as livelihoods collapse, economic stress
increases and social protection systems break

down. Food insecurity can also manifest through
indirect and less visible forms of violence, including
discrimination, restricted access to household food
resources and limited opportunities for income
generation, all of which reinforce women’s economic
dependence and vulnerability.*®

In humanitarian crises and conflict settings,
displacement, disrupted protection mechanisms, the
erosion of social networks and entrenched gender
inequalities all heighten the risks of gender-based
violence. The collapse of economic opportunities
and community safety nets further exacerbates
vulnerabilities. As traditional coping mechanisms
break down, the threat of violence intensifies in both
private and public spaces.

Food insecurity has been directly associated with
increased violence. Contributing factors include
household stress, men’s perceived inability to fulfil

the provider role, women'’s lower household status,
patriarchal control over spending and alcohol use, and
the mental health impacts of deprivation.®* A survey

91 Austin et al., 2021; OCHA, 2023; Jewkes et al., 2023; Hatcher et al., 2022;
Gambir et al., 2024.

92 1ASC, 2015.

93 Indirect or structural violence refers to the harm or disadvantage caused
by social structures or institutions.

94 Hatcher et al., 2022; Diamond-Smith et al., 2019; Waterman et al., 2024.

of women in Bangladesh revealed a 21 per cent

rise in domestic violence correlated with increases

in food prices.?® Extreme weather events have also
been linked to increased gender-based violence in
Bangladesh, India, Pakistan and the Philippines.®®
Research from Nepal found that food insecurity
significantly increased the likelihood of emotional and
physical violence against women, especially among
younger women and those with limited decision-
making power.” Similarly, studies in Cambodia and
Papua New Guinea found correlations between food
insecurity and both sexual and physical violence.®
Research with young pregnant women in Nepal
revealed that some felt compelled to accept intimate
partner violence due to entrenched gender norms
surrounding male pride.®

Food insecurity can also perpetuate cycles of violence
among women who are financially dependent or

face distress in exiting abusive relationships.’

Social acceptance of such violence, by both

women and men, is reinforced by gender roles that
prescribe female submission and by structural

power imbalances within families and societies that
normalize violence against women.™

Food insecurity is also a key factor driving child
marriage as a coping mechanism to reduce
household expenses.'® In South Asia, where dowry
practices persist, some families resort to marrying off
daughters during crises. Evidence from Bangladesh
indicates higher rates of child marriage following
drought or extreme heat.’® In Afghanistan, economic
crisis, drought and locust infestations have been
linked to increased early marriage.’® In one study in
Afghanistan, 41 of 345 interviewed women reported
that severe food insecurity had forced their families

95 Care, 2021.

96 van Daalen et al., 2022; FAO, 2024.

97 Diamond-Smith et al., 2019.

98 Fuluetal., 2013.

99 Guler et al., 2023; Deuba et al., 2016; Waterman et al., 2024.
100 Hatcher et al., 2022.

101 Guler et al., 2023; Deuba et al., 2016; Waterman et al., 2024.
102 Gambir et al., 2024 and OCHA, 2024.

103 Tsaneva, 2020 and UN Women, 2023.

104 OCHA, 2024.
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to marry off a girl under the age of 18.1% Afghanistan
remains one of the most dangerous countries for
women, ranking last globally in women’s inclusion,
rights, access and security.’ Women there continue
to face high risks of gender-based violence, including
early and forced marriage, rape, battery and so-called
honour killings."%”

With limited access to formal justice, survivors of
violence often turn to informal mechanisms that fail
to protect them or hold perpetrators accountable.
The ban on girls’ education beyond grade six is
another major driver of early marriage, as families
view it as a way to reduce financial strain.’® In these
contexts, girls are simultaneously perceived as both
an economic burden and a potential asset, rendering
them highly vulnerable to being exchanged for
financial relief during food crises.

When confronted with food insecurity, women

often resort to coping strategies such as migration,
selling assets or taking unsafe employment, all of
which can expose them to further violence.'® For
instance, studies in the Philippines show that women
migrating abroad in search of income amid rising
food prices and declining opportunities frequently
encounter exploitative or unsafe work, including sex
work."? In Afghanistan, women reported being forced
to sell valuables, increasing their dependence on
husbands or in-laws and reducing autonomy, which
further heightened vulnerability to violence and food
insecurity.'

105 Care, 2022.

106 OCHA. 2023.

107 UN Women, 2024.

108 OCHA, 2024.

109 Botreau & Cohen, 2020.
110 Holmes et al., 2009.
111 Care, 2022.

KEY
RECOMMENDATIONS

This brief highlights the disproportionate
vulnerability of women and girls to food insecurity
and undernourishment in Asia and the Pacific, a
situation worsened by ongoing crises and structural
gender inequalities. Unequal power relations and
discriminatory institutions, both formal and informal,
limit women'’s ability to produce, purchase and
access food, increasing their risk of deprivation.
Addressing these challenges requires a multisectoral
and transformative approach that combines
immediate assistance with long-term action to
dismantle the underlying inequalities driving women'’s
disempowerment. The following recommendations
are intended to guide high-level advocacy and
programme design across the humanitarian—
development nexus to promote equitable food
systems and women's empowerment.

1. Integrate efforts on Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs) 2 (Zero Hunger), 5 (Gender
Equality and Women’s Empowerment) and 13
(Climate Action) to create a coordinated and
comprehensive response to gender-responsive
food security and nutrition.

2. Align global, regional and national policies with
frameworks such as the Committee on World
Food Security Voluntary Guidelines on Gender
Equality and Women'’s and Girls’ Empowerment
in the Context of Food Security and Nutrition to
support country-led efforts to develop gender-
responsive policies.'? Ensure women'’s equal
access to food, housing, water and other
essential resources, especially during crises,
through gender-responsive laws, policies and
budgets.

3. Adopt a systems approach and strengthen
institutional coordination across ministries of
agriculture, social welfare, disaster management,
women'’s affairs and local governments to ensure
gender-responsive food security actions are
embedded in national and subnational systems.

112 Committee on World Food Security, 2024.



Increase investment and financing in gender-
responsive agrifood systems transformation
through public financing, social protection,
climate adaptation finance, concessional
lending, insurance and tailored financial services
that enable women producers, workers and
entrepreneurs to invest, adapt and recover.

Fund social protection programmes to mitigate
food crises, recognizing that high national debt
levels often constrain governments’ ability to
support such measures.

Enhance data collection and analysis through
inclusive and intersectional methodologies.
Conduct gender analyses to design actions that
strengthen women's agency, leadership and
decision-making, while improving contextual
understanding of the drivers of food insecurity.

Develop gender-sensitive indicators for
assessing and monitoring food security
programmes that move beyond monetary
metrics to capture unpaid care work, access to
and control over resources, and decision-making
power, reflecting the multidimensional aspects of
gender equality and well-being.

Operationalize the Humanitarian—-Peace-
Development Nexus. While emergency

food assistance remains vital, humanitarian
interventions must also tackle structural
inequalities to achieve lasting change. This
includes integrating gender-responsive
programme cycles that use entry points across
the nexus, including anticipatory action, social
protection, resilient local food systems, and pre-
positioned gender data that support continuity
between emergency response and long-term
recovery.
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9. Promote cross-sectoral engagement among
government bodies at national and subnational
levels to ensure coordinated responses. Engage
all stakeholders, including community members,
to encourage shifts in attitudes and behaviours
that expand women's opportunities to produce,
trade and consume food.

10. Implement gender-transformative programme
cycles that integrate gender analysis into design
and execution to address the root causes of
women'’s disproportionate vulnerability. Ensure
that all food security interventions embed
gender-based violence risk mitigation, survivor-
centred referral pathways and safe aid delivery
mechanisms that foster transformative change in
agency, power relations and social institutions.

11. Scale up innovative and gender-transformative
practices that strengthen women'’s involvement in
climate-smart agriculture and enhance resilience
to climate shocks. Support women's access to
labour-saving technologies, digital tools and
producer organizations to improve productivity,
market linkages and financial inclusion.™®
Examples include:

+ 'Gender Action Learning Systen’, applied to value
chain development in Papua New Guinea and
Nepal;'™

+ 'Women's Empowerment Farmer Business
Schools’,"" which build entrepreneurial skills
while addressing structural causes of gender
inequality in farming; and

+ Dimitra clubs,® which bring women and men
together to discuss and devise local solutions
to community issues such as farming, climate
change, nutrition and gender equality.

113 See FAO et al., 2020.
114 FAO, 2024c.

115 See the FAO webpage for more information on ‘Women’s Empowerment
Farmer Business Schools”:

116 See the FAO webpage for more information on ‘Dimitra Clubs’:
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CONCLUSION

Unequal power relations and discriminatory

norms and institutions, both formal and informal,
exacerbate women'’s vulnerability to food insecurity
and undernourishment, particularly during crises.
Women's and households’ food security and nutrition
depend on their ability to produce, purchase and
access food within equitable intra-household
dynamics. Ensuring this requires multisectoral
interventions with an intersectional lens aimed at
advancing women’'s empowerment.

Addressing these challenges involves confronting
unequal power structures while promoting
alternative forms of power grounded in cooperation,
capability, aspiration, self-esteem and dignity.

Crisis response and long-term resilience-building
efforts must complement each other to improve
women'’s food security and nutrition over time. While
emergency assistance remains critical, humanitarian
programming must also tackle structural inequalities,
including discriminatory land tenure laws, barriers to
markets and the unequal distribution of unpaid care
work, to ensure that women's empowerment and
protection remain central to food security strategies.

Such initiatives should aim for transformative
outcomes, including enhancing women'’s financial
autonomy and decision-making power, shifting
household and community attitudes on food
distribution, reforming customs and regulations
governing women's land ownership, and
strengthening women'’s resilience to crises while
reducing reliance on risky coping strategies. Given
the clear links between food insecurity and violence,
all food security interventions must incorporate
gender-based violence risk mitigation, survivor-
centred referral pathways and safe aid delivery
mechanisms.

Only by holistically addressing these interconnected
challenges can equitable food systems be built;
systems that enhance women's food security and
nutrition while advancing their empowerment and
overall well-being.

Photo: UN Women/Nicholas Axelrod
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