
Gender roles in rice farming systems in the 
Mekong River Delta: an exploratory study 

Truong Thi Ngoc Chi, 1 Nguyen Thi Khoa, 1 Bui Thi Thanh Tam, 1 and T.R. Paris 2 

Abstract. Interviews and focused surveys were conducted in two irrigated villages in 
Omon District, Cantho Province, to examine the roles of women in farm labor and 
management, their knowledge of farm-related matters, and their wishes for training. 
Women contributed about 45% of the labor input on the farms, even in tasks 
traditionally done by men. Decisions in rice production were generally made by the 
husbands; however, women generally made those related to buying and selling animals 
and their by-products and to the household. The labor requirements of intensive crop 
cultivation require that women acquire more knowledge and skills in farming, 
particularly in crop management. Thus, the following areas of research into the roles 
of women farmers should be investigated: pest management practices and gender 
roles; the implications of increasing labor demand on family welfare; seed manage- 
ment and postharvest storage of rice and upland crops; and credit for women farmers. 

Farming is the main livelihood of the people of Omon District, Cantho Province, in southern Vietnam. 
Farmers generally practice intensive crop cultivation to maximize the use of their lands. Despite 
intensive cultivation, income from rice farming has remained low. Thus, the goal of the farming 
systems research and extension (FSR/E) team at the Cuu Long Delta Rice Research Institute (CLRRI) 
is to increase the income of rice-farming families by improving the existing cropping systems and by 
increasing the yields of component crops. These goals can only be achieved, however, by overcoming 
the physical and socioeconomic constraints that these families face. One socioeconomic constraint to 
increasing cropping intensity is lack of labor, particularly family labor, for crop cultivation. 

We hypothesized that increased crop intensity and diversification would increase the demand 
for physical labor, and require better management skills and new knowledge for the family members, 
particularly from female members. Thus, in 1993, the FSR/E Research Team at CLRRI, in 
collaboration with IRRI, conducted an exploratory survey with the following objectives: 

TO determine the labor contribution of males and females in the different cropping systems; 
To describe seed- and pest-management practices and women’s roles in these activities; and 

and in other income-generating activities 
• To identify research and extension activities that could enhance women’s roles in rice farming 

Methods 

Two irrigated villages, Thoi An and Phuoc Thoi of Omon District, Cantho Province, were selected as 
sites tor the study. Informal interviews were first conducted with village leaders, the leaders of 
women’s associations, political leaders, and farmers, but particularly female workers. Individual and 
group interviews with women only were also conducted. These interviews were followed by focused 
surveys on the labor input in the three dominant cropping systems. 

1 Cuu Long Delta Rice Research Institute, Omon, Cantho, Vietnam; 2 International Rice Research Institute. P.O. Box 933, Manila 1099, Philippines. 
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Results and discussion 

Study sites 
As well as being the sites for the present study, Thoi An and Phuoc Thoi are also the sites of on-farm 
research by CLRRI. Thoi An is 6 km from CLRRI; it has a total land area of 2,448 ha of which 
2,414 ha are used for crop cultivation. Of the crop area, 1,964 ha were allocated to rice and 450 ha 
to orchards. Phuoc Thoi has 2,005 ha of which 1,516 ha are used for rice and 363 ha are devoted to 
orchards. The area of improved orchard is 257 ha (70% of total orchard area). 

The average landholding per family is just under 1 ha at Thoi An and just over 1 ha at Phuoc 
Thoi (Table 1). Most farm-family landholdings are divided into two parts with the larger being 
allocated to crops and the smaller to orchard. 

In both villages, water is readily available for crop cultivation from the numerous branches of 
the main rivers that cross the crop fields. Of the farmers interviewed in Thoi An and Phuoc Thoi, over 
two-thirds grow double crops (rice-rice or rice-upland crop). About 30% grow three crops 
(rice-rice-rice or rice-upland crop-rice) and only 1% grow a single crop of rice (Table 2). 

Characteristics of women involved in farming 
Most (90%) of the women we interviewed were married with an average age of about 41 years: above 
the peak of reproductive age (20-30 yr old). Fewer than half (40%) of the women interviewed had 
children below 7 yr old: women with children above 7 yr old have more time for farming. On average, 
the women had borne 5.5 children but only 4.9 children had survived. The average family size was 
5.3, although family planning is being promoted to encourage mothers to have fewer children (two per 
family) so as to enable mothers to have better reproductive health and to improve the nutritional status 
of chldren (Table 3). 

Table 1. Land distribution in households interviewed, Omon, 1993. 

Thoi An Phuoc Thoi 

Total land area per household (ha) 0.98 1.10 
Annual crop area per household (ha) 0.69 0.77 
Orchard area per household (ha) 0.24 0.27 
Homestead area per household (ha) 0.05 0.06 
Farmers renting land for homestead (%) 8 5 

Table 2. Percentages of farmers (number of farmers = 200) who adopt 
different cropping patterns, Omon, 1993. 

Cropping pattern Thoi An Phuoc Thoi 

Double crop 
Rice–rice 
Rice-soybean 

Triple crop 
Rice–rice–rice 
Rice-soybean-rice 

68.0 
(98.5) 
(1.5) 

31.0 
(84.0) 
(16.0) 

67.0 
(94.0) 

(6.0) 

32.0 
(44.0) 
(56.0) 

Single crop (traditional rice) 1.0 1.0 

Note: Numbers in parentheses are percentages calculated for each crop number per year. 
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More than three-quarters (76%) of the wives interviewed had finished primary school; however, 
very few (9%) had finished secondary school. In contrast, 64% of the husbands had reached primary 
school, and 22% reached secondary school. Over 10% of the husbands had reached high school or 
college (Table 4). 

Table 3. Socioeconomic profile of the respondents (number of 
female respondents = 200), Omon, 1993. 

Marital status (%) 
Married 
Single 
Divorced 
Widow 

Average age (yr) 
Husband 
Wife 

Average number of births per mother 
Average number of surviving children per family 
Families with children below 7 yr old (%) 
Average family size 
Average family laborers 

90.0 
3.0 
1.5 
5.5 

42 
41 

5.5 
4.9 

40.5 
5.3 
3.3 

Table 4. Distribution of respondents (%) according to 
educational attainment, Omon, 1993. 

Highest educational level Husband Wife 

No schooling 3.0 13.0 
Primary school 64.0 76.5 
Secondary school 22.5 9.5 
High school 9.0 0.5 
College 1.5 0.5 

Table 5. Distribution of male (M) and female (F) laborers in all activities in different 
cropping patterns (person-days/ha), Oman, 1993. 

Activity Rice-rice Rice-rice-rice Rice-upland 
crop-rice 

M F M F M F 

Preparing seed 
Preparing land 
Sowing 
Weeding 
Irrigating 
Fertilizing 
Spraying 
Harvesting 
Hauling 
Drying 

1.5 1.1 
24.6 20.3 

1.8 0.4 
21.7 28.6 

2.4 0.3 
4.4 0.7 
5.4 0.1 

16.8 22.0 
12.3 3.8 
13.9 14.3 

3.0 1.2 
27.4 20.7 

2.5 0.6 
31.5 40.3 

3.9 0.0 
5.3 1.5 
7.7 0.6 

24.9 30.3 
27.9 7.5 
24.3 20.8 

2.2 2.3 
30.6 16.9 
14.5 15.9 
38.3 72.1 
89.0 58.0 
10.9 3.5 
15.2 2.1 
17.1 31.9 
12.6 8.6 
12.0 14.7 

Total 104.8 91.6 158.4 123.5 242.4 226.0 
Percent 53 47 56 44 52 48 
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Labor input in the different cropping systems 
The total labor input per hectare on a given crop was positively correlated with the intensity of farming 
(Table 5): rice-upland crop (soybeans and mungbeans)-rice, 468 d/ha; rice-rice-rice, 282 d/ha; and 
rice-rice; 196 d/ha. The contribution of female labor followed the same pattern. Compared with their 
male counterparts, female workers supply 48% of the total labor input in rice-upland crop-rice, 44% 
in rice-rice-rice, and 47% in rice-rice. 

Table 6. Labor distribution in different cropping patterns (person-days/ha), Omon, 1993. 

Activity Family Hired Exchanged 

M F M F M F 

Rice-rice 

Preparing seeds 
Preparing land 
Sowing 
Weeding 
Irrigating 
Fertilizing 
Spraying 
Harvesting 
Hauling 
Drying 

Total 

Preparing seeds 
Preparing land 
Sowing 
Weeding 
Irrigating 
Fertilizing 
Spraying 
Harvesting 
Hauling 
Drying 

Total 

Preparing seeds 
Preparing land 
Sowing 
Weeding 
Irrigating 
Fertilizing 
Spraying 
Harvesting 
Hauling 
Drying 

1.5 1.1 
19.5 20.1 

1.8 0.4 
21.6 23.9 

2.2 0.3 
4.4 0.7 
5.4 0.1 
6.8 7.3 
7.2 3.0 

12.0 14.0 

– – 
4.8 0.2 

0.1 4.7 
0.2 – 

– – 

– – 
– – 
7.0 12.5 
2.0 0.3 
1.5 0.1 

82.4 70.9 15.6 17.8 

Rice-rice-rice 

3.0 1.2 
23.5 20.7 

2.4 0.6 
31.5 35.0 

2.8 – 
5.3 1.5 
7.7 0.6 
8.2 7.5 

10.5 7.0 
18.8 18.9 

– – 
3.6 – 
0.1 – 
– 5.3 
1.1 – 
– – 
– – 

13.2 19.5 
11.3 0.5 
4.5 1.4 

113.7 93.0 33.8 26.7 

Rice-upland crop-rice 

2.2 2.3 
25.5 16.9 

8.9 8.2 
37.0 56.1 
88.8 58.0 
10.9 3.5 
15.2 2.1 
11.4 14.4 
3.2 5.0 

11.1 13.7 

– – 
5.1 – 
5.6 2.7 
1.3 16.0 
0.2 – 
– – 
– 
3.1 14.2 
6.7 1.8 
0.9 1.0 

– 

– 
0.3 
– 
– 
– 
– 
– 
3.0 
3.1 
0.4 

– 
– 
– 
– 
– 
– 
– 
2.2 
0.5 
0.2 

6.8 2.9 

– – 
0.3 – 
– – 
– – 
– – 
– – 
– 
3.5 3.3 
6.1 – 
1.0 0.5 

10.9 3.8 

– 

– 
– 
– 
– 
– 
– 
– 
2.6 
2.7 
– 

– 
– 
5.0 
– 
– 
– 
– 
3.3 
1.8 
– 

Total 214.2 180.2 22.9 35.7 5.3 10.1 

Note: M, male; and F, female. 
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Among the crop activities, land preparation, weeding, and harvesting required the most labor. 
Female workers in the rice-upland crop-rice pattern contributed 39% of the total labor input in 
irrigation, a task traditionally done by men only. Female workers also contributed significantly to land 
preparation in all three cropping patterns even though this is again traditionally done by men because 
these activities are physically strenuous. However, because of the need to reduce the turn-around time 
between crops so that farmers can grow more than one crop per year, female workers - particularly 
female family members — must participate (Table 6). Weeding is another time-consuming job, 
particularly in the rice–upland crop–rice pattern where female workers provide about twice the labor 
contributed by men (72.1 versus 38.3 d/ha). One of the reasons for the greater demand for female 
workers is their lower wages. Weeding is mostly done by female hired laborers because they receive 
lower wages than men (10,000 versus 15,000 dong: about US$1.00 versus 1.50). 

In a similar study conducted in Cantho and Soc Trang on the Mekong River Delta (CLRRI 
1992). female labor contribution was highest on the onion-onlon-rice cropping pattern (886 d/ha) 
followed by peanut-onion (562 d/ha), yambean-onion (502 d/ha), and yambean-white beet (501 d/ha). 
Women contributed more than 50% of the total labor input in these cropping patterns. 

Surprisingly, some women applied fertilizer and pesticides themselves (Table 5). These are 
considered to be traditional male jobs in other parts of Asia. Thus, labor by women can substitute for 
that by men. 

Role of women in crop protection 
We conducted focused interviews with the women who sprayed chemicals. Of them, more than half 
applied pesticides on rice only, 40% sprayed rice and other crops, and 2.5% sprayed other crops only 
(Table 7). These women applied chemicals because they substitute for their husbands (78% of 
responses) or because male labor was not available (22% of responses). The oldest female respondent 
who applied pesticide was 52 yr old and the youngest was 16 yr old. 

More than half (52%) of the women interviewed kept the insecticides inside the house, about 
one-quarter (24%) kept them outside the house; and the others used them immediately after they were 
purchased (Table 8). Most women were aware of the harmful effect of sprayed chemicals (Table 9) 
and protected themselves while spraying by wearing long-sleeved shirts, and washing their hands and 
taking a bath after spraying. However, they rarely used a mask to protect themselves from inhaling the 
chemicals (Table 8). 

Over 60% of the women interviewed recognized the insects in the fields and more than half 
(52%) agreed that leaf-feeding insects caused severe damage to rice: however, 25% disagreed. Most 
(65.5%) believed that spraying must be done early to control leaf-feeding insects. Few of these women 
(13%) had heard about integrated pest management (IPM) and knew about natural enemies (Table 9). 

Table 7. Participation of women in spraying of chemicals, 
Omon, 1993. 

Percentage 

Women spraying chemicals 20.0 
For rice (57.5) 
For rice and other crops (40.0) 
For other crops (2.5) 

Reason for women to spray 
Husband away 77.5 
Lack of male labor 22.5 

Note: Values in parentheses are percentages within the category 
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Table 8. Knowledge of women on using chemical, Oman, 1993. 

Percentage 

Place to keep insecticide before use 
Inside houses 
Outside houses 
Use immediately after purchase 

Safety practices during and after spraying 
Wear mask 
Cover nose and mouth with cloth 
Wear long-sleeved shirt 
Wash hands and take bath after spraying 

52.0 
24.0 
24.0 

2.7 
55.5 
97.2 

100.0 

Table 9. Knowledge of women in integrated insect pest management, Omon, 1993. 

Percentage 

Notice insects in field 65.0 

Believe leaf-feeding insects cause severe damage 
Agree 
Disagree 
No opinion 

Believe spraying early will control leaf-feeding insect 
Agree 
Disagree 
No opinion 

Believe chemicals harmful to person spraying 
Agree 
Disagree 
No opinion 

52.5 
25.0 
22.5 

65.5 
12.0 
22.5 

73.5 
25.0 

1.5 

Heard about integrated pest management 13.0 
Know some predators in their fields 11.0 

Table 10. Practices of women concerning rice varieties, Omon, 1993. 

Percentage 

Change variety 
Every season 
Every year 
Less frequently 

Source of seed 
Exchange with other farmer 
Purchase from market 
Use own stock 
Borrow 

35.8 
51.0 
13.2 

70.5 
50.5 
30.0 

3.5 
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Sources of seed, seed selection, and management 
The results of the survey revealed that most of the farmers (51%) changed the variety either every 
year, 36% every season, and 13% every 2 yr or more. Most of the respondents (71%) exchanged seeds 
with other farmers, 30% used their own stock, and about half (51%) bought seeds from the market. 
Very few borrowed from neighbors and friends (Table 10). Wives were predominantly responsible for 
storing the seeds (Table 11) and they practiced several methods to preserve the quality of the seeds. 
For instance, 80% rogued or removed off-types; 41% knew how to select the plots or locations where 
good seeds could be harvested. The majority (85%) were involved in drying and winnowing (separating 
the unfilled grains from filled grains), 50% removed foreign matter such as stones and wild seeds, and 
56% soaked the seeds before sowing to remove the unfilled grains. Very few (11%) treated the seeds 
with chemicals before sowing. Although these women practiced various methods to maintain the 
quality of the rice seeds, 37% of them expressed a desire to get training on seed management so as 
to further increase rice productivity. 

Table 11. Seed management practice by farmers, Omon, 1993. 

Percentage of 
farmers 

Roguing 
Choosing seed from good crops 
Drying and cleaning the seeds 
Removing inert matter 
Soaking seeds in water to remove light grains before 

Treating seeds with chemicals before sowing 

Responsibility for storage of seeds 

sowing 

Women 
Men 
Both 

Women wishing for training on seed storage 

79.5 
40.8 
84.5 
49.5 
55.5 

11.3 

68.0 
18.3 
13.7 

37.0 

Table 12. Participation in decision-making and control of resources, Omon, 1993. 

Activity for decision-making Husband wife Both 
and control of resources (%) (%) (%) 

Spraying chemicals 90.5 5.0 4.5 
Changing of crop and cropping pattern 60.0 12.0 28.0 
Changing variety 60.0 6.5 33.5 
Kind of work for which to hire 54.0 22.0 24.0 
Whether to borrow or not 31.0 11.5 57.5 
Quantity of crop product to be sold 28.5 35.0 36.5 
Selecting and changing children’s job 15.5 6.0 78.5 
Having children or not 14.5 3.5 82.0 
Allocating budget 12.5 55.0 32.5 
Buying animal 12.5 50.5 37.0 
Marriage of children 10.0 3.0 87.0 
Saving 7.5 80.0 12.5 
Selling animal products 7.5 67.0 25.5 
Doing housework 3.5 90.0 6.5 
Taking care of children 2.0 81.5 16.5 
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Decision-making and control of resources 
Decisions in rice production, such as what specific crop and variety to grow during the season and 
whether to spray with chemicals, were dominated by the husbands (Table 12). They also dominated 
in decisions concerning what jobs required hired labor. However, the wives dominated in farm- 
management decisions related to buying and selling of animals and by-products. They also dominated 
in decisions related to the household, such as allocation of money for food, health care, and other 
household matters. Although the husbands had greater access to credit from formal banks, the wives 
had greater access to private money lenders and were also responsible for repayment of debts 
(Table 12). 

Table 13. Women in information access and training, Omon, 1993. 

Percentage 

Source of information 
Neighbor 
Husband 
Parent 
Radio, TV, and newspaper 
Extension staff 

58.5 
47.0 
27.0 
20.0 

3.5 

Training courses in which women wish to participate 
Animal husbandry 
New varieties 
New sowing methods 
Plant-protection methods 
Handicrafts 
Family planning and children’s health care 

34.5 
10.0 
8.5 
7.5 
9.0 
8.0 

Reasons for women not participating in training course 
Not interested 10.5 
Have no time 10.5 
Old age 1.5 

Table 14. Women’s problems and needs in farming, Omon, 1993. 

Problem Percentage 
of women 

Lack of capital 
Lack of technology 
Low price of crop products 
Insufficient seed supply 
Incorrect insect pest management 
Insufficient land or landless 

93.5 
91.5 
38.5 
27.5 
19.5 
10.0 

Need of capital 
For animal production 60.5 
For rice and upland crop production 36.9 
For converting rice land into orchards 35.0 
For improving an existing orchard 26.8 
For small trading 5.0 
For mushroom cultivation 4.5 
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Women’s access to training and extension 
More than half of all women interviewed (59%) obtained agricultural information from their neighbors, 
47% from their husbands, 27% from the parents, and 20% from the media (newspaper, radio, and TV). 
Only 3.5% received agricultural information from extension workers. When asked what kind of training 
programs they would like to receive, 35% wanted greater knowledge and skills in animal husbandry 
and very few wanted to learn more about new methods in crop production and management (Table 13). 
This is, perhaps, related to those areas in which women make the household decisions (Table 12). 

Problems perceived by women 
The most important problem for most of the women interviewed (93.5%) was the lack of capital for 
investing in animals, converting rice lands into orchards, rice and upland production, small trading, or 
mushroom production. Most also indicated problems in their lack of technical knowledge in raising 
crops (rice and legumes). Other problems were low prices of crop and fruits, insufficient supply of 
high-quality seeds, incorrect pest-management practices, and insufficient land for cultivation 
(Table 14). 

Research and extension strategies to enhance the roles of women farmers 
Four major areas were identified for extension strategies to enhance the role of women farmers. 
• In-depth and systematic study of pest-management practices and of gender roles in pest 

management in rice, fruit trees, and upland crops need to be conducted in collaboration with 
IRRI’s IPM Network. 

to examine the implications of intensive crop cultivation on food security, family welfare 
(particularly of women and children), female heads of households, and the strategies in 
meeting the labor demands of the different cropping systems. 

and women should be further trained in improved seed management so as to increase crop 
productivity and reduce postharvest losses. 

should be examined. The information would be useful in providing women access to credit. 

• The implications of increasing labor demand on family welfare must be studied. It is important 

• The knowledge, attitudes, and practices regarding seed management should be studied further 

• The methods used by families and their members to generate the required capital for farming 
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