
 
 
 

 

 

Hidden Roles but Visible 

Value: Women in the 

Rubber Sector in Liberia 



 

Introducing GROW Liberia 

GROW is a private sector development initiative 

that partners with businesses, investors, 

associations, donors, and government agencies 

to accelerate pro-poor economic returns within 

key sectors in Liberia. Currently, GROW is 

working in the rubber, cocoa, vegetable (ag-

inputs and commercial farming) and agro-

processing sectors.  

Liberia’s rubber sector is dominated by a small 

number of foreign concession companies, the 

largest being Firestone which operates one of 

world’s biggest plantations. Firestone is also the 

country’s principal buyer of smallholder rubber 

produce which gives the company large control 

over the price. 

GROW is taking a systemic approach to increase 

the competitiveness of the Liberian rubber sector 

and improve outcomes for women and men 

working in the sector. GROW is working with 

rubber farms to establish a business and 

investment case for the production of Ribbed 

Smoked Sheets (RSS). RSS is an alternative, 

less capital intensive way to process latex and 

produce rubber which presents an alternative 

market channel for smallholder farmers. GROW 

is also working to lower the cost of supporting and 

technical services including workforce training (at 

all levels of rubber value chain), viable growth 

capital, payment systems, and improved inputs, 

that underpin inclusive rubber industry growth 

broadly. 

GROW’s commitment to support 

women’s economic empowerment 

GROW firmly believes supporting women in 

agriculture is not only the right but also smart 

thing to do. Providing female farmers with equal 

access to resources could reduce the number of 

people living with chronic hunger by as much as 

17 percent, as many as 150 million worldwide.1 

GROW tailors and contextualises the business 

case for gender equality in agriculture. GROW 

recognises women as an important market 

segment, essential partners and valuable 

employees who are key to increased production 

and high-quality produce. In short, women are 

central to business growth and success. 

                                                      

 

 

1 FAO, 2011.  

As a programme GROW appreciates not all work 

is empowering for women; nor does more income 

automatically translate into increased voice and 

decision-making power for women. GROW’s 

interventions therefore aim, whenever possible, 

to facilitate equal access to goods and services, 

opportunities (such as training) and endeavours 

to “level the playing field” by shifting power 

imbalances, recognising the disproportionate 

poverty burden borne by women, including time 

poverty. 

Uncovering women’s roles in the 

rubber sector 

In Liberia rubber is often perceived as a 

predominately male sector. GROW has 

undertaken primary research (see Annex A for 

more details on the methodology), through Key 

Informant Interviews and Focus Group 

Discussions with male and female rubber farm 

owners and workers in Bong and Margibi County, 

to look beyond the surface and uncover women’s 

– often hidden – roles along the rubber value 

chain.   

Our research showed Liberia’s rubber sector is 

indeed only male dominated on the surface. Men 

are prominent in the highly visible roles of tapping 

and selling rubber while women are responsible 

for manual under-brushing (or slashing of weeds) 

and rubber nursery management. However, 

tapping is far from being a men-only activity; 

women do tap but are currently under-

represented. Other roles are frequently shared 

between men and women, such as planting, 

fertilising and factory work for RSS processing.  

http://www.fao.org/docrep/013/i2050e/i2050e.pdf


 

Moreover, women cook for husbands and take 

food into the fields, look after the children and 

take care of the house. More details on the roles 

men and women play along the rubber value 

chain is provided in Figure 1.  

Why are certain jobs done by men while others 

are done by women? At first sight, job attributes 

appear the main driver of the gendered job 

segregation in the sector: men do physical jobs 

(such as preparing the land for planting) and 

women do those that require patience and 

diligence (nursery 

management). There is a 

wide-spread perception that 

women cannot tap because 

it’s physically too hard. 

However, women almost 

exclusively do the under-

brushing/slashing of weed 

which—both men and women 

agree on—is at least equally 

physical. Job attributes, and 

the physicality of the work, 

plays a role but does not paint 

a complete picture of the 

gendered division of labour.  

Reflecting society’s 

perception of men as bread-

winners and women as carers 

of children and managers of the household, 

gender roles are a major driver of the division of 

labour between men and women along the rubber 

value chain.  Men are therefore overrepresented 

in roles that provide better income—e.g. tapping 

is paid more than under-brushing—or involve 

handling money, such as selling the rubber. Men 

are also overrepresented in supervisory positions 

that involve greater decision-making power in 

addition to more income; for example while 

slashing is mainly done by women, supervisors of 

slashers are mainly male.  

Social norms around these gender roles are 

strong, routed in an imbalance of power between 

men and women, and upheld by both genders. 

Men argue women cannot sell the rubber 

because they would be easily cheated and it 

would not be safe for them to return to 

communities carrying money (though in reality the 

selling is mostly done in groups rather than 

individually). Some women report they would not 

sell the rubber “out of respect for their husbands” 

which suggests clear intra-family power relations 

that women are careful not to challenge. While 

women are perceived as diligent and trust-worthy 

(characteristics many argue would make them 

ideal supervisors), male managers expressed a 

large degree of reluctance about female 

supervisors. In addition to the women’s lack of 

numeracy and literacy, managers argued female 

supervisors would be at danger of being harassed 

by male workers and husbands would therefore 

object to their wives working in close proximity to 

men. No concerns were expressed about female 

workers being harassed by their male supervisors 

which suggests a wider 

reluctance by men to put women 

in positions where they would be 

able to exert power over men, or 

to use FGD participants words 

“not pay them respect”.  

The practical consequences of 

these norms are in particular 

problematic for single mothers or 

widows who are the de facto 

bread-winners but societal 

expectations pose additional 

challenges in addition to their 

double burden to care for children 

and earn a family income. In one 

case, a farm has laid off its 

exclusively female workforce of 

slashers when herbicides were 

introduced to control weeds, 

leaving the female workforce, most of whom were 

single mothers, without income. Tappers, 

exclusively male at this farm, were not affected. 

One elderly female farm owner reported how she 

will take a male family member to support her in 

selling the rubber; this is partly due to her limited 

literacy and numeracy and partly due to 

navigating a male-dominated network of sellers 

and buyers. Young single mothers often don’t 

have male family members, leaving them with 

little support.    

“People only look at the 

surface. They see the men 

tapping and conclude it’s a 

male sector. It’s a family 

business. Everybody is 

involved.” (Male key informant) 

“Women are doing most of the 

jobs behind the scene but men 

take the glory.” (Female key 

informant) 

Figure 1: Gendered responsibilities across the rubber 

value chain 



 

Women’s success and aspirations in 

the rubber sector 

There are a range of successful female rubber 

farm owners, most of which have inherited the 

farm or land from their father and are thus 

continuing a family tradition (see Box 1). 

Entering the sector as farm owner requires land 

and capital that women (and to some extent 

young men) struggle to access. One female 

rubber farm owner says: “Women are 

considered as men’s property, so in reality they 

can’t or it is very hard for them to own land.” The 

recent drop in world latex prices and the long 

term investment needed to capitalise on planted 

rubber trees also does not make the sector an 

attractive choice for new entrants—men and 

women alike. 

 “I would tap. I can be a tapper if I get training. The 

money is better.” argues a woman working as a 

slasher at farm in Margibi County. And she is not 

the only one. Many women already employed in 

the sector aspire to take on higher-value roles, 

such as tapping. Where women work as tappers 

data shows that for farm owners and managers 

there is a strong business case to take on women. 

Women are equally productive than men and 

have lower levels of absenteeism, as detailed in 

Box 2.  

Certified cocoa 

fetches higher price  

Box 1: Family support is essential for 

women to be successful rubber farm 

owners  

Williamena Mulbah is the President of the 

Rubber Planters Association of Liberia (RPAL) 

and owns 400 acres of rubber in Todee and 

Bong County. 

Williamena started working with her father on 

the family farm when she was just twelve years 

old. She always had a keen interest in 

agriculture and with her father’s support she 

studied Agriculture at BWI and started 

managing the farm. Williamena’s father was a 

contracted supplier to Firestone but the 

concession had doubts about Williamena 

because of her young age and her gender. Her 

father carefully facilitated the hand-over of 

ownership and was essential in managing the 

relationship with Firestone before he passed 

away.  

Since her father’s death Williamena has further 

developed the farm, put book-keeping in place 

and established a school for the workers’ 

children (up to 200 children are taught by 9 

teachers, 7 of which are paid by Williamena). 

She has built housing for the farm workers and, 

in collaboration with GROW, is now putting into 

place a RSS processing facility.  

Despite her success, Williamena continues to 

face challenges as a woman owning a rubber 

farm: “A lot of people […] still have problems 

with me as a woman taking charge of the farm 

as the head”. At the same time she believes 

rubber provides an opportunity for women to 

have a sustained source of income: “income 

that will give them power because money is 

power.”  

Source: Interview by GROW.  

Box 2 The emerging business case to 

employ female tappers 

One of GROW’s partners in Margibi County, 

close to Kakata has been employing female 

tappers for many years. Management argues 

that women are trust-worthy and have played 

an important role in decreasing incidents of 

stealing latex by workers.  

An analysis of the farm’s own administrative 

data on workers’ daily latex production provides 

two interesting insights: 

 There is no difference between men and 

women in terms of the monthly average latex 

output they produce.   

 Absenteeism is lower among women than 

men. Men are on average absent for 2.8 

days while women miss work 2 days/month. 

This is supported by qualitative data from 

Key Informants Interviews and FGDs 

reporting that men are often absent as they 

pursue other income earning possibilities 

while women are more diligent despite 

childcare responsibilities.  

While the analysis would benefit from a greater 

sample size, this data has the potential to 

provide a convincing argument why it makes 

business sense to employ women as tappers. 

 



 

Women involved in nursery management 

currently lack the knowledge and skills to 

transform an informal activity, mainly based on ad 

hoc sales, into a larger business but there are 

untapped opportunities to both sell trees at 

scale and sell the expertise of bud-crafting to 

farms close-by.   

Understanding challenges women 

face  

Women face a range of challenges in the rubber 

sector, some of which they share with their male 

counterparts, such as poor working conditions on 

rubber farms. Other challenges are very specific 

to women such as childcare responsibilities or 

employers’ perception of the ability of women as 

workers. We look at each challenge briefly and 

focus on challenges that have been prioritised by 

women themselves: 

Working conditions are challenging in the 

sector. Rubber farming involves hard manual 

labour and with falling market prices farms pay 

their workers little money and struggle to provide 

additional benefits beyond basic housing. 

Workers prioritise schooling, which some of 

GROW’s partners provide, followed by basic 

water and sanitation provisions. Both men and 

women suffer but women carry a disproportionate 

burden due to their household responsibilities and 

                                                      

 

 

2 Liberia. 2013 Demographic and Health Survey.  

the effect the lack of basic infrastructure on many 

farms has on families.  

Women are responsible for unpaid care with little 

or sporadic support from husbands. Moreover, 

many young women are single mothers. Looking 

after children affects the extent to which women 

can take up paid work and have the flexibility and 

mobility to take up work elsewhere. Fertility rates 

remain high in rural Liberia with over 6 children 

per women according to 2013 data2; many women 

start childbearing as teenagers which in turn 

affects their education. While most women had 

basic knowledge about family planning, 

perceptions about negative impact of 

contraception on female health were wide-spread 

among respondents and few women reported 

using any form of contraception.3 Access is an 

additional challenge for many communities 

without clinic or even basic health provision. 

The perception of rubber being a predominately 

male sector and the fact that women tend to 

work in less visible roles means women tend to 

have less access to training than their male 

3 The Demographic and Health Survey 2013 

reports only 16% of women in rural areas use 

modern methods of contraception. 

Box 3: Gender-responsive Technical, 

Vocational Education & Training (TVET)   

With support from GROW, four TVETs have 

designed and launched commercial and 

industry-demanded courses to develop skills 

needed to manage rubber farms and 

processing plants.  To date a total of 120 

students have completed the classroom 

sessions and are currently doing internships. 

GROW has worked with the training institutes 

to encourage the participation of female 

students through tailored advertisement of the 

courses (e.g. by featuring female role models 

already working in the sector), information 

events targeting male partners/family 

members, and timing classes to fit with female 

childcare responsibilities.  

While courses and internships are still 

ongoing GROW’s data on student graduation 

shows that more than 39 percent of students 

are female. 

https://dhsprogram.com/what-we-do/survey/survey-display-435.cfm


 

counterparts. This reinforces a situation where 

women cannot take on skilled roles, such as 

tapping, and remain in activities like under-

brushing. GROW’s experience (Box 3) shows 

that women successfully enrol and complete 

rubber training if training is responsive to 

women’s needs. 

Women who started to engage in informal 

activities around nursery management have little 

access to markets and most sales are ad-hoc. 

In addition, with a general lack of even basic 

business skills this presents a major obstacle for 

small informal businesses to grow. Women (and 

youth) have fewer networks in the sector and 

little voice which negatively affects their access 

to markets in this highly organised sector. For 

example, many cooperatives operate on a “one-

family one-fee one-member” principle which 

results in men presenting the family as a whole 

and many women remaining outside cooperative 

discussions and networks.   

As outlined above, social norms have strongly 

influenced employers’ perceptions around 

female workers. Interestingly, these norms do 

not seem to be sector specific; men active in the 

sector generally accept women’s role in rubber 

but show reluctance to support women taking on 

value-added roles if this places them in positions 

of power, such as supervision or management.  

Opportunities and Operational 

Implications for GROW  

While women face a range of gender-specific 

challenges in the rubber sector rubber is far from 

being a male sector as argued by some. Women 

play important roles along the value chain but are 

less visible than men who are overrepresented in 

supervision, tapping and selling latex. Uncovering 

women’s role and putting adequate support in 

place represents a range of opportunities to reach 

impact at scale and maximise pro-poor economic 

returns by targeting the population group that is 

overrepresented among the poor, i.e. women. 

A range of operational implications are evolving 

from this study:   

1. Make training work for women: Build 

on GROW’s work ensuring that men and 

women are trained throughout the TVET 

piloting and adapt a similar gender-

responsive training strategy when 

identifying and training male and female 

master tappers. Women may need an 

additional training course to upskill them 

if they have less experience in tapping 

than their male counterparts or have so 

far only been involved in slashing weed. 

2. Make the business case for 

employing women: Work with rubber 

farm owners to address negative 

perceptions about female employees. 

GROW has started to make a 

convincing case that women are diligent, 

reliable workers, backed up by a strong 

commercial argument for employing 

women (see Box 2) which the 

programme can build on and actively 

communicate. 

3. Changing the narrative. 

Communicating success stories about 

women in rubber is an important 

component of changing perceptions that 

the sector does not provide employment 

opportunities for women. Women need 

female role models (including trainers) to 

enter or take-on higher value roles in the 

sector.  



 

Conclusion: Hidden Roles but 

Visible Value  

Rubber is widely perceived as a predominately 

male sector in Liberia. In fact, men are found in 

highly visible roles as farm owners and tappers 

and dominate activities that provide better 

income, such as selling rubber or supervisory 

positions. This does not mean, however, that 

women are absent from the sector. This 

operational research uncovered the numerous 

and essential roles women play across the value 

chain and successfully challenged the widely held 

perception of rubber as male sector.  

Private sector development programmes like 

GROW are often confronted with wide-held views 

of sectors being male or female. The reality is 

more complex. Rarely are activities across the 

value chain exclusively undertaken by either men 

or women. The roles of women are often hidden 

in support roles (including unpaid care) and 

require programmes to look beyond the surface.  

This study, moreover, found that gendered roles 

and responsibilities are not as much driven by 

physical job attributes as many argue. 

Entrenched social norms defining men as 

providers and women as carers combined with 

the subordinate position of women in the family 

and society are the main drivers of women’s 

underrepresentation in more lucrative roles in 

Liberia’s rubber sector. At the same time, if and 

when these norms are overcome women prove to 

be diligent tappers and successful farm owners. 

There is no such thing as gender neutral. Gender 

differences are intrinsic to human life and any 

initiative that involves people needs to understand 

women’s and men’s differential access to 

resources, opportunities and decision-making 

and what the drivers of those are. Gender-

responsive diagnostics, such as value chain 

analysis, provides a first and essential step to 

allow programmes like GROW to understand the 

sector-wide opportunities for businesses to invest 

in women (as customers, producers and 

employees). Private sector development 

programmes can play a role in supporting 

businesses to collect data to build a commercial 

case for investing in women. Overall supporting 

women can lead to better profits for business, 

better outcomes for communities and truly 

inclusive economic growth. 

 



 

Annex A: Overview over research 

objectives and methodological 

considerations 

Study objectives 

GROW has done a ‘Gender and Youth’ study in 

2016 which provided sector-specific information 

for the rubber, cocoa and vegetable sector. Two 

years on, the programme wanted to build on this 

data and undertake a deep-dive into two sectors, 

one of which is rubber with the intention to guide 

gender-responsive programming in GROW’s year 

5.  

The objectives of the study were as follows: 

1. To have a better understanding of the 

roles of women in the rubber sector 

value chains in Liberia (including hidden 

roles, e.g. family work) to inform gender-

responsive interventions; 

2. Understand challenges faced by women 

to enter the rubber sector and taking on 

higher-value roles; and 

3. Uncover factors and entry points that 

have contributed to women successfully 

entering and thriving in the rubber 

sector.   

Research methodology 

This operational research has employed a 

combination of secondary and primary research, 

employing both, qualitative and quantitative data. 

Participatory tools were used in selected group 

discussions to enhance the quality of the data, in 

particular around women’s role along the value 

chain and prioritising challenges women face in 

the rubber sector. 

 

Research methods  

The research was undertaken in six sites in Bong 

and Margibi County. Sites were chosen 

purposefully in the geographical areas where 

GROW’s partners are situated to maximise the 

operational potential of this study. Focus Group 

Discussions (FGDs) and Key Informant 

Interviews (KIIs) were undertaken with GROW’s 

partner farms and with cooperatives and farms 

GROW does not have partnership arrangements 

with. 

A total of 14 FGDs and 8 KIIs were undertaken. 

Each of the FGDs housed a free-ranging 

discussion around a set of themes organised with 

a group of 6-12 participants; men and women 

were interviewed separately. Where appropriate 

we have interviewed farm owners and farm 

workers, including tappers and slashers. Some 

FGDs were followed up with individual interviews 

to highlight specific experience of youth or 

women. Farm managers and supervisors were 

interviewed separately to ensure workers felt free 

to express their views. 

Administrative data on workers’ attendance and 

daily latex output for the month of March at one 

farm was analysed to complement the qualitative 

data. 

Research process  

In addition to a research plan (of which this Annex 

is a summary) interview guidelines for FGDs and 

KIIs including guidance to use participatory tools 

were developed beforehand by the WEE and 

Monitoring, Evaluation and Learning (MEL) 

teams.  

All FGDs and most KIIs were undertaken in April 

2018 and fieldwork was done by members of 

GROW’s MEL, rubber and gender teams.  

The research undertook an “in-the-field” analysis 

approach with a team feedback and analysis 

session at the end of each fieldwork day. This 

allowed the team to adjust questions and pursue 

new emerging themes and reduced the time 

required for analysis after the fieldwork was 

finalised. 

Prior to the write-up of this note, a presentation 

was delivered to the wider programme team and 

feedback has been taken into account for this 

note. 

Managing risks 

The following steps were undertaken to mitigate 

response bias: 

 Asking open questions and avoiding leading 

questions; 

 Clearly communicating to participants before 

the FGD that their involvement in the research 

and the responses given will in no way 

influence GROW support; 



 

 Ensuring no clear incentive for participation 

was advertised prior to the FGD. 

The following steps were undertaken to ensure 

ethical consideration guided the research: 

 Separate FGDs for men and women were 

undertaken; facilitated by a male and female 

Liberian facilitator respectively (note takers 

were similar male and female). 

 Facilitators were trained in gender-sensitive 

research practices. 

 Participants were assured of their 

confidentiality by omitting names in case study 

write-up to minimise risk of identification and/ 

any potential of reprisal. 

 Informed consent was taken for use of data 

and photographs. 

 The research took the decision to interview 

workers within their work environment where 

privacy could not be guaranteed. Knowing 

this, sensitive questions around intra-

household dynamics or working conditions 

were asked as appropriate but no prompts 

relating to domestic violence or sexual 

harassment included. 

Learning 

GROW’s approach to learning and development 

on gender and WEE relies heavily on fieldwork (in 

addition to class-room based learning) and this 

continues to provide rich discussions and 

practical learning on how a market systems 

programme can support women in agriculture. 

This means the research closely involved the 

GROW rubber teams who ensured ready access 

to farms, key informants and workers. On the 

other side this has implications for potential 

response bias which were as far as possible 

countered with open questions and careful 

probing from the side of the facilitators.  

The research team had planned to undertake KII 

(and FGDs) with one of the big concessions but 

found it hard to confirm interest. 

 


