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1. Introduction 
 
International climate, biodiversity and sustainable development initiatives are coming together 

around a high-level multilateral agenda to avoid, reduce and reverse global land degradation. 

An accompanying narrative around sustainable development supports this agenda with the 

multiple social, economic and cultural co-benefits that interventions can bring for local 

communities (IPBES, 2019; Schreckenberg et al., 2018). However, synergies between 

biodiversity and land degradation goals, and reducing gender and intersectional inequalities 

cannot be presumed, they must be created and nurtured (Elias et al., 2021a; 2021b). 

Ecosystem services research rooted in natural sciences generally gives little emphasis to the 

complex social dynamics that accompany interventions for environmental change, and deep 

analysis of social inequalities is rare. There is an urgent need to build from an extensive and 

nuanced feminist environmental social science evidence base to undertake this task 

(MacGregor, 2017; Lau, 2020).  

 

An important step is understanding the factors underlying the diverse, uneven and often 

gendered responses across and within local communities to environmental degradation and to 

interventions aimed at its reversal (Rocheleau et al., 1993; Krishna, 2004; Resurrección and 

Elmhirst, 2008; Resurrección, 2013; Leach, 2015; Baynes et al., 2016; Colfer et al., 2016). A 

focus on gender equality is enshrined in Sustainable Development Goal 5 (Gender Equality) 

and in the Rio Conventions. Donor requirements for sex-disaggregated data and the 

championing of gender-responsive approaches across the programme portfolios of 

organisations, such as the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) and the 

research centres within the Consultative Group on International Agricultural Research 

(CGIAR), mean there is an increasing volume of research focused on gender analysis and 

women’s empowerment (Arora-Jonsson, 2014; Kristjanson et al., 2017; Pyburn and van 

Eerdewijk, 2021).   

 

Moving beyond a singular focus on gender (often interpreted as ‘women’) and simple women-

men binaries (for example, Lau et al., 2021), researchers increasingly make the case for 

approaches built around the analysis of wider social processes through which multiple, 

intersecting inequalities (for example, gender, wealth, ethnicity, religion, sexuality, age and 

geographical location) are reproduced and perpetuated (Cochrane and Rao, 2019; Colfer et 

al., 2018). An intersectionality lens helps researchers to understand complex inequalities, and 

how these endure, deepen or can be resolved in the context of efforts to reverse 

environmental degradation (Osborne et al., 2021; Elias et al., 2021b; Sigman and Elias, 2021; 

Sijapati Basnett et al., 2020). An intersectional perspective — which includes analysis around 

gender — enables researchers to better understand how inequalities may be amplified, 

retrenched or (optimistically) reduced by large-scale projects (such as offsets, afforestation) 

and ecosystem or community-based interventions (restorative land management practices).  

 

This briefing explores intersectionality as a critical concept for research and action to reverse 

environmental degradation. Processes of environmental change are always shaped by power 

relations involving the disposition, knowledge and experiences of diverse and unequally-

positioned actors. An intersectional analysis is a tool for explicitly identifying and addressing 

dynamic social inequalities in changing environments. This briefing is based on a contextual 

and theoretical analysis of selected English-language academic literature, identified through 



 

 
  

 

keyword searches in Web of Science and Scopus platforms. It also draws from literature from 

leading relevant organisations (for example, IUCN, Food and Agriculture Organization, and 

CGIAR research centres). The review explores the ways in which an intersectional approach 

has so far been adopted and identifies areas that require further attention for meaningful 

equity in environmental degradation/restoration contexts. It comes with the caveat that 

scientific publications are generally located in universities, governments and multilateral 

agencies, rather than within Indigenous and local communities in Asia and Africa, who have 

not been consulted for this briefing.  

 

The review begins with a brief overview of intersectional inequality (Section 2) and in Section 

3, considers how this concept has been deployed in specific but overlapping fields relevant to 

the scope of the REDAA programme, notably agrarian studies and feminist political ecology. 

Section 4 illustrates some of the ways that intersectional inequalities are evident in agricultural 

and forest contexts. Section 5 discusses key methodological approaches that may be adopted 

for addressing intersectional inequalities. Finally, Section 6 offers recommendations for 

funders and for research projects.  

Box 1: Terms and definitions  

Climate-smart agriculture (CSA) is an approach or set of practices aimed at increasing agricultural 

productivity and sustainable farm income, while building resilience to climate change and reducing 

and/or removing greenhouse gas emissions where possible (Lipper et al., 2014).  

Conservation agriculture is a farming system that promotes minimum soil disturbance (that is, no 

tillage), maintenance of a permanent soil cover, and diversification of plant species; for instance, 

through crop rotation.  

Ecological restoration involves contested definitions, conceptualisations and approaches beyond the 

scope of this short review. Here, following Martin (2017) it concerns the process of assisting the 

recovery of a degraded, damaged or destroyed ecosystem to reflect values regarded as inherent in the 

ecosystem and to provide goods and services that people value (Martin, 2017: 670).  

Gender is conventionally defined as the socially and culturally constructed roles and attributes 

associated with men and women, boys and girls, masculinity and femininity, with the recognition that 

the content of these categories varies across contexts, is mutable and that the distinction between 

genders may be blurred or non-binary (Connell, 2021). Gender norms, stereotypes and gendered 

power relations mediate access to resources, how work is divided and decision making (Lau et al., 

2021); and shape the recognition of and value ascribed to different activities and spaces by 

communities, institutions and researchers. Tackling gender inequality means recognising its intersection 

with other structures of inequality, including but not limited to class, caste, race, ethnicity and coloniality, 

and (dis)ability. 

Indigenous Peoples and local communities (IPs and LCs) refers to ‘ethnic groups who are 

descended from and identify with the original inhabitants of a given region, in contrast to groups that 

have settled, occupied, or colonized the area more recently’ (IPBES core glossary, 2022). 

 

 



 

 
  

 

2. What is intersectionality?  
 
Heralding from Black feminist activism and critical race theory (Hooks, 1984; Crenshaw, 1991; 

Yuval-Davis, 2006; Collins, 2015), the concept of intersectionality has been described as a 

way to expose systems of power (Sircar 2021). Intersectional analyses are now widely used 

as a theory and methodology to understand entrenched social, political and structural 

inequalities (Cho et al., 2013) and identities shaped at particular intersections of social 

marginalisation. One type of intersectional analysis considers how different social identities 

and social categories — such as gender, race, socioeconomic class, cultural and ethnic 

background, age and disability — combine to create unique modes of disadvantage and 

oppression, in particular contexts and for specific individuals. A second type of intersectional 

analysis focuses on structures — the way things work — in terms of sources of injustice 

across multiple dimensions. Principally, racism, patriarchy and colonialism as these combine 

in particular geographical and historical contexts (Cho et al., 2013; Collins, 2015). The 

concept of postcolonial intersectionality is used to describe ‘the way patriarchy and racialised 

processes are consistently bound in a postcolonial genealogy that embeds race and gender 

ideologies within nation-building and international development processes’ (Mollett, 2017: 150; 

Mohanty, 2013).   

 

There are two key challenges for researchers working with intersectionality as theory and 

method. First, researchers are often required to discern or map which axes of power are 

dominant under which circumstances: a question that is simultaneously determined according 

to the perspective of the researcher, and ethical. It is a choice that is reflective of power. 

Second, the power of intersectional approaches to analyse and address inequalities and 

injustices is diminished where there is a failure to address racialised and colonial knowledge 

politics at the outset. In gender, development and environment research and practice, this can 

result in a Eurocentric bias towards assumed shared values and positionings (Mohanty, 2013; 

Mollett and Faria, 2018; see Trisos et al., 2021 for a parallel perspective on decolonising 

ecology). Intersectionality therefore requires researchers to prioritise co-produced or co-

constructed knowledge, supported by a deep reflexivity (conscious self-consideration) that 

addresses intersectional power dynamics within the process of research and action, from the 

outset (Malin and Ryder, 2018).  

  

3. Intersectional analyses in environmental contexts 
 
Intersectional analyses have been introduced within several fields relevant to research on the 

avoidance, reduction and reversal of environmental degradation at different scales and the 

REDAA programme more specifically. Two distinct but overlapping approaches can be 

discerned across a diverse research area.  

 

3.1 ‘Enriching gender programming’ 
 

Building from analyses that use gender as a classification to understand the different 

experiences of land users, intersectional perspectives are introduced to add nuance and to 

break down homogeneous categories that can eclipse the experience of the most marginal 

(Thompson-Hall, 2015; Thompson-Hall et al., 2016; Lau et al., 2021). Identity categories such 



 

 
  

 

as age or seniority, ethnicity, caste, class and marital status are brought into play alongside 

gender. This approach is being introduced in several major research programmes (for 

example, from the CGIAR research centres, see Pyburn and van Eerdewijk, 2021; Sijapati 

Basnett et al., 2017). The focus is on identity markers that intersect with or mediate gender 

(Carr and Thompson, 2014; Tavenner and Crane, 2019) in specific ways across a range of 

contexts.  

 

Intersectional categories that are highlighted in the literature to date include the intersection of 

gender with marital status (Van Aelst and Holvoet, 2016; Agarwal, 2010), youth (Rietveld et 

al., 2020; Elias et al., 2019), caste (Onta and Resurrección, 2011; Sugden et al., 2014) and 

migrant status (Sijapati Basnett, 2016; Lawson and Thompson-Hall, 2020). Others show how 

rurality, poverty and landlessness intersect in complex ways with gender norms to create 

disadvantages, including the ongoing gendering and devaluation of ‘liminal’ spaces and 

species (home gardens, field margins, chickens) (Leahy and Jean Brown, 2016). 

 

Intersecting identity categories helps us to understand particular vulnerabilities and exclusions 

relating to resource access, rights and tenure (Nightingale, 2011; Doss, 2014; Maharani et al., 

2019), agricultural practices and therefore the adoption of or exclusion from restorative land 

management (Rao et al., 2017; Djoudi et al., 2016) and effective participation in decision 

making at various scales (Elias et al., 2020).  

 

Advocates of this approach argue that it is a valuable way to address the simplifications of 

single axis approaches, that promote unhelpful narratives around women as victims of 

environmental degradation or natural caretakers in restoration projects (Resurrección, 2013; 

Sijapati Basnett et al., 2017; Lau et al., 2021). The focus on intersecting identity categories 

can give emphasis to lived experiences of marginalisation and vulnerability, particularly where 

research uses qualitative or mixed method approaches. 

 

Gender researchers working across disciplines (for example, as part of natural sciences-led 

research projects or programming within scientific and technical organisations) find that a 

focus on intersectional categories (sometimes applied as ‘variables’ in quantitative studies) 

enables them to communicate across disciplinary divides (Resurrección and Elmhirst, 2020). 

This can, however, limit opportunities for understanding and addressing the root causes of 

inequality, poverty and vulnerability. Overall, the emphasis of this approach is on addressing 

complex and intersecting social differences within communities and recognising multiple 

strands of identity that situate actors in particular ways.  

 

3.2 Feminist political ecology – environmental justice and chains of explanation 
 

Feminist political ecology (FPE) approaches explain how intersections of gender, class, race, 

and other relevant axes of power, shape access to and control over natural resources. 

Emphasis is given to how these axes of power are situated in intertwined histories of 

colonialism, patriarchy, racism and capitalism in particular contexts. This also underpins who 

counts as a knowledge producer, what counts as knowledge and how knowledge is produced 

(Sundberg, 2017 page 27; Mollett, 2017; Sultana, 2021). FPE approaches have thus broadly 

adopted a more structural reading of intersectionality theory and methods, which re-centres an 

emphasis on power and sources of injustice across multiple dimensions, typically, patriarchy, 



 

 
  

 

capitalism, racism and colonialism (Agarwal, 2010; Sundberg, 2017; Mollett and Faria, 2017; 

Nightingale, 2011; Sultana, 2021).  

 

Within FPE, intersectional analyses have developed in several ways. First, contributions from 

early political ecology frameworks that build ‘chains of explanation’; tracing root causes of 

environmental degradation through intersecting and compounded systems of disadvantage. 

This approach highlights the ways social-ecological vulnerabilities may be created or 

deepened where relationships between people and landscapes are transformed (Rocheleau, 

1993; Sultana, 2021; Djoudi et al., 2016; Kaijser and Kronsell, 2014). Second, FPE 

researchers highlight the contextual, spatial dimensions of intersectionality to demonstrate 

how structural oppressions within systems are maintained, reproduced and expressed within 

particular landscapes (Mollett, 2017; Elmhirst et al., 2017). Third, researchers within FPE aim 

to explicitly link intersectionality to ecological relations, developing concepts around 

environmental subjectivities (Gururani, 2002; Nightingale, 2011).  

 

FPE approaches to intersectionality are being engaged directly to research the power, politics, 

science and values that are shaping ecological restoration agendas (Malin and Ryder, 2018; 

Elias et al., 2021b). Specifically, this incorporates the dynamics of poverty, underdevelopment, 

dispossession and violence resulting from processes and practices of capitalism and 

colonialism, that underpin many forms of conservation programming (Woroniecki et al., 2020; 

Trisos et al., 2021). Recent ‘manifestos’ (Collard and Dempsey, 2020), playbooks (Osborne et 

al, 2021) and journal special issues (Elias et al., 2021b) see the approaches within this field as 

an important antidote to the biophysical focus of sustainability science and its definitions of 

‘expertise’. In doing so, it illuminates the politics of problem framing in research programming 

from the outset (Mollett and Kepe, 2018).  

 

In practical terms, there is a strong orientation within FPE intersectionality approaches to work 

with and through activist, local community and Indigenous knowledge (Harcourt and Nelson, 

2015), and through collaborative methodologies that are attuned to intersectional dynamics 

within these broad groupings. Intersectional inequalities are not only significant within local 

communities. Critical multi-scalar approaches bring intersectional analysis into spaces where 

power shapes how research is framed, how resource decisions are made by state and other 

actors, on what basis and by whom (Nightingale, 2015). The emphasis therefore should be on 

what intersectionality ‘does’, rather than what it is (Mollett, 2017). Therefore, intersectional 

analyses within an FPE framing avoid an ‘adding variables’ approach. Instead, they develop 

methods that are simultaneously deeply contextual and multi-scalar, highlighting multiple 

social locations and intragroup differences; and more directly and critically, identifying and 

analysing not only powerful (or marginalised and excluded) actors, but the systems and 

processes of power in these dynamics (Malin and Ryder, 2018).  

 

Both these approaches to intersectional inequality produce a knowledge base for policies and 

projects that reveal and seek to address socio-ecological inequities. But they have contrasting 

emphases, explanatory power and potential for achieving transformational and equitable 

impact in research programming that meets the challenge of environmental degradation.   

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2212095521002832#bb0525


 

 
  

 

4. Intersectional inequalities and the impact of 

environmental interventions   
 
The link between reversing environmental degradation and transformative social change is 

often assumed, but poorly understood. Substantial literature urges caution: actions to reverse 

environmental degradation necessarily involve altering local and Indigenous People’s control 

over and access to changing resources. As Elias et al. (2021b) point out, efforts to restore 

ecosystems hold great transformative potential, as well as very high risks for deepening 

intersectional inequalities and failing to support sustainable human livelihoods equitably (see 

McElwee et al., 2020 for a systematic review). Interventions potentially reinforce, redistribute 

and introduce new forms of vulnerability that follow the social divides that create inequalities in 

the first place (Karlsson et al., 2018). Several recent reviews highlight examples where 

interventions to reverse environmental degradation fail to take account of — and therefore 

deepen — contextual intersectional differences and inequalities (Lunstrum et al., 2016; Mollett 

and Kepe, 2018; Osborne et al., 2021).  

 

This section focuses on two areas where interventions aimed to reverse degradation, and 

explores some of the lessons that emerge where an intersectional approach is undertaken. 

Intersectional analysis is used to draw attention to uneven risks and benefit sharing within 

communities (Ravera et al., 2016; Elias et al., 2021b), but also has the potential to draw 

attention to underlying structures and institutional factors that form the root of inequities and 

intersectional injustices. A commonly used framing in these kinds of analyses draws on the 

principles of equity and social justice (see Box 2).  

 

Box 2: Intersectional inequalities and social equity 
 
Environmental governance research is increasingly underpinned by rights-based approaches and 

draws on a theory of social justice based around three key dimensions:  

 

Recognition – refers to the unequal experience and rights of different groups and intersecting identities 

(for example, gender, ethnicity, caste), and involves recognising diverging world views, value systems 

and stakes in environmental interventions. Inequalities may entrench where marginalised identities and 

histories are erased or not considered.  

 

Representation – means removing obstacles that prevent some people from participating in decision 

making in meaningful ways. This may also include strategies for safeguarding rights through human 

rights mechanisms such as Free and Prior Informed Consent (FPIC). 

 

Distribution – refers to the sharing of benefits, costs and risks associated with environmental 

interventions such as biodiversity conservation, climate-smart agriculture or carbon offsets. This can 

include costs such as reduced access to land and increased labour burdens, or benefits such as direct 

payments, improved ecosystem services, new livelihood opportunities and knowledge/social capital.   

 

Each of these dimensions is shaped through formal and informal institutions, which create the 

conditions of resource distribution, and limit or enable the capacities of particular individuals and groups 

(Schreckenberg et al., 2018; Elias et al., 2021c; Karlsson et al., 2021)   

 

 



 

 
  

 

4.1 Reversing environmental degradation in forest landscapes: intersectional 

inequalities 

 

Large-scale landscape transformations include afforestation, reforestation and revegetation 

(ARR) programmes, ecological offsets (for example the mechanism developed by Parties to 

the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) on Reducing 

Emissions from Deforestation and Forest Degradation in Developing Countries, known as 

REDD+) and community forestry management projects. These interventions range from top-

down initiatives undertaken at scale (the Great Green Belt initiative), through to programming 

that is community based. All have featured in emerging studies that investigate the 

intersectional dimensions of risks and benefits (Elias et al., 2021a; Osborne et al., 2021). 

Social issues that coalesce around intersectional inequalities may be found at all stages of 

such interventions and cut across the three dimensions of equity outlined above. Three key 

themes emerge across the literature. First, studies have shown how stakeholder engagement 

can erase the representation of the most marginalised. This occurs when local leaders speak 

on behalf of diverse communities and where intersectional identities linked to gender, age and 

class shape access and rights, priorities, and abilities to engage with and benefit from 

restoration (Elias et al., 2021b; Kariuki and Birner, 2021; McElwee and Nghi, 2021). When 

projects target stakeholders with simplistic preconceived categories and without 

understanding the complexities of local resource use, there is evidence that intersectional 

inequalities are deepened (Eriksen et al., 2021; Turner et al., 2021). For example, in both 

pastoral and forest contexts, migrants and seasonal land users may be overlooked, further 

entrenching intersectional inequalities associated with ethnicity, class and livelihood (Turner et 

al., 2021; Chomba et al., 2016).  

 

Second, tenure issues underpin the risk of deepening and reinforcing intersectional 

inequalities, particularly where initiatives are being undertaken in areas dominated by informal 

land ownership or use rights (Larson et al., 2013). Recognition of local rights, especially 

those of Indigenous People and women have been overlooked in some instances, particularly 

in forest and pastoralist contexts where enduring colonial legacies frame landscapes as 

underutilised (Maharani et al., 2019; Djoudi et al., 2019).  

 

Third, the observation that one person’s improvement in landscape functioning may be 

another’s degradation, shows how reversing environmental degradation is relational, may 

bring an uneven distribution of benefits and represents a reworking of intersectional 

inequalities. For example, in their research on the Great Green Wall afforestation initiative in 

the Sahel, Turner et al. (2021) show the ecosystem benefits of tree planting reduced the 

access of specific groups to important livelihood spaces: livestock grazing (marginalised 

herders) and culinary wild herb collection (older women).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 
  

 

 

 

 

Box 3: REDD+ and intersectional inequalities 

 

Evidence on REDD+ and intersectional inequalities highlights a range of issues. REDD+ focuses on 

addressing forest degradation, which involves a diverse range of programming and therefore diverse 

outcomes (Larson et al., 2013). Deliberate efforts to address equity focus on gender and have used the 

language of ‘safeguards’ and ‘co-benefits’ (McDermott et al., 2012). The latter is not always clearly 

defined, but it generally focuses on women’s empowerment through the creation of income-generating 

activities or labour-saving technologies (for example, cookstoves) (Westholm and Arora-Jonnson, 

2018). Various studies (Chomba et al., 2016, Bee and Sijapati Basnett, 2017; Larson et al., 2018; 

Westholm, 2016) point to the need for scrutiny through a FPE intersectional lens, in evaluating existing 

programmes and in designing similar approaches. For example, in a Burkina Faso case study, a lack of 

acknowledgement of intersecting relations of inequality led to crucial aspects of non-timber forest 

product resource use being overlooked, and risked increased marginalisation of certain groups 

(Westholm, 2016). Local norms around gender, age and ethnicity may combine to create institutional 

disadvantage and exclusions within communities through forms of uneven participation in REDD+ 

programming. For example, REDD+ mechanisms to clarify tenure, when not done carefully, can miss 

the complex resource access arrangements of women and other marginalised groups (Bee and Sijapati 

Basnett, 2017; Larson et al., 2018). Where tenure is used as a basis for accessing REDD+ benefits, 

this may have direct and indirect impacts on women and other marginalised identities (Kariuki and 

Briner, 2016; Satyal et al., 2020; Khadka et al., 2019). Angelson et al. (2018) note that limited 

awareness at local level and lack of time for careful Free and Prior Informed Consent (FPIC) processes 

underlie unequal risk and benefit sharing. Remedies emerging from these studies include enhanced 

local participation in the design, implementation and evaluation of REDD+ and similar payment for 

ecosystem services projects, largely in response to protests by Indigenous Peoples and local 

communities (Larson et al., 2021; Dehm, 2021). Deeper contextual investigations provide broader 

lessons: intersectional inequalities are present across geographical scales of engagement (who 

decides, who funds in top-down programming) and across local landscape and resource access 

histories and struggles (which underlie intersectional powers of inclusion and exclusion). For example, 

in Kenya, the distribution of REDD+ benefits accrued first and disproportionately to larger landowners, 

with patterns of land ownership reflecting land dispossession processes rooted in colonial times 

(Chomba et al., 2016). In Vietnam, local state-community relationships are shaping the outcomes of 

top-down REDD+ programming in unexpected ways (To et al., 2018). Here, the REDD+ project uses 

‘Red Books’, a state-administered land titling instrument, to clarify property rights for the carbon market 

to function. For the local community, ‘Red Books’ provide an opening for gaining access to forest land 

for commodity production and timber revenue. The authors suggest that this institutional ‘co-production’ 

limits the intended REDD+ outcome of strengthening tenure to secure carbon as this is outweighted by 

local aspirations to secure land for commodity production. REDD+ is thus being politically reimagined in 

line with state institutions and local desires for new economic opportunities in remote highland areas 

(op.cit. p. 165) with attendant risk of deepening and reworking intersectional inequalities within and 

across communities.   

 

 

Inequalities embedded within communities (and following norms around ethnicity and other 

hierarchies, for example, caste), may be reproduced in community-based natural resource 

management institutions, as Agarwal’s work on forest user groups has described (2010). 

Myers et al. (2018) found that low-caste members and minorities being under-represented in 

natural-resource management derives from high opportunity costs to participating 



 

 
  

 

meaningfully in such processes. Similar issues apply in other cases where participatory 

requirements further marginalise women whose patriarchal marginalisation leaves them with 

heavy workloads that restrict their engagement (Buchy and Rai, 2008). The dynamics of 

marginalisation contribute to elite capture — of decision making, conservation narratives and 

distributive benefits. In community-based forest management in Tanzania, intra-village 

inequalities (associated with gender, class and education) were reproduced because of 

project demands for ‘expertise’, which had the effect of favouring village elites (Sijapati 

Basnett et al., 2019). Whereas in Indonesia, efforts to participate with existing community 

groups initially reinforced gendered and class hierarchies (Brown et al., 2014, see also 

Thompson, 2018).  

Deeper insights are drawn when researchers engage with intersectionality as social power at 

wider scales rather than intersectional ‘variables’ within households and communities. In 

Nepal, where programmes such as REDD+ serve as a context for people to leverage access 

and control of resources, or to gain social power to exclude others, localised relations have 

political implications beyond individuals, households and communities. This is because 

political transition cements forms of patronage as a ‘normal’ way of conducting business 

(Nightingale, 2018).  

To summarise, the literature on intersectional inequalities in forest contexts is patchy, 

contextual and is clustered around community-based natural resource management 

interventions. Analyses concerning intersectional inequalities within mechanisms such as 

REDD+ tend also to focus on the engagement of and impacts upon local communities, in 

some cases supplementing this with data on gender differences. There is some cross-learning 

between these areas, but this has tended to settle around issues concerning representation, 

recognition and distributive justice at community level. Valuable insights emerge where inter-

scalar analyses around governance bring an intersectional perspective to questions of 

resource access and tenure, and especially where these are steered by Indigenous Peoples 

and local communities. However, there is a heightened risk of deepening inequalities where 

simple stakeholder categories are used, where intersectional power relations limit the 

inclusion of those of marginal identities in problem framing and decision making, and where 

there is limited attention paid to the root causes of inequalities. This includes pre-existing 

resource struggles, patronage and politics that continue to play out at governance scales 

beyond the local community.  

 
 

4.2 Reversing environmental degradation in agricultural contexts: intersectional 

inequalities 

 
There are myriad examples of interventions to improve land management and prevent or 

reverse land degradation in farms, villages and communities in agricultural contexts. And there 

is longstanding literature on the ways such interventions address or amplify gender 

inequalities (Wekesah et al., 2019; Pyburn and van Eerdiwijk, 2021). Almost three decades 

ago, FPE analysis of agricultural interventions — aimed at reversing degradation while 

improving livelihoods — were highlighting gendered and intersectional exclusions. These (and 

many similar studies) showed how gender inequities related not only to inequalities in the 

access and control of resources, but also to gendered exclusions dominating international 

agricultural research (framing problems, defining solutions) and through gender stereotypes 



 

 
  

 

circulating in national-level extension services (Carney, 1993; Rocheleau et al., 1996, 

Schroeder, 1997; Elmhirst, 1998).  

 

Some of the key issues raised in this earlier work reverberate in more recent research on 

gender equality in agricultural settings. Here variations in programme outcomes are attributed 

to culturally-established norms around roles in smallholder livelihoods, access to and control 

of resources, and care responsibilities/domestic work (Carr and Thompson, 2014). The 

contexts for such interventions range from improved seeds with short-term welfare gain, 

improving environmental conditions through practices such as no-till cultivation, intercropping 

(temporal and spatial), agroforestry and improved water saving techniques. To gain traction 

within science-led research for development organisations, such as those within the CGIAR, 

research was premised on exploring gender differentiated factors to prevent the adoption of 

agricultural innovations. But in doing so, research has expanded the understanding of the 

relationship between innovations and gender equality more broadly (Pyburn and van 

Eerdewijk, 2021). For example, the analysis of gender inequalities include security of access 

to and control of resources, such as land and natural resources (Beuchelt and Badstue, 2013; 

Elias et al., 2021b); paid or exchange labour (Murray et al., 2016; Rao et al., 2019) and 

engagement in seed systems (Puskur et al., 2021); shifting gendered labour demands and 

burdens of specific crops and land management practices (Elias et al., 2021a; Farnworth et 

al., 2016, Joshi et al., 2019; Khatri-Chhetri et al., 2020), and the power to be heard and to 

make strategic decisions (Kandel et al., 2021).  

 

While an intersectional analysis in this area remains relatively rare, it is evident there is no 

automatic link between reversing environmental degradation and reducing gender inequality. 

An intersectional analysis helps demonstrate why this might be so in particular contexts. (Carr 

and Thompson, 2014; Ravera et al., 2016). For example, Beuchelt and Badstue (2013) show 

how the intersection of gender and class inequalities explains the uneven distribution of 

benefits and risks when technologies to protect soil carbon were introduced in one 

community. The use of low tillage techniques meant using herbicides on landholder’s fields. 

Women landholders felt the benefits of this (a social location given recognition within the 

scope of the project). But this intervention added to their burden and reduced their access to 

an important source of livelihood for landless and land-poor women, whose reliance on 

‘weeds’ as a subsistence crop was erased (Beuchelt and Badstue, 2013). In this instance, 

class and gender inequalities intersected, influencing roles, responsibilities and power 

dynamics, but also disempowering marginalised identities. By contrast, in a Sri Lanka case 

study, specific circumstances around support for common pool resources and home gardens 

empowered poor and marginalised women as an indirect co-benefit from an ecological 

benefits project (Woronieki, 2019). Adopting an intersectional gender analysis in research 

and programme design can help address equity issues from the start.  

 

 

4.3 Summary and conclusion 

  
To date, there is no definitive evidence that ‘nature based solutions’ allow more for inclusion 

than other technical approaches (see Neimark et al., 2020). Indeed, post-colonial 

intersectional reviews argue that ecology, conservation, and other scientific disciplines have 

colonial histories built on the oppression of marginalised groups of people. This oppression is 

yet to be dismantled, and continues to shape contemporary practice (Chaudhury and Colla, 



 

 
  

 

2021; Mollett and Kepe, 2018; Trisos et al., 2021). Some suggest that more locally-scaled 

interventions carry less risk of amplifying intersectional inequalities (McElwee and Nghi, 2021). 

But this may depend on the logics through which localised interventions are implemented, as 

Karlsson et al. (2021) note for climate-smart agriculture. 

 

Much of the research outlined above ‘uses’ an intersectional gender perspective to improve 

decision making and enhance programming within existing goals and paradigms. However, an 

emerging transformative agenda within agricultural and natural resource-based research for 

development seeks to move beyond investigating gendered barriers to adoption of 

innovations, and towards transforming inequalities (Pyburn and van Eerdewijk, 2021; Elias et 

al., 2021b). This acknowledges that interventions sit within wider processes, such as 

privatisation, commercialisation and market-based solutions, and these contribute to and are 

contingent upon intersectional inequalities through wider systems of power and 

marginalisation. Returning to Mollett and Kepe’s (2017) remark that it is not what 

intersectionality ‘is’, but what it ‘does’, intersectionality is a conceptual tool to be used within a 

transformative agenda. In parallel with paradigm shifts in conservation, a transformative 

approach challenges assumptions, values and power structures that underlie policy and 

practice (Massarello et al., 2022; Blythe et al., 2018). As Larson et al. (2021) note, traditional 

development and conservation solutions, as well as agricultural extension models like those 

described above, still favour uniform, top-down models of change. These fail to address or 

engage with the diversity of local contexts, or with multiple understandings and perceptions 

from diverse actors. The recently completed TAPESTRY project illustrates what this might 

look like in practice: using bottom-up transformation, researchers adopted a transdisciplinary 

approach to challenge wider systems entrenched in unequal power relations, landscapes and 

ecological changes (Mehta et al. 2022).  

 

5. Methodologies for addressing intersectional inequalities 
 
 
Various methodologies have been applied to analyse the impacts of intersectional inequalities, 

to understand why and how interventions to reverse environmental degradation do not 

automatically enable empowerment and the reduction of inequities. As Woroniecki et al. 

(2020) note, there is growing recognition that epistemic pluralism (incorporating knowledge 

and ways of knowing of Indigenous Peoples and local communities) is an important goal in 

transformative responses to environmental degradation (IPBES, 2019). However, the 

uncritical recognition of pluralism is insufficient without understanding how processes of 

change are shaped by political decisions, subjectivities (the dispositions of specific actors 

forged through intersecting and unequal relations of power), and diverse and situated 

knowledge (gained from living and working within ecosystems). FPE approaches take this as 

a starting point, and are explicit in showing how gender, class, race and other relevant axes of 

power are placed in histories of colonialism, patriarchy, racism and capitalism in particular 

contexts (Mollett and Kepe, 2017; Sultana, 2021; Nightingale, 2011). This includes an 

intersectional consideration of what counts as knowledge and how (and by whom) knowledge 

is produced (Rocheleau et al., 1996; Resurrección and Elmhirst, 2020). While the specifics of 

research design, methodologies and tools vary in the studies reviewed in this report, there are 

some common elements associated with studies that adopt an intersectional approach to 

research design:   



 

 
  

 

 

Co-production or co-construction methodologies where different forms of knowledge 

and non-researcher ways of understanding are brought to bear on real-life challenges. 

Although participatory research tools are used to elicit data in agricultural research (including 

climate-smart agriculture) (see Pyburn and van for a review), fully co-produced and 

intersectional research designs are rare. Transdisciplinary co-production methodologies have, 

however, gained traction in other domains and are being developed with an intersectional 

approach in environmental degradation contexts. Such approaches move beyond ‘knowledge 

integration’ models and towards broader adaptive co-management or co-governance models 

that aspire to share power, equality and support for social learning (Apgar et al., 2016; Mehta 

et al., 2022; see Colfer et al., 2021 for reflections on earlier precursors to this approach). In 

practice, this means researchers attend to intersectional power relations when deciding ‘who’ 

to collaborate with, taking a reflexive and intersectional perspective on problem definition 

(Malin and Ryder ,2018) rather than fitting women and poor people into pre-determined 

agendas. This involves co-producing research with non-state actors who become part of 

decision making processes throughout, including research design and in policy conversations, 

with tools incorporated to address power differences faced by disadvantaged research 

partners (Osinski, 2020). For example, in the TAPESTRY project, action-oriented research is 

guided by reflexivity, dialogue and negotiation between all the partners where research is also 

treated as being part of the design for steering and realising changed outcomes on the ground 

(Mehta et al., 2022). Writing specifically about ecosystem restoration, Elias et al. (2021c) note 

that intersectional considerations also involve diversifying research partnerships: instead of 

focusing narrowly on sector-specific organisations (for example, forestry, agroforestry 

organisations), research teams can engage collaborations that reflect the spaces in which 

negotiations are already occurring (see also chapters in Resurrección and Elmhirst, 2021; 

Colfer et al., 2021).  

 

Chains of explanation across scales. Methodologies include tracing broader structures of 

power and marginalisation. Effective research designs recognise the importance of 

understanding structures and processes beyond the local scale and through longer time 

frames (Mehta et al., 2022). This includes histories around resource access and governance 

linked to colonialism or changing political regimes, which may favour certain ethnic groups or 

modes of livelihood above others, as well as being associated with patronage and social class 

(Nightingale, 2015; 2018). To understand gender relations, patriarchal ideologies and norms 

may be traced through laws (around marriage and inheritance), policies (around care or 

wages) and historical norms that are reproduced within institutions, such as formal land tenure 

arrangements (Doss and Meinzen-Dick, 2020). Rather than bracketing wider social processes 

as ‘background’, an intersectional approach means research designs attend to scales and 

spaces beyond the local rural community. Within a co-production context, chains of 

explanation across scale mean explicitly acknowledging territories, knowledge and rights of 

Indigenous Peoples and local communities and the restoration of past ecological damages 

when mediating co-construction processes (Apgar et al., 2016; Nightingale, 2015).   

 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Bringing intersectional analysis into Adaptive Collaborative Management (Governance) 

approaches 

 

Adaptive Collaborative Management (ACM) is an approach to research and/or action in which shared 

learning, experimentation, and adaptation are key principles, as are inclusivity and shared decision 

making at various levels (Colfer et al., 2022: 1). Unlike top-down strategies such as the Million Tree 

Initiatives, Forest Landscape Restoration (FLR) and REDD+, which may claim to involve local 

communities in decision making on forest governance and land use through FPIC and community 

consultations (Delabre et al., 2021; Larson et al., 2013), ACM is an approach that places local peoples 

and communities as partners, not beneficiaries or people to be safeguarded. Since its inception in the 

late 1990s, the approach has been adapted and fashioned across a range of contexts and at broader 

scales, maintaining and developing an emphasis on equity. Although there are criticisms that ACM does 

not explicitly engage with power (Ojha et al., 2013), the potential to shift intersectional inequalities 

through ACM is evident in case studies from Nepal and elsewhere (McDougall and Ojha, 2021; 

Staddon, 2020). In this instance, researchers adopted an approach drawn from intersectional FPE that 

addressed pervasive and persistent multifaceted social hierarchies (gender and caste) through 

reflexivity (conscious self-consideration), deliberative decision making and social learning. McDougall 

and Ojha (2021) describe how this shifted forest user groups from centralised to decentralised 

visioning, planning, monitoring and decision making. At the same time, less powerful actors and other 

overlooked aspects of everyday life (for example, in-between cultivation spaces, care work) became 

more visible as their ‘outlier’ status shifted. Future research projects should build from the insights that 

emerge by integrating intersectional feminist political ecology with ACM (or Adaptive Collaborative 

Governance) approaches to avoid the creation of a gendered experience, where communities take on 

disproportionate risks and precarious low wage jobs (Neimark et al., 2020; Delabre et al., 2021).  

 

 
Building a focus on intersectional identities. In their manual for ‘operationalising’ an 

intersectional analysis, Colfer et al. (2018) identify six steps: (a) understanding how the local 

system works; (b) identifying who the marginalised really are at the time of research/action 

and what institutions contribute to sustaining that marginalisation; (c) estimating the level/ 

significance of discrimination for individuals with multiple marginalising identities; (d) analysing 

how the institutions, norms and narratives function to sustain inequitable systems; (e) 

strengthening collaboration within and among community members to reduce adverse impacts 

on multiply-marginalised individuals; and (f) changing policies and inequitable systems (Colfer 

et al., 2018). The authors note that navigating interactions between knowledges, social 

processes and power dynamics among the most disempowered is time-consuming and an 

explicit effort to seek them out will be required. These assessments will require more 

interaction with local community members than is typical in forest-related research (Colfer et 

al., 2018). 

 

Tools for data gathering. Methods used in intersectional analysis are often qualitative and 

deeply contextual where the combination of different forms of marginalisation may be handled 

at case study or community level. Beyond a commonly used suite of participatory qualitative 



 

 
  

 

methods adapted to capture diverse perspectives (for example, focus groups, ranking 

exercises and semi-structured interviews) (Ravera et al., 2016, Badstue et al., 2018), 

transdisciplinary co-production research designs increasingly make use of art-based and 

visual methods (for example, photovoice). These have enabled researchers and communities 

to explore diverse narratives of environmental change and the socio-ecological relationships 

on which change is based (Mehta et al., 2022). Qualitative Comparative Analysis has been 

used in some studies to generalise. While this contributes to the synthesis of deeply 

contextual case-based studies, it requires strong theoretical insights and knowledge of field 

contexts (Rao et al., 2019). The CGIAR’s GENNOVATE study has developed an evidence 

base made up of multiple case studies that use a standardised qualitative toolkit and 

questions (Badstue et al., 2018; Pyburn and van Eerdewijk, 2021). While this has produced 

comparisons across sites around various intersectional modalities (gender and youth, gender 

and marital status), there are risks when working across markedly different contexts without 

the deep contextual knowledge required for interpreting shifting norms and power relations, 

and where data is ‘extracted’ in non-collaborative ways.  

 

Recommendations for funders 
 

From this briefing on intersectional inequalities and their relevance for REDAA programming, 

the following recommendations are made:  

• Consensus around the need to address environmental degradation can mask plural 

framings of ‘the problem’, what constitutes relevant evidence, and what, therefore, are 

considered appropriate solutions (Blythe et al., 2018). Foregrounding social science 

perspectives that analyse socio-political dimensions of problem-framing, and that 

engage communities as actors, not just beneficiaries, is an important start. However, 

this does not go far enough. An intersectional approach to social differentiation and 

disaggregation at multiple scales of analysis and action (including within communities 

and in building research teams) needs to be written into REDAA programming.  

• Programming should be resourced in a way that supports the time required to build 

relationships, trust and communication within adaptive collaborative/co-production 

teams across varied knowledges in reflexive, adaptive and non-linear process-oriented 

ways. In research involving those at the most marginalising intersections of power and 

inequality (for example, poorest women from unrecognised ethnicities).  

• Resources should be made available to cover the additional time, care and use of 

creative methodologies that effective research and practice entail. Additionally, funders 

should require projects to include a strategy for addressing intersectional inequalities 

within research practice and processes (discussion around transdisciplinary and 

adaptive collaborative management/governance through intersectional perspectives).  

• Addressing intersectional inequalities means working through a multi-level, multi-scalar 

perspective rather than restricting analyses to the household or community level. More 

convincing intersectional research programmes are designed to examine how social 

norms, formal laws, regulations and institutions sustain inequalities across arenas and 

scales, including within institutions, the state (including its local manifestations) and in 

research projects/teams.     

 



 

 
  

 

 

 

 

 

Intersectional identities at risk in REDAA framings 

An intersectional analysis that takes historically-embedded structures of power and marginalisation as a 

starting point may unsettle and complicate the emphasis on engaging Indigenous Peoples and local 

communities that is premised in REDAA programme development: questions around who is Indigenous 

may generate contested answers. Moreover, some of the most marginal intersectional positionings in 

rural areas include those who are not defined in this way: itinerant migrant workers, landless labourers, 

displaced peoples. Poorly designed programmes which address the concerns of local and Indigenous 

communities may indeed generate new vulnerabilities for those people who do not ‘fit’ emerging 

transformative research agendas.   

 

Recommendations for future projects/researchers 
 

Key points for consideration in future projects: 

• Research designs built around co-production and adaptive collaboration in teams that 

represent plural ways of knowing (science, social science, the ontologies of Indigenous 

and local communities) are best placed to explore and address intersectional 

inequalities and relations within specific ecological contexts. At the same time, an 

intersectional analysis is required in building research teams: in identifying and finding 

a way of working with the most marginalised, in attending to power relations so 

dominant ways of knowing (biophysical science, quantitative findings, social science 

theorisations) are decentred throughout the project.   

• Project design should pay careful attention to the ways that vulnerable or marginalised 

social groups — defined through intersecting modalities such as gender, class, 

ethnicity, coloniality — already use, benefit, and derive benefits from resources and to 

how that might change under different regimes of access under transformative change. 

These more structural issues should not be bracketed as ‘background’ information in 

projects designed around technical fixes, but instead should be a starting point for 

building collaborative relationships.  

• Intersectional analysis requires researcher programmes to confront and embrace the 

contested politics of social and environmental change – this is an uncomfortable but 

necessary challenge and requires carefully constructed collaborations to succeed 

(discussion about what intersectionality ‘does’ in revealing and addressing structural 

and historical power relations).  

• Research projects should request sufficient resources and skills to support the time 

and care required for building collaborative relationships, trust and communication 

across plural knowledges and ways of knowing for research undertaken through co-

production/co-construction. In research involving those at the most marginalising 

intersections of power and inequality (for example, poorest women from unrecognised 

ethnicities), resources should be made available to cover the additional time, care and 



 

 
  

 

use of creative methodologies that effective research and practice will entail 

(discussion around transdisciplinary and adaptive collaborative 

management/governance through intersectional perspectives).  
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