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Critical research gaps in
understanding Southeast
Asian women's wildlife
trade and use practices

Elizabeth Oneita Davis*

San Diego Zoo Wildlife Alliance, San Diego, CA, United States

The hunting and consumption of wildlife is a global practice with practices that
are socially nested, mediated, and shared across social categories, including
gender. Research into wildlife trade increasingly recognizes the importance of
understanding and investigating social drivers and processes of hunting and
consumption. However, studies of social norms, motivations, and actions
specific to women are still lacking within wildlife trade literature, particularly
within Southeast Asia. Women are central to how a society operates and to
societal practices, and they are fundamental actors in initiating change in these
practices. In Southeast Asia, women are especially powerful actors within
resident matrilineal and bilateral societies. This article will reflect on wildlife
trafficking through the roles and activities of women. While women'’s narratives
are lacking across all current wildlife trade research, | will highlight in this article
critical research gaps, gender-specific issues in methodology, and important
research opportunities.
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Introduction

The trade and consumption of wildlife are universal practices, engaged in by human
actors across genders, societies, social strata, and geography. These practices can be
sustainable, but a recognized driver of biodiversity loss is the global illegal and/or
unsustainable trade in wildlife (Fukushima et al., 2021). In Southeast Asia’, high
biodiversity dovetails with illegal and/or unsustainable wildlife trade and consumption
(hereafter IUWT) (e.g. Jiao et al., 2021; Nuttall et al, 2022). Much of this trade and
consumption begins and ends within Southeast Asia (Blair et al., 2017), but some
poaching and trade is intended to supply demand in China (van Uhm and Wong, 2021).

1 “"Southeast Asia” refers to the following 11 countries: Brunei, Cambodia, Indonesia, Laos, Malaysia,

Myanmar, the Philippines, Singapore, Thailand, Timor-Est, and Vietnam.
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On a global scale, Southeast Asian demand is also an important
driver of population declines of species in Africa (e.g. Nguyen
and Roberts, 2020). While IUWT is becoming increasingly well-
documented in this region, important research gaps exist. One of
these is a gender gap in understanding- and addressing-
women’s” role in IUWT. This is important because [UWT is a
continual process of social change (e.g. Van Kirk, 1983): actors
enter and exit into the trade as poachers, traders, or consumers,
according to complex social and contextual factors, including
those mediated by gender (e.g. Dwyer and Minnegal, 2010).
Preferences for wild products temporally fluctuate across this
complex landscape of factors, and by extension, so do the specific
mechanics of the trade itself (e.g. Nijman et al., 2019).
Identifying and describing gender-specific motivations and
practices represent an opportunity for understanding this
particular landscape of social change, and shifting changing
practices positively for conservation’s ends.

Because there is a paucity of information on this issue within
Southeast Asia, this article is not a formal review of available
literature on this topic (although most, if not all, of the available
published English-language literature is included here). Instead,
I present some examples of the roles women can (and do) fill in
IUWT, research gaps in understanding these roles, and
suggestions for changes towards effective data collection and
conservation practice. This article is not the first to call for more
nuance in understanding gender-specific differences in the use of
wildlife in general (see for example Margulies et al., 2019), and is
not the first to focus entirely on research gaps in understanding
women’s role in wildlife trafficking (see the work of Agu and
Gore (2022) and McElwee (2012)); however, this article is the
first to present a synthesized roadmap of gaps and opportunities
in TUWT research conducted within the Southeast Asian region.
I have also aimed in this article to acknowledge women’s
complexities by highlighting poor methods for gathering
women-specific information. Poor methods may influence
IUWT research to focus on men over women, out of
misplaced belief that men are more active participants in
IUWT. Whether men are indeed more active participants in
IUWT is an open question that has not been adequately
addressed in many IUWT contexts. However, we can suspect
that both men and women may be equally active in different
ways; for example, Nana (2022) points out that men are most
likely to be criminalized for poaching in Cameroon, but women
do not receive the same penalties, and are the most active actors

2 "Women" here refers to any individual who would be treated and
viewed as such in societies in Southeast Asia. This historically
encompasses individuals regardless of the individual's “biological sex”.
“Female” will also be used under the same definition, in certain sections of
this article where the more common term within the literature is “female”,

e.g. “female social networks".
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in selling bushmeat. This complexity is discussed further within
this article.

This article is a direct call to action to place women more
firmly and centrally in scientific and practical considerations of
the complex issues that drive IUWT in Southeast Asia. Ardener
(1985) noted the propensity of social scientists to declare that
they “do not study women”, with little recognition that the study
of any linguistically, geographically, and demographically
demarcated group of people will constitute study of women.
One can make a strong argument that this same research
blindness exists in IUWT research (e.g. Agu and Gore, 2022).

The focus of this article is to present examples of women’s
roles in IUWT in Southeast Asia, situated within
anthropological and sociological work around broader topics
that can illuminate potential research paths (e.g., the roles of
women in domestic and international trade within Southeast
Asia). Through this process, I illustrate gaps in current research,
and suggest some changes in research practices to best address
these issues, as well as the uptake of conservation interventions
designed to address these issues.

A theory that will underpin the arguments made in this
article is Appadurai (1988) theory of commodities as
“thoroughly socialized things”; i.e., as objects engaged with by
diverse social actors in correspondingly diverse ways, attributed
with culturally, socially, and even demographically-specific
meaning. As such, one can theorize that women may
potentially engage with wildlife products as commodities
differently from their male counterparts, according to gender-
specific differences in social structure, kinship (e.g. Dube, 1997),
and biology (e.g., women with vaginas are unlikely to use a
wildlife product to treat erectile dysfunction).

Behavior change is the conservation practice mainly referred
to in this article, to illustrate deficiencies in research that can
hamper the success of the implementation of conservation
interventions to curb IUWT. Other conservation interventions
will be described, where appropriate. Behavior change is used as
the primary conservation touchpoint for this article because
understanding and engaging with women is argued to be
essential for the success of behavior change and other human-
focused conservation strategies (e.g. Davis et al., 2020; Agu and
Gore, 2022).

“A women's place” in Southeast Asia

The historic societal structures of Southeast Asian countries
offer a compelling foundational argument for the value of
understanding socially-grounded, women-specific influences
on individual action. Across the countries of Southeast Asia,
societies tend towards matrilineality and bilaterality (Dube,
1997). Some characteristics of matrilineality are where women
receive and control property rather than men, men move into
their wife’s household rather than vice versa, and women have a
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stronger influence within their society as a whole (Dube, 1997).
Characteristics of bilaterality include property being split
equally, married couples moving equally into either the male
or female’s family, and genders equally holding power and
agency (Dube, 1997). Some scholars have argued for the
influence of Chinese patrilineality within Southeast Asia, but
convincing evidence has shown the enduring power of
matrilineality and bilaterality (e.g. Whitmore, 1984). Southeast
Asian men may claim their societies are patrilineal/patriarchal
(pers. obs.), but consultation of the literature- or indeed, even
limited ethnography within Southeast Asian countries- will
show that this is hopeful speculation on the part of Southeast
Asian men. In the context of kin, Dube (1997) notes the
commonality of bilaterality across Southeast Asia, with
households individually choosing which kin networks
(husband or wife) they will become part of, versus patrilineal
societies where women must always join their husband’s kin.
Men have a noted lack of control over women in Southeast Asia;
vice versa, women can have extraordinary control over one
another (Dube, 1997). Dube (1997) notes that throughout
Southeast Asia men often are simply “interlopers” into “female
clans”, i.e., kin networks. Within these female clans, older
females especially have immense agency and authority that
they cultivate as they age. Rather than cultivating agency and
authority in spite of restrictive societal ideals, Southeast Asian
society encourages a “class” of strong women to influence and
shape attitudes, norms, and practices. Plentiful research shows
that regardless of economic status or situation, women in
Southeast Asia can and do have ample agency and power
within their families, communities, and society as a whole
(Dube, 1997; Leshkowich, 2014; Akter et al., 2017 Papanek,
1975, Walker, 1999; Turner, 2010; Yokoyama, 2010; Tan, 2013).
These powerful actors can, in turn, shape patterns of [TUWT
across Southeast Asia.

Women as physical actors

One conservation focus is on poaching as the driver of
biodiversity decline, and poaching appears to be dominated by
men (e.g. Nijman et al, 2017; Lunstrum and Giva, 2020).
Women appear to be more constrained to the “home” and
the duties within, while men appear to be more active in the
forest, since they seem to be more likely to hunt (e.g. Murdock
and Provost, 1973). However, women frequently enter spaces
where they interact with wildlife; women work on rice fields,
where wildlife is present (Villamor et al., 2015), and have the
potential to be active participants in setting snare traps around
field boundary edges (with one intent of limiting crop raiding
by wildlife). In addition, while women may not be typical
poachers with camping gear, guns, and snares (although we can
note that no studies in Southeast Asia have researched whether
women do poach in this manner), they may influence poaching
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in other ways. In their reviews of women’s role in wildlife trade
in Africa and Europe, Agu and Gore (2020, 2022) summarized
the different roles women have been found to play, from
practical administrative roles in poaching syndicates
(Hiibschle, 2014) to more subtle “encouragement” of their
male kin and connections who are engaged in poaching
(Sundstrom et al,, 2020). Women from forest-adjacent
communities worldwide are also known to actively enter the
forest to forage for herbs and other plants (Price and Ogle,
2012), and have been documented hunting opportunistically
(Andrew and Agu, 2022).

Researchers may have neglected studying women as active
individuals in physical (and social) spaces due to patriarchally-
grounded beliefs that women have little agency in their families and
within their communities. Such research biases can be exacerbated
by methodology grounded in the researcher’s own patrilineal/
patriarchial social norms; for example, studies that speak only to
the “head of a household”, and/or assume that a household head is
always male. These studies may then be unable to answer important
questions about women’s attitudes and actions, which is important
because women can (and do) control their households’ physical
space, and poachers and traffickers can be invited into these homes,
which facilitates participation in TUWT (e.g. Agu and Gore, 2022).
Other research methods may also be faulty when investigating
sensitive questions, without the use of methods designed to
overcome biases. This is particularly important when considering
the practices of women- there is evidence that women are less
willing to discuss illicit behavior (e.g. Gregson et al, 2002).
Reporting women’s responses as directly truthful, when
precautionary methods such as trust-building interviews and
specialized questioning techniques are not employed, may also
under-represent women’s actual level of participation in TUWT.

Rapid economic growth across Southeast Asia has diversified
opportunities for employment. Women dominate small-scale
trade across the region (e.g. Turner, 2010; Tan, 2013; Elsing,
2019), and as such women are often the predominant actors
within market spaces. Women predominantly sell goods, and
purchase goods for their households. They are important actors
in determining which commodities will enter into their
households, both as commodities to be sold on to other actors,
and as commodities to be used by the household. Women have
been identified as directly acting to sell wildlife products in
Africa (e.g. Agu and Gore, 2020). Two opportunities where
behavior change-grounded conservation interventions may be
applied are those with the intended outcome of reducing the sale
of wildlife products by women at the market, and reducing the
direct purchase of wildlife products at a market. As suggested by
Graham (2022), women can be powerful “agents of change” in
IUWT, in such critical contexts. However, within Southeast Asia
it may be particularly challenging to stop women from selling
wildlife products, in light of the widespread economic
constraints, lack of alternative livelihoods across the region,
and historic precedence (e.g. Fabinyi, 2016; Friess et al., 2016;
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Jaiteh et al,, 2017). The COVID-19 pandemic has aggravated
these challenges; Anagnostou et al. (2021) noted that the
widespread closure of public markets that occurred in the
pandemic caused high economic impact on the women who
dominate these spaces. Women are often the most vulnerable
group in a time of crisis, particularly when they are reliant on
external forms of income (Agu and Gore, 2022). This can then
push women into greater participation in ITUWT; generalized
economic impacts of COVID-19 (such as loss of employment)
may spur greater reliance on natural resources, potentially
leading to increased unsustainable wildlife harvesting (e.g.
Lindsey et al,, 2020 and Roe et al, 2020), and/or legal wildlife
trade pushed into illicit markets (e.g. Booth et al., 2021).
Additionally, women can be some of the most active players in
the wildlife-human disease interface that can occur in markets
by being the primary actors in the process of acquiring and even
slaughtering domestic and wild animals. No available literature
exists on this facet of wildlife trade in Southeast Asia, but it is an
apparent and widespread practice in personal observations
across the region, and in the recorded dynamics of trade in
comparative (in terms of the scale of IUWT) regions such as
West Africa (e.g. Nana, 2022). Understanding and engaging with
the women who work within this context will be of benefit in
advancing OneHealth ideas, most prominently that the
preservation of wildlife and human health (particularly
vulnerable individuals and societies) relies on tools such as
decentralized emerging infectious disease surveillance at live
wildlife markets (Aarestrup et al, 2021 and Watsa and
Wildlife Disease Surveillance Focus Group, 2020). The success
of these tools relies on the engagement of individuals directly at
the disease interface, i.e. predominantly women.

Women are also important actors in cross-border trade. In
Laos, cross-border women traders are specifically identified with
the appellation mae kha, illustrating their critical societal role
(e.g. Walker, 1999; Turner, 2010; Yokoyama, 2010; Tan, 2013).
However, this small-scale trade generally does not provide
significant opportunities for economic advancement (e.g.
Nguyen et al., 2014), particularly for women who trade across
the porous country borders in the region; these activities can be
illegal (e.g., unpaid import fees) and therefore targeted by
authorities who fine the traders (Endres, 2014). When a
practice is already criminalized on one level, it is theoretically
easier for an individual to perpetuate additional criminal acts
(Brantingham and Brantingham, 1993); thus, it may be lucrative
for women who are already engaged in these activities to begin
illegally collecting, transporting, and selling wildlife. Trading
more “dangerous” goods may also be attractive from a purely
gender-specific standpoint; Endres (2014) points out a benefit
for women as traders in that they can leverage their gender to
present themselves as “weak” and therefore harmless, to gain
smaller/no penalties (see also Agu and Gore, 2022). In light of
these factors, women-focused qualitative studies at Southeast
Asian borderlands would be of benefit.
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Women-specific social drivers of
behavior

Female social networks are extremely important to consider in
studies of behavior; “[women] find strong bonds with each other in
shared life experiences which can transcend ... differences”
(Papanek, 1975). As two examples, Villamor et al. (2015) found
such strong female social networks in Sumatra that women within
these networks would work on one another’s rice fields without any
pay, while Nguyen et al. (2014) found that small-scale women
traders in Vietnam would all put money into a “pot” and use the
aggregated funds to support each person in the network, on a
rotational basis. These strong networks can in turn powerfully
amplify the behavior of just one woman; e.g. if one woman begins
using serow bone to treat her bruises, use may transmit more easily
throughout the entire group [e.g. as seen in other cases illustrating
such behavioral transmission (Tucker et al., 2011)]. Another
important aspect of such social networks is that they can be
maintained and strengthened through the giving of gifts, which
can include wildlife products (e.g. Davis et al,, 2021). Such “gifts”
imply some form of reciprocity, so can be given in response to an
altruistic act (such as helping out on a rice field), or with the
expectation that the recipient will give something in return at a later
date. Understanding the interplay and influence of these female-
specific networks for the design and implementation of demand
reduction interventions will advance IUWT research and inform
successful interventions, for a wide variety of wildlife products.

Women have also been found to be primary users for certain
wildlife products. For example, Doughty et al. (2019) found that
individuals buying and using saiga horn in Singapore tended to
be middle-aged, Chinese-heritage women. One driver of use of
saiga by these women was that it was recommended to them by
others as a treatment option for “heatiness”. In the case of these
users, the most influential group was cited to be “Family”. While
“Family” influence can be an important driver for all genders,
across the world, women may be especially influenced by the
desires and recommendations of close kin. Studies have shown
that across societies, middle-aged women are often especially
bound to their parents and children (Waite and Harrison, 1992).
As such, they may be especially willing to engage in social
activities with these kin-members that further strengthen the
bond, such as purchasing and using a parent or child-
recommended medicinal product. Middle-aged women are
doubly “susceptible” due to exerting power over their children,
and having power exerted over them by living parents. In
addition, Chinese Singaporeans- and individuals in Chinese
societies across China and Southeast Asia- have traditionally
lived in multi-generational households, where older female
actors can carry immense power over younger females in the
household (e.g. Teo et al., 2003). This more “dominative” driver
contrasts with the examples given in the preceding paragraph of
“freely given” aid and assistance within largely equitable female
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social networks; yet both examples illustrate the importance of
understanding women-specific contexts when attempting to
understand behaviors around wildlife consumption and use.

Another highly-specific example of a women-driven social
driver is the suggestion of wildlife products for the treatment of
women-specific uterine ailments, as noted by Davis et al. (2020)
in Cambodia, with older female kin encouraging the use of bear
bile by younger women, particularly to treat post-partum
ailments. This encouragement can take the form of specific
verbal encouragement, as well as purchase of the bear bile by
older females, for use by the younger female kin. While bear bile
is used by both genders in Cambodia, use of bear bile by women
is specific to female clans (kin networks) and female-identifying
individuals with uteruses. Older women within female kin
networks represent a particularly influential group whose
motivations will be of immense benefit to understand and
leverage, as researchers increasingly seek to design behavior
change interventions to address IUWT. In this respect, older
women may be powerful “agents of change” who “are positioned
within their social network in such a way [as] to engender
transformation” (Graham, 2022).

A key social driver of behavior is attitude. In the Theory of
Planned Behavior, a widely-used theory in conservation social
science, attitudes are argued to be one of the direct mediators of
behavioral intention, which in turn is a direct mediator of behavior
(Ajzen, 1991). The argument follows that understanding attitudes in
turn facilitates researcher understanding of actual and potential
behavior (e.g. Hrubes et al., 2001; Shrestha et al., 2012; Glikman
etal, 2019). While persuasive counterarguments have emerged that
investigating attitudes alone does not provide sufficient
understanding of behavior (Nilsson et al, 2020), attitudes
(combined with other socially and contextually-grounded factors)
do provide an approximate measure of the potential for X behavior
to occur (St. John et al, 2010). As such, it is worth considering
women’s attitudes towards wildlife, as part of broader
understanding around why behaviors- such as the trafficking and/
or consumption of wildlife- may occur. While a negative attitude
held by a woman towards a wildlife species may not necessarily
encourage her to initiate the behavior of poaching, trading, and/or
consuming that species, she may influence other actors, such as her
direct kin, to poach, trade, and consume (e.g. Agu and Gore, 2022).
Women may also be more negatively affected by conservation
decisions based only on male attitudes (e.g. Doubleday and
Rubino, 2022, Flaherty and Jengjalern, 1995, and Keane et al,
2016). Conservation interventions lacking complete buy-in from all
relevant stakeholders often fail (Cooney et al., 2021). Biased research
can lead to ineffective conservation interventions that fail to
consider women and their specific gender-based behavioral and
social differences. A prominent example of of biased research is
studies that sample household heads rather than a gender-balanced
sample; although, studies that analyze specific differences in
positive/negative conservation behaviors between male and
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female-headed households can uncover greater nuance and by
extension, can have greater impact in making effective
conservation decisions (e.g. Thoms, 2008). Ultimately,
thoughtfully designed studies that gather psycho-social
information from both men and women will be most effective at
guiding applied conservation interventions addressing important
conservation issues, such as [UWT.

Conclusion

Gender-focused IUWT research is still arguably in nascent
stages, particularly in Southeast Asia. I have identified within
this article a number of gaps in knowledge, including: women’s
role in hunting wildlife; women’s role in determining which
wildlife is brought into the home; the extent of women’s
involvement for trading wildlife; women’s motivations for
trading wildlife; women’s motivations for using wildlife; the
role female kin networks play in influencing transmission of
wildlife use; the extent of women’s involvement in selling and
slaughtering wildlife at a market; and motivations for selling
and slaughtering wildlife. These are examples of important
research avenues, but even more fruitful and important
opportunities exist. Initiating research projects into these and
other women-in-IUWT-specific questions will result in
important outputs that- if applied appropriately- will
unquestionably enhance the efficacy of TUWT-directed
conservation interventions in Southeast Asia.

IUWT is one of the most significant challenges facing the
world, with well-publicized negative impacts on global
biodiversity and global health. To date, conservationists have
struggled to adequately address this global crisis. Continued
failure to consider influential groups, such as women, is likely to
waste critical resources and hamper conservationists’ ability to
have impact. To initiate the “social change” needed to safeguard
global biodiversity and health, women must be acknowledged,
understood, and engaged.
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