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Participatory community development is considered as one of the important 
mechanisms of governance in ensuring inclusive and people centered development 
in emerging economies around the world. Remarkably, community participation 
has been promoted because of the associated perceived benefits such as collective 
decision making, ownership of community projects and sustainability of community 
initiatives. Despite all these associated benefits, there is an increasing concern that, 
in practice, community participation in relation to land development initiatives 
turned to be biased against and be exclusive of women. Against this backdrop, the 
conceptual study explores the prospects for women increased and meaningful 
participation in land development initiatives amid the patriarchal structures and 
barriers characterizing most of the societies in developing countries. Through 
the proposed conceptual framework, this study argues that to achieve inclusive 
participation in land development initiatives in communities, the agendas of women 
empowerment should be accompanied with ecofeminism, social capital and social 
acceptability principles as drivers of the transformation into the manifestation of 
inclusive participatory in relation to land development. The proposed conceptual 
framework together with the recommendations thereof in this study shed new 
insight to understand that, unless policies and programs of women empowerment 
on land development are synchronized with ecofeminist, social acceptability and 
social capital values, the realization of inclusive participation in communal land 
development in emerging economies will remain impossible.
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1 Introduction and background

Communal land development is an important area of focus for both developed and 
developing countries as land is an important and invaluable resource for social and economic 
development. As defined by in the literature, communal or customary land tenure is a system 
that is used by mostly rural African people to organize, distribute, and own land (Branson, 
2016; Winkler, 2019) for different developmental purposes. Remarkably, in rural communities 
people still use customary laws to control the use and administration of land (Branson, 2016), 
as well as the transfer of land rights (Wily, 2012). Of particular concern is that the ripple effects 
of the customary laws on land use and ownership often result in the exclusion of women’s 
participation in community development projects (Mishra and Sam, 2016) relating to 
communal land development. According to Cornwall (2003), women’s participation and 
involvement in communal land development projects is very limited and still a serious 
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development issue in many developing countries. In the developing 
South region including Africa, the plight of women in terms of limited 
access to land has extensively been researched in several countries in 
the African region. This includes countries such as Madagascar, 
Ethiopia, and Sierra Leone (Jacoby and Minten, 2007; Bezabih and 
Holden, 2010; Bezu and Holden, 2014).

Though, by nature, women are perceived to be caring and having 
a loving attitude for the environment (Avantika, 2017), the dominant 
culture of patriarchy in developing societies continues to subordinate 
the role and meaningful participation of women in communal land 
development initiatives and programmes (Edström, 2014). To this 
extent, several policies and programs for women’s empowerment on 
land development remains ineffective because the societal 
environment and normative conditions wherein these policies are 
executed remain untransformed for embracing the inclusive and 
participatory community development orthodoxy.

Against this backdrop, this conceptual paper explores, from the 
feminist philosophical perspective, how inclusive participation in 
communal land development, as a mean to redressing the spatial 
injustices embedded in the primitive and patriarchal societal norms 
could be realized. In this paper, a conceptual framework is proposed 
to forge and elucidate the women empowerment outcomes and or 
benefits that could merge when synchronizing the tripartite of 
ecofeminism, social capital, and social acceptability values as the 
drivers towards the realization of inclusive participation in communal 
land development.

This research is a desktop study, and it used a systematic review of 
secondary data focusing on women’s participation and communal 
land development. We conducted a systematic review of case studies 
reporting on the participation of women in land issues in both 
developed and developing countries. According to De Jong et  al. 
(2021), a systematic review is a preferable method when reviewing and 
reporting on secondary information. This paper used the thematic 
analysis tool to analyze documents and articles reviewed that align 
with the main topic. In thematic analysis, themes were formulated that 
focused on Women’s participation in Communal Land development, 
and women’s participation in communal land at the Mpumalanga 
province. The final step was interpreting and discussing secondary 
data in accordance with the formulated themes and presenting the 
findings to draw a conclusion.

1.1 Conceptual and theoretical framework

To advance the feminist argument, this conceptual study is 
underpinned on and guided by the conceptual and theoretical 
parameters of ecofeminism; social capital; and social acceptability.

1.1.1 Ecofeminism
The Ecofeminism philosophy looks closely to the relationship that 

women have with nature as it attempts to outlying new cultural 
horizons while addressing the environmental issues, patriarchy, 
sexism, class, gender and androcentrism (Puleo, 2017). This 
philosophical lens asserts that there are different factors such as 
patriarchal structures of power and capitalism which cause the 
oppression of women in their natural environment (Oktarina and 
Yulianti, 2022). Gender and environmental relations have valuable 
ramifications regarding the understanding of nature between men and 

women, the management and distribution of resources and 
responsibilities and the day-to-day life and well-being of people even 
today (Avantika, 2017). Likewise, women are seen as mother nature 
due to their responsibilities of producing lives and give food and 
protection to the living beings (Öztürk, 2020) to their families and 
communities. The ecofeminism advocates that women should 
be  appreciated because they give priority to protection of and 
improving the capacity of nature, maintaining farming lands, and 
caring for nature and environment’s future (Avantika, 2017). 
Therefore, the aim of ecofeminism is to dismantle the gender 
disparities between men and women and liberate women from the 
male-dominate system (Öztürk, 2020) to forge inclusive participation 
of women in land related development initiatives. Dismantling these 
gender disparities also requires the establishing of strong social capital 
in rural communities.

1.1.2 Social capital
In the context of the patriarchal societal norms and customs that 

lead to the limited participation of women in communal land 
development, social capital can overcome the vertical barriers that 
make it difficult for individuals and groups with unequal social status 
or power to work together (Rowe, 2016) in their communities. The 
availability of social capital in communities can have positive 
outcomes in many ways towards the formation of new social ties and 
relationships to expand networks and to provide a broader set of new 
leaders with fresh ideas and information (Phillips and Pittman, 2014). 
In the same vein, Fabová and Janáková (2015) maintain that social 
capital is an intangible asset that allows people to share deep 
knowledge and develop winning strategies based on shared trust, 
norms, and mutual respect. In addition, the existence of a social 
network allows community members especially women to trust one 
another to solve existing problems. According to a study that was done 
by Mozumdar et al. (2017) which focused on the relevance of social 
capital in women’s business performance in Bangladesh, shared 
several positive outcomes that came from the social network of 
women towards their business performance. Moreover, social capital 
could increase the existence of informal safety nets amongst 
households to reduce risk and vulnerability (Nabil and Abd Eldayem, 
2015). In this regard, Silvey and Elmhirst (2003) state that, as women 
in rural areas are usually excluded from participation in male-
dominated social networks, women turned to be exposed to social 
shocks and be vulnerable to community risks. In relation to communal 
land development, Nabil and Abd Eldayem (2015) also indicate that 
the outcome of social capital is the reduction of information 
imperfections and enforcement of mechanisms that increase outputs, 
access to land and capital for all. Equally, amid the prevailing unequal 
social status and power between men and women, there is also a need 
for social acceptability values for building mutual trust and inclusion 
to see each other as an equal party in the development of 
communal land.

1.1.3 Social acceptability
The social acceptance conceptual framework includes features 

such as wanting to have a positive social contact with others; 
wanting a stable framework that guides the connections that 
individuals have with each other; and the behaviors and attitudes 
that influence tolerance for others (Leary, 2010: DeWall and 
Bushman, 2011). The relevance of this concept in this paper is its 
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focus on the attitude, norms, and behavior which influence the 
acceptance of women and their participation in community 
development projects, in relation to land development. In essence, 
social acceptability is focusing on destigmatization and fighting the 
social rejection of women and injustices that affect women in 
low-income households (Kabeer, 2011), particularly in rural 
communities where the domination of patriarchal societal culture 
and norms continue to subordinate the role and participation of 
women in communal land development (Edström, 2014). In most 
of these communities, the social acceptability of women and their 
participation in social and economic development is highly 
influenced by kinship and relationship systems that is dominant in 
most rural areas. As observed by Nelson (1996), for women to have 
identities and be  accepted in societies, they should belong in 
marriage institutions and construct their identities around marriage 
and family. As a result, there have been empowerment programmes 
that were introduced in different African countries to empower 
women to be socially accepted and to allow them to participate in 
their development (Habibov et  al., 2017; Samuels and Ghimire, 
2018; Samuels et al., 2018; Harper and Marcus, 2018). Equally, the 
drive for advocating the social acceptability norms should 
be  mainstreamed in the patriarchy society to enable a mutual, 
inclusive, and meaningful participation for women in communal 
development projects. Eventually, the present conceptual framework 
in the following section illustrates how inclusive participation in 
communal land development, as a means towards redressing the 
spatial injustices embedded in the primitive and patriarchal societal 
norms, could be realized.

2 Towards inclusive participatory in 
land communal development for 
spatial justice

According to De Beer and Swanepoel (1998), in communities 
where popular participation or empowerment takes place, the 
emphasis is on mobilizing community knowledge and resources, 
community-led initiatives and decision-making, and attaining self-
reliance. Equally, the proposed conceptual framework for inclusive 
participation in communal land development for spatial justice 
make the following proposition as direct benefits that could 
emanate from a feminist focused empowerment program of action: 
Collective decision making, inclusive ownership, self-reliance, 
and sustainability.

2.1 Collective decision making

Community development is based on the idea that all people 
are important and should have a voice in community decision-
making, have the potential to contribute and share resources, and 
have a responsibility for community action and outcomes. 
However, as attested by Meaza (2009), collective decision-making 
in communities has been historically threatened by structural 
barriers, unequal socio-economic opportunities, and social 
disparities. In the context that individuals are expected to not work 
in isolation (De Liddo and Concilio, 2017), the social capital values 
should be seen as an intangible asset that could allow people to 

share deep knowledge and develop winning strategies based on 
shared trust, norms, and mutual respect (Fabová and Janáková, 
2015). Inclusive participation of community members allows them 
to make informed decisions which will show collective intelligence, 
creativity, and innovation (Schuler, 2010). The involvement of 
community members in decision-making allows the formulation 
of need-specific projects to address issues of communities. 
Therefore, women in their ecofeminism poster as mothers (Öztürk, 
2020) are to take greater responsibility to the decision making in 
the management and distribution of the natural resources such as 
land for the day-to-day life and well-being of people (Avantika, 
2017) in their respective communities. Considering that education 
has been associated with increase ability of women to influence 
decision-making at households’ level which positively increase 
their participation in development (Habibov et al., 2017), women 
should be empowered to make informed decisions which will show 
collective intelligence, creativity, and innovation (Schuler, 2010) on 
communal land development.

2.2 Inclusive sense of ownership

A sense of ownership in community development is described as 
a concept through which to assess whose voice is heard, who has 
influence over decisions, and who is affected by the process and 
outcome (Lachapelle, 2008). With the prevalence of Indigenous 
culture based on patriarchal family structure and discriminative 
societal norms (UN Human Rights, 2013; Njoh and Ananga, 2016), 
women’s voice and influences are systematically eliminated in the 
processes of communal land development. One of the underpinning 
values and beliefs of community development is that ownership of the 
process and commitment for action is created when all people interact 
and trust each other to forge a strategic community development plan 
(Phillips and Pittman, 2014). Against this background, the issue of 
strong social capital, which bonds the community members together, 
becomes the prerequisites for community development, particularly 
in relation to land development initiatives where the voice of women 
is hardly heard. Considering that sense of ownership is related to who 
is affected by the process of making decisions (Lachapelle, 2008), 
women, from their mother nature responsibilities of producing lives, 
give food and protection to the living beings (Öztürk, 2020) are 
directly affected by the decision making on land development. As 
such, women should be socially accepted to actively contribute and 
participate to community development efforts (Lachapelle, 2008) to 
stimulate their sense of ownership (Phillips and Pittman, 2014) over 
the communal development processes and benefits thereof. 
Importantly, the sense of ownership in communal projects is meant to 
promote sustainable outcomes and empower local communities to 
develop programmes and projects that specifically addresses the needs 
of the people (Tumusiime and Cohen, 2017; Figure 1).

2.3 Sustainability

According to Phillips and Pittman (2014), one prominent 
approach within sustainability planning is to emphasize and 
prioritize interconnections between community development issues 
such as land use, transportation, housing, economic development, 
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environmental protection, and social equity as they are all related 
to each other. To achieve inclusivity and spatial justice, the 
traditional and problematic planning approach of treating these 
issues in isolation (Phillips and Pittman, 2014) should be redressed. 
Drawing from the ecofeminism philosophy which looks closely at 
the relationship that women have with nature as it attempts to 
outlying new cultural horizons while addressing the environment 
(Puleo, 2017), women’s active participation in communal land 
development should be seen as one of the key drivers towards the 
realization of sustainability in communities. Women’s participation 
can lead to the sustainability of development initiatives through 
community motivation. Given their closeness to and caring of 
nature, women have the potential to initiate and propose sustainable 
community development projects. For example, restoring a stream 
or riverfront that create an attractive new amenity for a community, 
as well as help to support nearby businesses, creating new civic 
gathering spaces, and bringing people together for stewardship 
activities and celebratory events (Phillips and Pittman, 2014). For 
women, working with these communal resources is a way to build 
community pride, identity, and a sense of self-reliance.

2.4 Self-reliance

As asserted by Weber and Carter (2003) in Lachapelle (2008, 
p. 56), “trust can be understood by examining relationships between 
individuals since trust is built and based upon repeated interactions 
and fulfillment of expectations leading in turn to an ability to act in 
confidence, with reliance and faith on the individual’s integrity or 
character.” Social capital therefore becomes the connection that 
links individuals to bond with and trust in each other (Rowe, 2016) 
while enabling leadership and self-reliant performances when 
working on community development initiatives. In a study 
conducted by Schaumberg and Flynn (2017), which aimed at 
evaluating the relationships between self-reliance and leadership, it 
was revealed that self-reliant female leaders were evaluated as better 
leaders than self-reliant male leaders. The authors further maintains 
that the female advantage in the relationship between self-reliance 
and leadership evaluations emerges because self-reliant female 
leaders are seen as more communal than self-reliant male leaders 
are. Therefore, in accordance with the ecofeminism philosophy, 
women should play a leading role in the management and 

FIGURE 1

Conceptual framework for inclusive participation in communal land development. Source: Authors’ invention.
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distribution of communal land resources and responsibilities 
(Avantika, 2017).

3 Case studies demonstrating 
inclusive participation in land 
development

Inclusive participation has demonstrated positive impacts on 
the development of communal land. Kırmızı and Karaman (2021) 
argue that involving both men and women in collective land-use 
planning enhances the resilience and quality of the resulting plans. 
Moreover, integrating stakeholders with both shared and divergent 
interests into the decision-making process promotes broader 
engagement and strengthens participation in land-use planning. 
Similarly, a case study by Abolhasani et  al. (2022) in Tehran’s 
Municipal Region 22 found a strong correlation between collective 
decision-making and improved urban land use outcomes. Their 
findings suggest that collaborative planning, involving a diverse 
range of actors, produces more effective and sustainable land 
development strategies compared to non-collaborative approaches. 
Additionally, the inclusion of multiple genders in decision-making 
processes helps to minimize conflicts and ensures that land-use 
policies reflect the needs of all citizens equitably.

A recent case study by He and Huang (2024) examining the role 
of social capital in influencing local farm households and land-use 
policies within China’s rural industrial context revealed that social 
capital plays a significant role in advancing land development. Their 
findings indicate that farmers’ social capital facilitates agricultural 
land transfers by providing access to critical information and 
strategic partnerships, thereby enhancing trading opportunities and 
market access. Furthermore, farmers benefit from improved 
land-use policies are endorsed by local governments (He and 
Huang, 2024). Similarly, Chen et al. (2023), using data from 1,017 
farms in Hubei Province, found that strong social networks and 
social trust positively affect household-level land development. The 
presence of social capital and inclusive participation within 
communities promotes marketization, which in turn enables both 
male and female farmers to compete fairly and reduces regulatory 
barriers that hinder agricultural activities. Overall, inclusive 
participation, supported by decentralized decision-making and the 
collective social capital of community members, contributes 
positively to communal land development.

4 Research findings

The findings of the study have revealed that there is a lack of 
women’s participation in communal land development. Reviewed 
literature has revealed that there is an existing gender gap in access, 
usage, and occupation of communal land (Poudyal, 2009; Edström, 
2014; Catacutan and Naz, 2015; Opoku et  al., 2025). To achieve 
sustainable and equitable development, there should be  equal 
participation of men and women in communal land development. On 
the other hand, women are perceived to play a crucial role in the 
development of urban and rural areas. Women are seen as key role 
players in helping communities achieve food security and income 
generation through the usage of communal land (Etefa, 2020). 

However, Kiptot and Franzel (2012) revealed through the usage of 
feminist theories that women’s participation in land usage and 
management is highly shaped by gender roles and inequalities. 
Furthermore, women are often negatively affected by the gender 
inequalities that hinder their participation in land development 
(Opoku et al., 2025).

The findings of the study also revealed that women tend to 
be  more involved in land activities as compared to their male 
counterparts. The statistical evidence has shown that that 80% of 
women in sub-Saharan Africa are engaging in agricultural-related 
activities that require access to land (Etefa, 2020). Furthermore, 
globally, 85% of women engage with the land through land weeding, 
60% of women do harvesting, 50% engage in planting and 30% of 
women engage in plowing (Etefa, 2020). These statistical data show 
the importance of women in accessing land and ensuring that they 
participate in communal land development. As much as women are 
involved in land activities in different countries, their participation in 
decision-making processes that relate to land is lacking. Furthermore, 
only 12.8% of women have access to operational assets such as land 
reflecting the gender disparity in land tenure ownership in agriculture 
(n.d). In patriarchal societies, land inheritance is carried from fathers 
to husbands and not to women. Women are not allowed to inherit 
land or be  active managers of communal land for development 
(Bahrami-Rad, 2021). Women are excluded from participating in the 
inheritance of land in rural areas within sub-Saharan Africa.

5 Recommendations and implications

This section of the paper will cover the recommendations and 
implications for policy and practice.

5.1 Implications for policy

This research used the ecofeminism approach as a theoretical 
framework to describe the relationship that women have with the 
natural environment. According to Husein et al. (2021) ecofeminism 
as a theoretical underpinning shows the marginalization of women 
in different development programmes. Different women of ethnic 
minorities are marginalized in different parts of the world and have 
limited access to resources such as the land (Husein et al., 2021). 
There are various inequalities and injustices that women have 
experienced which affect their participation and empowerment. 
According to Oktarina and Yulianti (2022) the combination of 
cultural, political, economic, and social factors has impacted the 
lives of women and their participation in their own development. 
Furthermore, the authors stated that women’s empowerment and 
participation in development is important to improve the quality of 
life for women in rural areas (Oktarina and Yulianti, 2022). The 
paper has argued that women should participate in communal land 
development for inclusivity. Ecofeminism also covers different 
factors such as patriarchal structures of power and capitalism in the 
degradation of the environment and the oppression of women. 
According to Ghasemi et  al. (2021) for sustainability in the 
environment and protection of natural resources, there should 
be an increase involvement of women in economic and political 
roles in all spheres of society.
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5.2 Implication for practice

The implication for practice is aligns with empirical evidence 
regarding the participation of women in communal land development 
in developing countries. When looking at Kenya as a developing 
country that is situated in Africa, the realization is that there are 
several international and national policies that address gender equality 
and empowerment. However, the participation of women in 
communal land is limited (Mwambi et al., 2021). Collected evidence 
from people working in a communal land that produces, and processes 
dairy products revealed that women are underrepresented in that 
participating sector (Katothya, 2017). Men are usually the head of 
operations in several sectors and women only benefit by being married 
to their male counterparts (Mwambi et al., 2021). When looking at 
women’s participation in communal land in Rwanda, it has been noted 
that it is one of the countries that is progressive in advocating for 
women’s rights in regard to land rights and acquisition for gender 
equality (Djurfeldt, 2020). However, the policies in Rwanda protect 
and give land to women that are within marital structures. The policies 
do not support the participation of widows or single women in land 
ownership (Djurfeldt, 2020).

The implication for practice can be applied in the Mpumalanga 
Province, considering that in this province, the agriculture sector 
contributes significantly to the country’s economy. The province 
prioritizes the empowerment of the youth and women to be involved 
in land-based projects (Mpumalanga Provincial Government, 2011). 
The provincial department has a program such as the Masibuyele 
Emasimini program which aims to facilitate the participation of 
people in land usage and production (Mpumalanga Provincial 
Government, 2011). As much as the provincial government promotes 
the participation of women in communal land development, Ngomane 
and Sebola (2022) argued that in the Mpumalanga province, there is 
still limited participation of women in land development. 
Furthermore, Maduane (2022) revealed that 70% of commercial 
farmers are males while 30% are females in Mpumalanga. This show 
a huge gap between men and women who are working within the 
agriculture sector. There are different factors that has been attributed 
to the lack of women’s participation in communal land development 
within the Mpumalanga province. Maduane (2022) mentioned 
operational challenges, financial challenges, patriarchal challenges 
and, males’ inheritance of land as some of the factors that negatively 
affect the participation of women in communal land development. 
There should be adequate involvement of women within the province 
to achieve Inclusive Participation in Communal Land Development.

5.3 The following recommendations are 
made based on the discussion of this 
conceptual paper

Social capital can lead to the achievement of positive outcomes in 
communities. According to Phillips and Pittman (2014) the availability 
of social capital in communities leads to the formation of different 
relationships that provide ideas and social networks. The existence of 
social capital between men and women in communities can lead to an 
exchange of new ideas and information for developments in communal 
land. Access to land has been seen as an individual and collective human 
right in the UN Declaration on the Rights of Peasant and Other People 

Working in Rural Areas (UNDROP) (Pacheco Rodriguez and Rosales 
Lozada, 2020). Furthermore, women’s rights to land should be recognized 
in several declarations to ensure their protection and equal access to land. 
Men and women should have equal access to communal land for their 
development and empowerment.

It is recommended that the social acceptability of women in 
land issues should be promoted. Too often, women’s equal right to 
land is not recognized in different countries and different 
legislatives fail to explicitly grant women equal tenure rights and 
allocation of communal land (Claeys and Martignoni, 2021; Claeys 
et  al., 2022). Furthermore, the patriarchal societal culture and 
norms in rural communities to surpass the participation of women 
in communal land development (Edström, 2014). Therefore, 
women need to be socially accepted by communities so that they 
can have access to and ownership to communal land. Different 
legislatives in different countries should explicitly state the 
conditions in which women can have access and ownership towards 
land. Policies should consider the relationship that women are 
perceived to have with the natural environment in accordance with 
the Ecofeminism framework.

6 Conclusion

This conceptual paper has articulated and advanced a feminist 
posture as the necessary intervention to transform the patriarchal 
societal norms rooted in most of the rural communities in developing 
South countries. The paper has revealed that access to communal 
land is increasingly becoming difficult due to several factors such as 
droughts, degradation, population growth, and infrastructure 
development that is occurring in people’s land (Akall, 2021). In rural 
areas, women may have access to communal land for food and fuel. 
However, their participation in communal land development is 
limited. Women are not considered in decision-making processes 
that involve land usage and development (Claeys and Martignoni, 
2021). This study argues that, by embracing the philosophical 
principles as echoed in the ecofeminism, social capital, and social 
acceptance theoretical frameworks, new cultural horizons and norms 
could emerge to transform the patriarchal structures and barriers—
prevailing in most of the societies in developing South countries such 
as in Africa.

The conceptual paper revealed that there are perceived 
benefits when there is inclusive participation in communal land 
development. The perceived benefits discussed in the paper are 
collective decision-making, inclusive ownership, self-reliance, 
and sustainability. To achieve sustainable and equitable 
development, there should be  equal participation of men and 
women in communal land development. Both men and women 
play a crucial role in land development. It is key responsibility of 
both genders to achieve food security and income generation in 
both developed and developing countries. Therefore, there 
should be inclusive participation in communal land development. 
This conceptual paper further maintains that, unless policies and 
programs of women empowerment on land-related development 
projects are synchronized with new cultural horizons that are 
informed by a feminist posture, the realization of the inclusivity 
and spatial justice goals will not be  attained. The 
recommendations of the research are based on ensuring social 
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acceptability and social capital for communities for inclusive 
participation in communal land development. Further empirical 
research is needed to focus on how feminist cultural norms could 
be influenced in societies in different parts of the World.
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