
A Strategy for Women’s Empowerment
in Trade and Supply Chains
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‘Championing 
women in trade’ 
is one of our key 
strategic priorities.

Why focus on women’s empowerment? 
Gender inequalities within trade, supply chains and business are fundamental 
causes of poverty. This poverty impacts on the ability of individuals, their families and 
communities to thrive.

Women constitute a vast proportion of the global workforce, yet 
they are often invisible, lack voice, face significant discrimination 
and unfair treatment. Women’s work outside of the home is often 
very low-paid and takes place in poor conditions. 

Many women have little control over the income they earn or 
the assets, including land, they utilise. In addition, women carry 
the greater burden of unpaid domestic and care work in their 
households and communities.

We believe such gendered barriers prevent women from having equal access to fair 
returns and value, productive resources and economic opportunities. In turn, this limits 
women’s ability to contribute effectively and equally on an economic and social level.

We therefore aim to promote gender inclusion and women’s empowerment on the 
understanding that this will deliver equitable gains and control over productive 
resources for both women and men.

Introduction
Traidcraft Exchange is an international NGO with over 30 
years of people-centred practice in and around the business of 
developing fairer supply chains throughout the world.

We believe that trade and business play a vital role in bringing 
about sustainable development and poverty eradication. Trade 
and business support livelihoods and enable people to thrive. 

Underpinned by our commitment to justice and equality, we 
believe that trade and business must be shaped and managed to 
be fair and accountable. Only in this way will the most vulnerable 
be included and the environment sustained.

Vision 
Our vision is a world without poverty, where all trade is fair. 

Mission 
Our mission is to use the power of trade to change the lives of 
people living in poverty. We challenge injustice in trade and work 
with others to make it fair and sustainable.

A strategy for women’s empowerment
We believe it is important to be clear about the rationale and 
nature of our work with and on behalf of women.  This strategy 
aims to: situate women’s empowerment within our broader 
strategy and agenda; communicate our commitment to women’s 
empowerment to our stakeholders; and ensure that women’s 
empowerment continues to be a priority.  Achieving sustainable 
change takes time and therefore this strategic priority is a long-
term endeavour.
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the small tea grower sector in 

northern Bangladesh;  Shakhina 
works in a tea nursery. Credit: 
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Traidcraft Exchange works on trade issues throughout the world. 
We have significant experience of working with women in South 
Asia and Africa. These women are:

• Producers, including farmers and artisans; 

• Employees and workers including homeworkers 
and seasonal workers;

• Self-employed micro-entrepreneurs, business owners 
and producer companies;

• Members of cooperatives and associations.

Many of the women we work with are small-scale producers in 
rural supply chains. Women frequently work on small family 
farms or rent land in or near their villages. They are often not 
recognised as producers or farmers; are unable to gain land 
tenure or rights; have lower levels of productivity; poorer access 
to resources including finance credit; and restricted access 
to markets. These all result in women having lower earning 
capacity and disempowering women more generally.

Typically, the women we work with are amongst the poorest 
– their households earn less than $2 a day, have minimal land 
holdings (less than an acre), minimal assets and/or poor access 
to other resources.

Women in our programmes come from a range of backgrounds 
– faith, ethnicity, religion and caste. Some are from male-
headed households and some from de jure or de facto female-
headed households. Some have disabilities (visible or invisible). 
We work with women of all ages. Many are burdened with 
household work and family caring responsibilities as well as 
with supplementing their family income.

Women workers are commonly employed in poor working 
conditions. This is particularly problematic in the informal 
economy where workers are not protected by labour laws. This 
includes homeworkers, migrant, casual and seasonal workers. 
Women’s wages are almost invariably lower than those of male 
workers and, in some cases, women workers are not paid in cash. 
Many women are part of a family business but often remain 
unseen and unpaid.

We also work with women who influence trade policy and 
practice as researchers, activists, campaigners, regulators and 
policy-makers.

Arifa Begum and her 
daughter Rima, southern 

Bangladesh.  Through 
participation in Traidcraft 

Exchange’s jute programme, 
Arifa has diversified her 

sources of income. Credit: 
Traidcraft Exchange 

/GMB Akash

Who are the women we work with? 

What we have learned
Traidcraft Exchange’s work is primarily undertaken 
through activities within supply chains, with those 
producing, employed and/or trading within these chains, 
be this on a formal or informal basis. We also work to 
influence the wider enabling environment which shapes 
the conditions and practices of these supply chains as 
well as the societal and economic norms that drive 
these practices.

Our experience has shown that increasing awareness 
about gender issues and advocating more equitable trade 
practices can achieve substantive benefits for those living 
in poverty – such as increased pay, improved working 
conditions, and access to opportunities.

Our work has given us a unique insight into the market 

systems of supply chains and the challenges faced by 
many of those who work or engage with these chains at 
all levels. This includes understanding of the various roles 
played by women.

We also understand the world of those who shape how 
trade rules are set and how businesses are run – be they 
government regulators, trade negotiators, or corporate 
buyers – and how these impact, often negatively, on 
women’s rights and gender justice.

We have learned that to work effectively on gender 
equality we must engage with both women and men; 
consider attitudes and practice; create space for learning 
and understanding, and encourage change at the 
individual, family, organisational and community levels. 
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• Develop and manage collective working structures 
such as self-help groups, associations or co-operatives 
that provide mutual support, and build financial assets 
and enable better access to resources and services; 

• Build confidence and voice, enabling women to 
actively engage in decision-making within households, 
communities and the sectors in which women work;

• Develop the networks and social capital needed to 
support personal and family-related needs, working in 
conjunction with organisations that represent women 
and give them a voice;

• Sensitise stakeholders (including family and 
community members; public, private and NGO sector 
staff and leaders) about the role and value of women’s 
work in supply chains and how they can support 
women’s empowerment.

2. Improving business practices to 
deliver positive outcomes for women 
Traidcraft Exchange works with businesses and 
business organisations operating throughout all levels of 
supply chains – including the formal and informal parts 
of these chains.

Our goal is to improve the visibility, position and 
conditions of women as producers, workers and business 
owners. In doing so, women’s contributions will be 
recognised, valued, and receive fair rewards.

We do this by bringing a gender lens to our work that: 

• Encourages gender sensitive business practices for an 
equitable distribution of benefits for women in supply 
chains;

• Achieves changes in business practices to enable more 
women to participate in paid work, such as flexible 
working and working patterns that reflect their care 
and domestic responsibilities; 

• Challenges practices that pass unfair risk onto women 
workers and producers;

• Facilitates changes that promote fair trade practices 
and provide equitable benefits for women as business 
owners, workers and producers;

What we do 
Recognising the unique challenges faced by women and 
the opportunities we see to influence these, Traidcraft 
Exchange works with women to address the imbalances 
they face on a daily basis.

We bring a gender lens to all our work to ensure that 
we reflect the importance of gender equality and the 
empowerment of women. In doing so we recognise the 
diversity of women in all our interventions to ensure 
that no women get left behind and that benefits are 
equitably shared.

We see ourselves as facilitators and catalysts of change: 
we seek to enable, support and influence change in all 
our work.  Our approach uses four core strategies.

1. Work directly with and on behalf 
of women
Traidcraft Exchange has a strong track record of working 
directly in communities with women (and men) who are 
producers, workers and entrepreneurs – in both the formal 
and informal parts of supply chains.

We support women to expand their knowledge, skills, and 
networks, as well as building their confidence and self-
esteem. In doing so, women are better-placed to:

• Improve the quality and conditions of production, work 
and/or business;

• Obtain fair wages and/or returns for their work or 
enterprise, and gain greater control and decision 
making over how their earnings are used;

• Increase access to and agency over the resources (land, 
finance, training, technologies) needed to participate 
fully in supply chains;

• Have a strong voice, exercise their rights and have the 
confidence to exert power and influence within any 
trading and family/communal relationships.

More specifically, we support women to:

• Acquire and employ knowledge and skills to gain better 
access to the resources, services and markets required 
for more effective production;

• Increase knowledge, skills and access to the resources 
needed to obtain decent jobs with fair wages or 
develop sustainable businesses;

• Promotes women’s leadership through working directly 
with women- business owners and workers to facilitate 
greater participation in decision-making around work 
and trade related matters.

3. Addressing women’s rights in 
trade and policy development
Traidcraft Exchange’s Policy and Advocacy team bring a 
gender perspective to their work with those shaping trade 
policy and business practice.

Our aim is to have government policies and business 
practices that support fairer trade and fairer sharing 
of value in supply chains and which address harmful 
practices. 

We seek to support gender equality and women’s 
empowerment by:

• Challenging and influencing business practices so that 
they lead to better outcomes for women 
workers and producers;

• Challenging, at a policy level, practices that pass unfair 
risk onto women workers and producers in the chain or 
prevent them from earning a fair share of value;

• Influencing government policies, including trade 
agreements and regulations, so that they lead to better 
outcomes for women workers and producers;

• Providing research and policy expertise to our 
programme team colleagues to help them address the 
above issues within the given context of their work.

4. Campaigning for women’s rights 
in trade and enterprise
Working closely with the Policy and Advocacy team, our 
aim is to raise awareness of and engage opinion around 
a range of gender issues within trade and enterprise 
through gender-specific and gender-aware campaigning. 
We also seek to profile the roles of women in all our public 
profile and fundraising materials.

Hadija Rajabo Kitango is a 
beekeeper who has participated 

in Traidcraft Exchange’s 
programme in Tanzania. Credit: 

Traidcraft Exchange/Kate Holt
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Smallholder farmers Patrick 
and Feata Muthoni have 
strengthened their farming 
practices through participation 
in Traidcraft Exchange’s 
climate-resilient agriculture 
programme in Eastern Kenya. 
Credit: Traidcraft Exchange/
Nathan Siegal

In addition to the four core strategies outlined above, 
and throughout our work to empower women, Traidcraft 
Exchange aims to engage with men and to cultivate 
diverse partnerships and alliances. 

Engaging with men to support 
women’s empowerment
Traidcraft Exchange knows that it is critical to engage 
and work with men to bring about sustainable change in 
tackling gender inequalities and empowering women. 

Our work with men is achieved by:

• Working with men to improve knowledge of gender 
issues and the important role that women play in trade 
and supply chains. 

• Engaging men in discussions seeking to change 
negative attitudes towards women’s rights and roles. 

• Supporting men to practise positive ways in which 
to lead more gender-equitable lives – such as more 
equitable sharing of family and care responsibilities.

Diverse partnerships and alliances 
Traidcraft Exchange seeks to build and work within 
alliances and partnerships to achieve our overall 
mission and objectives.  We recognise that it is through 
partnerships and alliances that greater impact and 
sustainable change will be achieved. 

Sufia
Sufia (shown right, with her son) participated 
in Traidcraft Exchange’s smallholder tea 
programme in Bangladesh.  The programme 
supports marginalised small farmers 
to diversify into tea growing, improve 
agricultural practices, and adopt new income-
generating activities, thereby reducing 
poverty and improving resilience.

 “We used to live in a broken-down house – now we have built a nicer house 
for us. I paid back my loan that I took for my daughter’s marriage. The first 
year the income was only 25,000 taka. Now it is 300,000 per year. It will 
double next year. In planting tea gardens there is no loss – the tea sapling 
needs only one year to become a mature bush and you can continuously 
get the benefits for the next 100 years. There is a saying: “If you farm tea 
leaves, you will be happy for the rest of your lives.”

  The first year the income was only 25,000 
taka. Now it is 300,000 per year.  

I hope and dream to build a new house for us now. I know how difficult it 
was not to have food at home. The money I am earning now feeds us well, 
but for me the respect is even more important now that I can see how 
people are treating me. I truly hope I can join further training sessions and 
continue my gardening.

  Women from my village often ask for my 
advice so they can also change their lives.  

As a woman, I never thought I could do so many things in such a short 
period of time. I was always afraid to take risks and raise my voice. I am 
saving some money on a monthly basis for my next investments and 
future. Women from my village often ask for my advice so they can also 
change their lives.”

CASE STUDY 
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What we want to achieve 
At Traidcraft Exchange, we know that women have greater 
power to benefit from and shape their work when they:

• Are recognised for the important roles they play in trade 
and supply chains;

• Gain equal access to economic resources and 
opportunities; 

• Derive equitable returns from their work and enterprise; 

• Have power in deciding how the rewards from their 
efforts are used; 

• Have a strong voice in shaping their working and living 
environments;

• Can influence and derive greater benefit from fairer 
trade and enterprise policies and practice.

We believe that supporting women to become more 
empowered within trade and supply chains will also 
contribute to greater equality more generally, with 
women: 

• Influencing a wide range of institutions and the policies 
and practices which affect their lives more broadly;

• Having a better balance of non-paid work between men 
and women within the household and community; 

• Experiencing improved relations between men and 
women in all aspects of their lives at the personal, 
family, and community levels.

Assessing our impact
Traidcraft Exchange will assess the impact we are having 
in relation to women as producers, workers or business 
owners in trade and supply chains by evidencing the 
number of women who are:

• Recognised for the important roles they play in trade 
and supply chains;

• Gaining greater access to resources and opportunities 
for economic empowerment;

• Deriving greater and fairer returns or value from their 
work and or enterprise; 

• Achieving greater agency, power and control in deciding 
how the rewards from their efforts are used;

• Increasing their social capital through active 
participation in collective organisations and networks.

In addition, by addressing gender rights and justice in our 
policy and advocacy work, we will evidence how we have:

• Challenged and influenced business practices so they 
lead to better outcomes for women workers, producers 
and business owners;

• Influenced government policies, including trade 
agreements and regulations so they lead to better 
outcomes for women workers, producers and business 
owners; 

• Shared our insight on addressing gender equality 
and justice issues within trade and supply chains with 
others – internally with colleagues and externally 
through engagement with key fora and debates. 

Pinky Joshi participants in 
a women’s group meeting 
supported by Traidcraft 
Exchange’s sustainable 
textiles programme in 
northern India.  
Credit: Traidcraft Exchange/
Allison Joyce



TRAIDCRAFT EXCHANGE: A STRATEGY FOR WOMEN’S EMPOWERMENT IN TRADE AND SUPPLY CHAINS       1312   TRAIDCRAFT EXCHANGE: A STRATEGY FOR WOMEN’S EMPOWERMENT IN TRADE AND SUPPLY CHAINS  

Through empowering women in trade and supply chains, 
Traidcraft Exchange aims to contribute to greater equality in: 

Our strategies 
for empowering 
women in trade 

and supply chains

                             Improving business 
                  practices to deliver 
positive outcomes 
for women

Addressing 
        women’s rights in 
                      trade and policy  
                                  development

                                Campaigning for  
                     women’s rights in 
        trade and enterprise

Working directly 
with and on behalf of   
           women throughout  
                               supply chains 

Derive greater 
and fairer 
returns from 
work and 
enterprise;

Are recognised 
for the important 
roles they play in 
trade and supply 
chains;

Gain access 
to greater 
economic 
resources and 
opportunities;

Have greater 
power in 
deciding how 
rewards from 
their efforts 
are used;

Influence and 
derive greater 
benefit from 
fairer trade 
and enterprise 
policies;

Have greater 
voice in 
shaping 
working 
and living 
environments.

In the longer term…

Women’s engagement with and influence 
over a range of institutions, policies and 
practices which affect their lives;

How non-paid work is 
shared between men 
and women;

Relations between men and women 
in all aspects of their lives – personal, 
family, and community.

Gender inequalities 
within supply 

chains are 
fundamental 

causes of poverty 
for women.   

Women are a 
significant part of the 

workforce, yet are often 
invisible, and face 

discrimination and 
unfair treatment. 

Why focus on women’s empowerment?
Women’s 

work is often 
low paid 

and in poor 
conditions.  

Many women 
have little 

control over 
income they 

earn or assets 
they utilise.

Women carry 
the greater 

burden 
of unpaid 

domestic and 
care work.

Traidcraft Exchange’s approach to women’s empowerment

Our aims: that women…

Teresiah
Teresiah is Packaging Supervisor at one of 
Kenya’s leading exporters of horticultural 
produce. She took part in a project run by 
Traidcraft Exchange and the Kenya Human 
Rights Commission to improve ways of 
working along a supply chain which 
delivered green beans to a UK retailer.

“The project has taken me to a place where I no longer fear negotiating 
with managers. I can interact with various people. It also gave me 
the quest of getting back to school. I was inspired by those I met and 
challenged to do more. I realised that I too had potential.

Being in the project changed my attitude. Before the project, my mind 
was looking for instant changes. The project taught me that it’s a 
process. It’s tedious, but if you continue with a process without ceasing 
it will give you a lot. Patience pays.

  I realised that I too had potential.  

Now I’m studying Supplies and Purchasing. I started this year and I’ve 
got one-and-a-half years to complete my diploma with the Kenya 
institute of Management. Trees should not only grow tall – they 
should also grow branches.

It [the project] has given me a new person who everyone sees as an 
achiever. If you achieve in one area, people believe you can achieve in 
another area. The project saw something in me, and when I took part in 
it and achieved something through this, this may have influenced the 
management to also look and see if there is something in me. If I leave 
here, or get another job elsewhere, I believe I’ll take a lot from this 
project with me.

  I’m very optimistic about the future.  

I started in January 2014 as a general worker, and now (in August 2016) 
I’m the packaging Supervisor in charge of stores. I’m very optimistic 
about the future. I feel I’m on a ladder.”

CASE STUDY 
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Risks 
Traidcraft Exchange recognises that any work that seeks 
to achieve change for women brings with it risks and 
potentially negative impacts for women. Such risks 
include an increased burden of work and responsibilities 
for women and resistance by men leading to unreasonable 
demands on women. 

We therefore undertake risk analysis for all programme 
work and carefully monitor and evaluate our work. 
Wherever possible, we mitigate against any potential risks 
to the people participating in our programmes and those 
delivering them.

And finally…
In delivering our work to empower women, we remain 
committed to deepening our understanding, knowledge 
and skills in relation to gender inequality.

Traidcraft Exchange is committed to equality of 
opportunity both as an employer and an NGO. We 
continuously reflect on how our own organisational 
policies, practice and culture can model best practice in 
this area.

Rumi Akter, a participant in 
Traidcraft Exchange’s jute 
programme in Bangladesh, 
updates her financial 
records book. 
Credit: Traidcraft Exchange/
GMB Akash

For more inspiration and insight 
from the Traidcraft Exchange team, 
please visit our website 
www.traidcraft.org.uk 
and follow us on  

  @TraidcraftDepth

Contact us
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@TraidcraftDepth

www.traidcraft.org.uk

Registered charity, no. 1048752

Diaply Rani is a jute worker 
participating in Traidcraft 

Exchange’s jute programme in 
Bangladesh. Credit: Traidcraft 

Exchange/GMB Akash

Front cover: Ruth Murunga is a Kenyan green bean farmer who has participated in 
Traidcraft Exchange’s programme in the export horticulture sector. 

Credit: Traidcraft Exchange/Khadija Farah


