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A B S T R A C T   

Among smallholders, gender relations shape how agricultural products are produced and how foods are acquired 
and consumed, which impacts food security and nutrition. In Timor-Leste, most rural households own multiple 
livestock species, yet intake of animal-source foods (ASF) is low and malnutrition high. This study explores how 
gender relations inform livestock production and ASF acquisition and consumption in four Timorese villages in 
Baucau and Viqueque districts. We examined women’s empowerment within the relational sphere of gender 
relations and applied a qualitative-dominant mixed-methods design. We used ownership and decision-making 
data from the Abbreviated Women’s Empowerment in Agriculture Index (n = 161 women, n = 106 men) and 
24-hr ASF recalls (n = 161 mother-child pairs). Findings were complemented with those from 33 semi-structured 
interviews, mostly with women and/or their husbands, analyzed through the Gender Relations Framework. We 
found that most women and men reported joint livestock ownership and joint decision-making on production 
and income. However, interviews revealed that for many women, joint decisions meant requiring their husband’s 
consent, without which they would not proceed with selling livestock or purchasing ASF. Women’s unequal 
bargaining position was influenced by social norms on the gendered division of labor, and by men’s role and 
framing as income generators. In a setting where rice security was a priority concern, ASF were considered non- 
essential and unaffordable. Mixed-methods are valuable to understand the contextual significance of decision- 
making processes, as only through qualitative methods did the limited agency of women to exercise their 
voice in shaping final decisions become apparent. In their design, nutrition-sensitive programmes could include 
men as important actors in financial decisions that might affect dietary composition.   

1. Introduction 

Gender relations can influence food security and nutrition, and 
globally, food insecurity is more prevalent among women Food and 
Agriculture Organization of the United Nations [FAO] et al., 2020). 
Smallholder farmers in rural regions of low- and middle-income coun-
tries (LMIC) experience a higher risk of food insecurity and under-
nourishment (Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations 
[FAO] et al., 2020). In rural communities, where most smallholders are 
both food producers and consumers, gender relations shape how 

agricultural products – such as crops, livestock, and farmed fish – are 
produced and how foods are consumed within a household (FAO 2011). 
Gender relations encompass gender roles and the ability of women and 
men to negotiate these roles (Verhart et al., 2016), determining “how 
power is expressed in gendered ways, and across social groups” (Farn-
worth et al., 2015, page 267). Many factors impact on food security and 
nutrition when considering gender relations. For instance, the agricul-
tural roles men and women perform and who owns or has user rights 
over land, and other assets like livestock, might influence control over 
their output and access to income (Quisumbing et al., 2014). In turn, 
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how decisions around the use of these outputs and income are made can 
mediate the intake of quality foods, thereby affecting dietary outcomes; 
similar can result from expectations on food allocation among family 
members (Quisumbing 2003). 

Research in rural agricultural settings has focused on the intra- 
household gender dynamics that shape the ownership of resources and 
benefits allocation derived from livestock. Despite the common narra-
tive that women have more control over smaller livestock (for example, 
poultry and small ruminants) and men over larger animals (for example, 
cattle and buffalo), typically, both can exercise rights and re-
sponsibilities over specific species depending on the setting (Farnworth 
et al., 2015; Ransom et al., 2017). Thus, gender relations regarding 
livestock and their products should be examined within their 
socio-cultural context. Whilst ownership of livestock and other assets 
can determine who makes decisions and how these decisions are made 
(Njuki and Sanginga 2013), sex-disaggregated data on livestock 
ownership are scant, as data has traditionally been collected at the 
household level (Doss et al., 2008). Gender-responsive livestock pro-
grams can secure women’s assets and improve incomes (Kristjanson 
et al., 2010), yet unintended consequences may arise, such as increased 
time poverty (Bain et al., 2018). Further, reductions in the gender asset 
gap might not occur due to gender norms that constrain a woman’s 
ability to retain control over these assets (Quisumbing et al., 2015). For 
instance, a dairy intervention in Bangladesh increased the economic 
value of jointly-owned livestock among spouses, yet the financial de-
cisions continued under the husband’s domain (Johnson et al., 2016). 
Nonetheless, co-owned and female-owned livestock has shown positive 
associations with child nutrition outcomes in Kenya (Jin and Iannotti 
2014); and in Tanzania, where women with greater livestock access, 
empowerment, and decision-making power over livestock-generated 
income reported a better ability to provide adequate diets for their 
families (Galiè et al., 2019). 

Animal-source foods (ASF) and their allocation within a household 
have been shown to be gender-differentiated in some settings (Gittel-
sohn and Vastine 2003; Blum et al., 2019). ASF can contribute to 
improved nutrient consumption and dietary quality, particularly in 
contexts where carbohydrate-dense and low-diversity diets prevail (de 
Bruyn et al., 2018; Grace et al., 2018; Headey et al., 2018). ASF are a rich 
source of high-quality protein and bioavailable essential micronutrients 
that support optimal human development and health (Grace et al., 2018; 
Hicks et al., 2019). Livestock-derived foods include milk, meat, and 
eggs, which when combined with insects and aquatic foods such as fish, 
seafood, and fresh-water species, constitute the range of ASF. The intake 
of high-value foods such as ASF is, however, constrained by cultural and 
household factors that regulate the selection, allocation, and consump-
tion of these foods (Gittelsohn and Vastine 2003). Therefore, gender 
relations likely mediate access to and distribution of ASF in scarcity 
settings, particularly among livestock keepers, as these can impact the 
decisions to maintain, sell, or consume stock. 

In rural Timor-Leste, although most households own multiple live-
stock species, ASF consumption is low and malnutrition high (Ministry 
of Health [MoH] 2015), and many experience seasonal food insecurity 
(da Costa et al., 2013). The coexistence of livestock with low animal 
protein intake is puzzling and has kindled a growing body of literature 
exploring factors influencing ASF consumption (Wong et al., 2018), 
patterns of ASF availability and intake (AMSAT International, 2011), 
and the role of cultural factors such as ritual meat exchanges and fish-
eries (Alonso Población 2013), to name the most relevant. Recently, in a 
longitudinal study with smallholders, we found that seasonality pre-
dicted the intake of flesh foods – which were more frequently consumed 
during the dry season when ceremonies are often performed – and that 
mothers exhibited preferential allocation patterns of specific ASF to 
children (Bonis-Profumo et al., 2021a). While studies have assessed the 
fisheries sector for food and nutrition security in this half-island nation, 
where fish intake is low by international standards (Farmery et al., 
2020) and the contribution of women is overlooked (Tilley et al., 2021), 

in the present study we specifically focus on the literature where 
land-based agriculture, food and ASF consumption, and/or gender 
intersect. To date, no study has applied a gender relations lens to 
examine livestock ownership and decision-making on food expenses and 
ASF consumption in an integrated manner. Previous studies have 
explored the gender division of labor in livestock (Bettencourt et al., 
2015) and crop production (Akter et al., 2016); the gender gaps in 
landownership and access (Thu et al., 2007; Kieran et al., 2017; Narciso 
and Henriques 2019), agricultural productivity (Gavalyugova et al., 
2018), and access to extension services (Akter et al., 2020); gendered 
decision-making on chickens and ASF consumption (Wong et al., 2018); 
and the empowerment of women in agriculture in association with child 
and maternal dietary diversity (Bonis-Profumo et al., 2021b). Our study 
builds from these to holistically investigate the role of gender relations 
on food security and nutrition among rural communities. 

This paper investigates the following research question: how do 
gender relations inform livestock production and animal-source foods 
(ASF) acquisition and consumption among rural households in Timor- 
Leste? We investigate gender relations in three areas: 1) the produc-
tion of livestock, including ownership and decisions on their production 
and sale; 2) the acquisition of ASF, including control and decisions on 
income and ASF purchases; and 3) the consumption of ASF, including 
sources, intra-household allocation, and meal protocols. Hence, we 
examine women’s empowerment within the relational sphere of 
household gender relations. Our mixed-methods analysis on the 
gendered organization of ASF availability, access, and utilization con-
siders the norms and practices of family and children food sharing, to 
explore the social-cultural factors contributing to poor dietary quality – 
specifically, gendered participation in decision-making among 
smallholders. 

2. Theoretical lens 

The concept of gender relations emerged to distinguish the socially 
constructed relationships between women and men from those derived 
from biology (Rubin 1975; Whitehead 1979). Kabeer and Subrahmanian 
(1996:17) pose that “like all social relations, [gender relations] are 
constituted through the rules, norms and practices by which resources 
are allocated, tasks and responsibilities are assigned, value is given and 
power is mobilized”. Hence, gender relations are produced and repro-
duced in multiple social institutions, including the family and kinship 
systems, the community, the market, as well as the state, and require 
examination within their social-cultural and geographical context 
(Kabeer 1994). 

In this paper, we focus on the power relations of gender and the 
ability of women to make choices, as a critical element of the process of 
self-empowerment. Kabeer (1999) defines empowerment as the ability 
to exercise choice, voice, and influence over tangible and intangible 
resources, not only in their access but also in future claims. These in turn 
depend upon the distribution of bargaining power between genders and 
the decision-making processes that constitute agency, by which men and 
women obtain achievements such as desired well-being outcomes. The 
Gender Relations Framework (GRF) (Van Eerdewijk and Danielsen, 
2015; Verhart et al., 2016; Danielsen and Newton 2018) is an analytical 
tool that builds on Kabeer (1999) conceptualization of empowerment 
and its three interrelated dimensions – resources, agency, and achieve-
ments. In the GRF, women’s empowerment is a dynamic process that 
relies on the transformation of gender relations (Danielsen and Newton 
2018), molded through a continuum of choice and control that is 
negotiated via access to resources as well as community structures (Eger 
et al., 2018). The GRF examines four domains: division of labor and 
roles, access and control over resources and benefits, intra-household 
decision-making, and social and gender norms (Van Eerdewijk and 
Danielsen, 2015; Verhart et al., 2016; Danielsen and Newton 2018). All 
four domains of the GRF interact and are interconnected, in turn 
affecting the empowerment of women, as shown in Fig. 1. 
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A gender relations lens in the context of food security and nutrition 
“encourages a holistic understanding of the different roles of women and 
men and their ability to negotiate on production, distribution and con-
sumption of food,” as Verhart et al. (2016:9) posed. To implement a 
gender relations lens to investigate livestock production and ASF 
acquisition and consumption, we apply two tools. The GRF, which ex-
amines the four domains described from farm to plate (Verhart et al., 
2016; Danielsen and Newton 2018), and the Abbreviated Women’s 
Empowerment in Agriculture Index (A-WEAI), a multidimensional 
measure of empowerment that focuses on women’s standalone agency 
as well as that in relation to the household’s primary male 
decision-maker (Malapit et al., 2017). The A-WEAI stems from Kabeer 
(1999) concept of agency, where bargaining processes are emphasized. 
Both tools, we posit, are complementary and reinforce one another by 
providing a deeper analysis of the gender relations that influence the 
production of livestock and the acquisition and consumption of ASF 
among rural households. In this mixed-methods study, we present 
selected A-WEAI quantitative modules regarding livestock ownership 
and decision-making on livestock production and household income, as 
well as apply the GRF domains to inform the qualitative interviews and 
coding framework. 

3. Study context 

3.1. Gender relations in Timor-Leste 

Contemporary gender relations in this post-conflict country are 
framed by a patriarchal form of social organization that privileges men 
in positions of authority and control over material resources, as well as 
by customary framings that position the role of men and women as 
complementary elements within the Indigenous social system (Niner 
2019). Indigenous values that honor women with power in the local 
cosmology and status in the private realm are juxtaposed, Niner (2019) 
argues, to historical and political economy considerations that have 
imposed the dominant patriarchal system. Social indicators seem to 
reflect these contrasting narratives. In 2016, for example, intimate 
partner violence was experienced by almost four in 10 women in the 
previous 12-months, while most (89%) rural women decided alone 
(37%) or jointly (52%) on cash earnings (GDS et al., 2018), which is 
considered an empowerment marker. Nonetheless, strong gender hier-
archies prevail in a society that privileges militarized masculinity and is 
dominated by a male political elite (Niner 2011). Timor-Leste, however, 
has a rich socio-cultural structure where a minority of matrilineal 
groups1 coexists with the main patrilineal kinship system. While some 
studies have focused on the gender differences between both groups 
(Thu et al., 2007; Narciso and Henriques 2019), gender norms have been 
found to vary not only by social organization form but also across dis-
tricts and between clan groups (Niner 2019). 

3.2. The socio-cultural significance of livestock 

In rural Timor-Leste, livestock rearing is not only a common liveli-
hood strategy but also a central component of the social relations and 
obligations of the lineage system (uma lisan), which is materialized 
through the ritual practice of animal exchange and meat distribution 
(Alonso Población 2013). A rich anthropological literature discusses this 
topic at length,2 and we briefly highlight some points. Rituals involving 
livestock are performed to celebrate lifecycle events, such as marriages 
and deaths, and animal sacrifices are made to seek protection as well as 
to express gratitude to the ancestors during the crop production cycle 
(Alonso Población 2013; Browne et al., 2017; Wong et al., 2018). For 
instance, spousal arrangements among the Makasae and other ethno-
linguistic groups are sealed through the exchange of goods. This in-
cludes buffaloes and goats by the ‘wife giver’ lineage (umane), who are 
reciprocally presented with pigs and other items by the ‘wife taker’ 
family (fetosaun) (McWilliam 2005; Palmer 2011; Alonso Población 
2013). Kinship alliances are bound through the bride price (barlake), a 
staged process involving ritual exchanges and meat consumption over 
time (Alonso Población 2013). While most Timorese identify as Cath-
olic, the traditional animist system of beliefs and ritual practices per-
severes in syncretic form. Rituals build social capital and reinforce the 
cohesion of communities, particularly critical in rural areas where 
bountiful yields rely on communal rotational labor that, in turn, 
strengthen reciprocal cooperation patterns and provide a social and 
material safety net that directly contributes toward food security 
(Browne et al., 2017). 

3.3. Diets and animal-source foods 

Rice, the preferred staple in Timor-Leste, is historically cultivated as 
part of a suite of Indigenous crops and has been complemented with 
maize since the Portuguese colonization times (Fox, 2003). Nowadays, 
rice is framed as a prestige food associated with the modernity conferred 
by irrigated agriculture, with reminisces of the traditional values that 
signify status as well as articulated ritual exchange (Shepherd and 
Mcwilliam, 2011). ASF are often consumed during ceremonial occa-
sions, particularly in rural and non-coastal areas, due to their high 
market value and limited market accessibility (AMSAT International, 
2011; Wong et al., 2018). Nationally representative data suggest a lack 
of male preference in eating practices in Timor-Leste, as both the 
nutritional status of children and adults and the dietary diversity of 
children show comparable results among genders. For example, 32% of 
boys aged 6–23 months old achieved minimum dietary diversity 
compared to 35% of girls, while 27% of women and 26% of men were 
underweight in 2016 (GDS et al., 2018). A fish and seafood consumption 
study found that only a minority reported older members or heads of 
household receiving larger portions (AMSAT International, 2011), 
similar findings were seen in a study that found no gender-bias in ASF 
distribution (Wong et al., 2018). However, some reports cite preferential 
allocation of food to men and children (MoH 2015). 

4. Methods 

4.1. Study design 

Our research design is a mixed-methods qualitative-dominant study 
(Johnson et al., 2007), structured in two sequential components. Firstly 
quantitative, through the Abbreviated Women’s Empowerment in 
Agriculture Index (A-WEAI) cross-sectional survey among primary fe-
male and male adult decision-makers, and a 24-hr dietary recall and ASF 
frequency intake among mother-child pairs in June 2018 (rice pre/-
harvest period). Secondly qualitative, through open-ended 

Fig. 1. The Gender Relations Framework (GRF) and the three dimensions of 
women’s empowerment applied in this study. 
Source: Adapted from Danielsen and Newton (2018), Verhart et al. (2016), and 
Kabeer (1999). 

1 Matrilineal groups constitute 13% of the total population as found by the 
Census 2015, in Narciso and Henriques (2019). 2 See Alonso Población (2013) and Mcwilliam (2005) for further references. 
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semi-structured interviews (individual, couples, or group) with a 
sub-sample of households and key informants in September 2018 (dry 
season), using the Gender Relations Framework (GRF). Fig. 2 shows 
topics covered by each component. 

4.2. Sampling and site selection 

The cross-sectional quantitative survey was based on a convenience 
sample of dual-adult smallholder households – inhabited by at least one 
female and male adult, typically husband and wife – participating in a 
nutrition intervention with agricultural components, the Community 
Driven Nutrition Improvement Project (CDNIP). We selected four 
patrilineal villages (suku) from two livelihood zones (coastal and mid- 
altitude) among 30 CDNIP suku with at least one animal intervention 
(livestock/aquaculture). This was aimed at maximizing the chances of 
ASF consumption. In each suku, we randomly selected 50 CDNIP 
households with a child aged <5 years and invited mothers and the 
primary male adult to participate in the survey. A sample size of 160 
households was initially calculated to detect a conservative minimum 
difference in dietary diversity between seasons, to which a 20% 
respondent dropout rate was added, totaling 200 households. House-
holds were visited four times between September 2017 and September 
2018. The detailed sampling strategy and longitudinal findings are 
published elsewhere (Bonis-Profumo et al., 2021a), as are the A-WEAI 
indicators and details on the tool construction, translation, and 
pre-testing (Bonis-Profumo et al., 2021b). Survey data presented in this 
paper have not been published before and correspond with the third 
iteration (June 2018). 

The CDNIP was implemented by Catholic Relief Services between 
2014 and 2018 and funded by the World Bank, universally targeting 
pregnant and lactating women with children <2 years in 50 least 
developed suku in Baucau and Viqueque districts (WB 2014). Animal 
interventions included a Newcastle disease chicken vaccination 
campaign in partnership with the Timor-Leste Ministry of Agriculture 
and Fisheries and small-scale fishponds. This programme was used as an 
engagement platform for the study reported herein. 

Recruitment for the qualitative component in September 2018 was 
based on purposeful sampling – by ranking children’s dietary diversity 
scores,3 and then inviting the 30 households that scored highest (>3 
food groups) and lowest (1 food group). Interviews targeted mothers 
and/or husbands, and older family members if present. Three CDNIP 
facilitators were interviewed to further examine social and gender 
norms. Participant observation was used to support data triangulation 
and interpretation. 

Ethical approval was obtained from the Menzies School of Health 
Research (Ref: 2016–2719) and the Timor-Leste National Health 

Institute (Ref: 41/MS-INS/DE-DP/GBP/I/2017). All adults provided 
written informed consent or fingerprint after a verbal explanation of 
each study component and its voluntary nature. In 2019, preliminary 
findings were presented to research partners and the final results will be 
shared among participating communities and relevant organizations 
once travel restrictions due to COVID-19 are lifted. 

4.3. Study sites 

Sites were four lowest living standard suku in Baucau and Viqueque 
districts, located north and south of the island’s dividing ridge. Included 
suku average 450 households, most of which cultivate rice, maize, and 
tubers, as well as raise chickens, pigs, goats, cattle, and buffalo (GDS and 
United Nations Population Fund [UNFPA] 2016). Makasae is predomi-
nantly spoken in Baucau suku, and Tetun Terik (and Kairui to a lesser 
extent) in Viqueque suku (NDS and UNFPA 2013). This is illustrated in 
Fig. 3. A dry and a wet season characterize the tropical climate, and food 
insecurity can occur when food reserves deplete before the maize and 
rice harvests (da Costa et al., 2013). 

4.4. Instrument development and data collection 

4.4.1. Household survey, 24-hr dietary recall, and ASF intake frequency 
Two structured surveys were administered. First, specific modules 

(G2-G3A) of the A-WEAI questionnaire4 (Malapit et al., 2015) on pro-
duction and resources – assets ownership and income. Additional 
questions were posed on uses of livestock, final decision-making on 
livestock/ASF products sale, and women’s expenditure autonomy. Sec-
ond, a 24-hr dietary recall questionnaire with food lists adapted to 
include local ingredients was used to assess children’s and mothers’ 
diets (World Health Organization [WHO] 2010; Food And Agriculture 
Organization of the United Nations FAO & FHI360, 2016), and food 
sources – own production, purchased, or gifted. ASF intake frequency (at 
least once last week) was recorded. 

Data were collected through a tablet-based survey designed in 
KoBoToolbox5 that was interviewer-administered and conducted sepa-
rately when possible. Male and female participants responded to the A- 
WEAI questionnaire. Women reported their own and their child’s food 
and drink intake in the previous day and ASF frequency. Open recall was 
used first where women described each meal, then, a pre-defined list of 
foods was probed among non-reported food groups. A local team fluent 
in Tetun and Makasae and experienced in dietary data collection, 
composed of three female and three male enumerators including their 
coordinator, DdR, conducted the surveys. Enumerators were trained for 
five days by GBP, the principal investigator, who accompanied the team 
and reviewed data daily. 

4.4.2. Semi-structured interviews 
A qualitative approach informed the interview guide, designed to 

emphasize the lived experiences and perspectives of participants (Patton 
2002). Following the four domains of the GRF, topics explored were: 
food procurement and meal protocols (division of labor and roles); ac-
cess to ASF, control over income, and ASF allocation (access to and 
control over resources and benefits); decisions on poultry sale and uses 
of income (intra-household decision-making); and valued attitudes and 
perceptions related to ASF (social and gender norms). Preliminary 
analysis of the A-WEAI survey informed the selection of topics, such as 
focusing on poultry as women were identified to be more autonomous of 
their management compared to other livestock, and chickens were used 
by most for food and income. The interview guide sequenced questions 

Fig. 2. Topics covered in the quantitative and qualitative components 
regarding livestock production and ASF acquisition and consumption. 

3 Dietary Diversity Scores (DDS) is a measure of dietary quality. It counts the 
number of food groups received by children 24-hr preceding the interview, 
from seven groups: grains, roots, tubers, and plantains; legumes and nuts; dairy 
products (excluding sweetened milk); flesh foods (organs, meat, poultry, fish); 
eggs; vitamin A-rich fruits and vegetables; other fruits and vegetables. This 
indicator does not count breastmilk as a food group (WHO 2010). 

4 The A-WEAI questionnaire can be downloaded from the WEAI Resource 
Center, managed by the International Food Policy Research Institute (IFPRI), at: 
https://weai.ifpri.info/weai-resource-center/guides-and-instruments/.  

5 http://www.kobotoolbox.org. 
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with consideration to their sensitivity, outlined gender-specific varia-
tions, and was used non-prescriptively. Issues raised by participants 
were further probed. 

Data collection was undertaken at the participants’ homes or tem-
porary housing in rice fields, intending to make participants feel 
comfortable and minimizing the use of their time. Participants knew the 
research team from previous iterations, thus mutual rapport was already 
established. Interviews were audio-recorded and conducted by DdR, and 
when in Makasae were simultaneously translated to Tetun. GBP, fluent in 
Tetun, asked further questions to clarify or probe and took notes. After 
each interview, responses were systematically reviewed, and notes 
checked for accuracy. Prior, GBP discussed at length the interview 
guide, the questions’ intent, and qualitative interviewing principles with 
DdR. 

4.4.3. Participant observation 
Participant observation was conducted throughout the fieldwork 

duration. GBP kept a reflective journal where, every fieldwork day, 
wrote notes while observing the survey interviews, and recorded re-
flections and occurrences on community life, meal preparation, and 
gender dynamics. The research team resided in the suku during data 
collection, which helped to build trust among community members and 
the opportunity to observe actual village and household activity around 
the acquisition and consumption of ASF. 

4.5. Authors’ positionality 

In qualitative analysis, the researchers need to position themselves, 
make their background explicit, and acknowledge that the perspective 
they bring is part of the context for the findings, for which self- 
awareness and self-scrutiny are critical (Patton 2002). DdR is from 
Baucau where she has focused her professional career on women’s 
programmes and data collection for the NGO sector. The three other 
authors are non-Timorese Western academics (NS and JB; GBP is a PhD 
candidate) working on food security and nutrition, rural livelihoods, and 
gender issues in the Australasia and Pacific regions. GBP resided in 
Timor-Leste for three years and led this research. NS and JB met enu-
merators, some participants, and sites in August 2018. We use reflexivity 
as a strategy to be aware of our views and values about the phenomena 
of inquiry and improve the study’s credibility, while explicitly 

indicating potential sources of bias (Pilnick and Swift 2011). All authors 
have an interest in social justice and believe that social structures, such 
as class, location, and gender, can be important determinants of nutri-
tion outcomes. Nonetheless, we strived to portray participants’ own 
voices, experiences, and values in the analysis and results. 

4.6. Analysis 

Households with complete women’s A-WEAI and dietary surveys 
were analyzed (n = 161). Key characteristics were comparable to those 
from the initial sample, shown elsewhere (Bonis-Profumo et al., 2021b). 
We undertook descriptive statistics using Stata/IC 16.1 by calculating 
sex-disaggregated frequency of responses and child and maternal ASF 
intake, after cleaning the database in Microsoft Excel 2016). The 
quantitative sample included 161 female and 106 male A-WEAI re-
sponses (n = 267), and 161 mother-child dietary diversity recalls and 
ASF intake frequency (n = 322 individuals). Male respondents were the 
women’s husbands (77%), father/father-in-law (15%), or a resident 
adult male (8%). 

The qualitative sample included 33 semi-structured interviews, 
involving 30 households with high and low child dietary diversity 
scores, comprising 54 adults (63% female, 37% male), and three key- 
informant interviews with CDNIP facilitators. Interviews averaged 26 
min (range of 14–42 min) and were done individually, in couples, and in 
groups. This is depicted in Table 1. 

The interview audio-recordings (13.8-hr in total) were transcribed 
verbatim in Tetun, then coded and analyzed in NVivo 12 Plus. We 
applied thematic analysis. First, GBP coded responses against the four 
domains of the GRF and created child nodes on acquisition and con-
sumption for each domain, constituting our initial codebook (Table A1). 
Then, each transcript was re-read twice for clarity and open coding was 
employed to add emergent themes. A consolidated list of provisional 
themes was created, which were hierarchically categorized into parent 
and child themes. This process was replicated for the whole sample of 
interviews to produce a list of shared themes, that were then situated in 
the GRF, and to identify recurring commonalities and data that con-
tradicted the themes. Linkages and interactions between themes and 
domains were noted, and demographic characteristics such as suku and 
age were considered in the analysis. To ensure participants’ voices were 
adequately portrayed, quotes have been included to illustrate findings. 

Fig. 3. Map of the ethnolinguistic diversity in Timor-Leste and research sites. 
Source: Fischer (2016). 
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Since member checking was not possible due to logistical constraints, 
GBP discussed at length the themes with DdR in a systematic process 
where selected audio-recordings were re-listened to validate the final 
themes (Figure A1). 

5. Findings 

In this section, we introduce the livelihoods context of the study sites 
and describe the quantitative findings on the areas of livestock pro-
duction and ASF acquisition and consumption. Next, we present the 
qualitative findings on ASF acquisition and consumption organized by 
the four domains of the Gender Relations Framework. 

5.1. Quantitative findings 

5.1.1. Livestock production: profile, ownership, and decisions on 
production and sale 

The vast majority of participants farmed crops for food and based 
their livelihoods on multiple activities, mainly agriculture-based. The 
most important was livestock sale, followed by crop sales, which was 
more often reported among women (Table A2). Households’ livestock 
profile and uses are shown in Table 2. Nine in 10 households raised 
chickens and pigs, around half owned goats, and a third owned cows 
and/or buffalo. Uses of livestock varied by type, with poultry used for 
consumption and income; while pigs satisfied cultural requirements and 

income to a smaller degree, and ruminants were mostly dedicated to-
wards ceremonies. Flock and herd sizes were generally small, for 
example half of the households cared for 1–10 chickens and 1–2 pigs. 

Overall, women and men reported very similar responses across 
survey questions. Table 3 shows key findings on livestock. Joint live-
stock ownership was reported by ≥ 90% of men and women, irrespective 
of the animal size. This pattern of shared ownership was similar for land, 
while mobile phones were more often individually owned. Decision- 
making on livestock production was jointly made with the re-
spondents’ partners and/or another household family member (>87% 
for both). However, decision-making was nuanced. Women reported 
lower levels of input into decisions, as 32% provided input often, 
compared to 56% of men, while nearly a third of women reported they 

Table 1 
Number and characteristics of semi-structured interviews and partici-
pants in study sites.  

Semi-Structured Interviews 33 
Low child DDS HH 15 
High child DDS HH 15 
KII with CDNIP facilitators 3 

Participants 57 
Mother 28 

Age (mean, range) 31 (20–46) 
Husband 11 

Age (mean, range) 37 (23–58) 
Grandmothers or female relatives 6 
Grandfathers or male relatives 9 
CDNIP facilitator female 2 
CDNIP facilitator male 1 

Interview type  
Individual 14 
Couple 14 
Group of >2 people 5 

Location  
Baucau suku (north) 18 
Viqueque suku (south) 15 

Note: DDS = dietary diversity score; HH = households; KII = key infor-
mant interviews; CDNIP = community driven nutrition improvement 
project. 

Table 2 
Livestock profile of households and use by livestock type in the study sites.  

Livestock profile and 
uses (n = 161 
households) 

Profile Usesb 

Owned Flock/herd size Income Food Culture 

Households with 
livestock a 

% mean (SD) % % % 

Chicken  94 14.4 (21.7) 72 86 0 
Pig  93 3.1 (3.3) 26 6 71 
Goat  48 2.4 (4.2) 7 5 58 
Cow  35 2.0 (5.0) 14 1 60 
Buffalo  32 2.2 (5.3) 12 1 62  

a Data shown exclude livestock raised among <30% of households, such as 
horses, sheep, or ducks. 

b Multiple choice question on most important uses for each livestock. 
Source: Household survey. 

Table 3 
Survey responses on livestock production by women and men in rural Timor- 
Leste.  

Survey responses Women Men 

n = 161 n = 106 

PRODUCTION 
Ownership type (among those who own asset) 

Buffalo or cow 
Sole ownership % 3 6 
Joint ownership % 95 90 
No ownership % 2 4 

Pig or goat 
Sole ownership % 3 5 
Joint ownership % 95 94 
No ownership % 2 1 

Chicken or duck 
Sole ownership % 3 7 
Joint ownership % 96 92 
No ownership % 1 1 

Land 
Sole ownership % 0 4 
Joint ownership % 91 90 
No ownership % 9 6 

Mobile phone 
Sole ownership % 50 59 
Joint ownership % 50 40 
No ownership % 0 1 

Decision-making on livestock rearing (among those who raise) 
Raise livestock % 97 92 
Who decides 

Wife only % 3 2 
Husband only % 1 3 
Together (and/or with resident relatives) % 90 87 
Other non-resident relatives % 6 8 

Input into productive decisions 
In all/most % 32 56 
In some % 67 40 
In few/no input % 1 4 

Feel can make own decisions 
High extent % 45 54 
Medium extent % 27 42 
Small extent or not at all % 28 4 

Final decision on livestock products sale 
Pig (among those that sell) % 62 72 

Husband % 1 2 
Wife % 3 1 
Together % 95 93 
Other relatives % 1 4 

Chicken (among those that sell) % 76 86 
Husband % 1 3 
Wife % 8 11 
Together % 90 83 
Other relatives % 1 3 

Eggs (among those that sell) % 38 53 
Husband % 0 5 
Wife % 23 28 
Together % 75 62 
Other relatives % 2 5 

Source: Household survey (based on responses from selected A-WEAI modules 
and additional questions). 
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could make little or none of their own decisions. Nonetheless, livestock 
had the highest level of input and self-efficacy among women compared 
to farming for food and cash (data not shown). For pigs and ruminants, 
both women and men reported making the final decision to sell together. 
Women had more autonomy to sell eggs and chickens than pigs. For 
chickens, 8% of women and 11% of men reported the wife as the final 
decision-maker, and for eggs, these proportions went up to 23 and 28%, 
respectively. 

5.1.2. ASF acquisition: control and decisions on income and ASF purchases 
Table 4 presents the main findings. Control over income from live-

stock sales was shared, with more men (51%) always or often providing 
input on its use, compared to 30% of women. To further assess auton-
omy in decision-making, female respondents were asked if their hus-
band would get angry if she made certain decisions without prior 
consultation, to which 70% answered affirmatively if she sold a pig, and 
half if she sold a chicken. The majority of women reported autonomy to 
use household income to purchase some eggs, yet 17% reported 
requiring consent before buying eggs for the whole family. While de-
cisions to purchase large items were made jointly by most, over half of 
all respondents attributed women as having the sole decision-making 
responsibility for small daily-needs purchases. Women reported to be 
more confident to make decisions on small item purchases, as 48% did so 
often compared to 17% of men. 

5.1.3. ASF consumption: child and maternal allocation and ASF sources 
Thirty-two percent of children aged 12–59 months and 27% of 

women had consumed at least one ASF in the last 24-hr, a difference 

mainly resulting from children’s intake of dairy products. Fig. 4 shows 
the proportion of children and women that consumed each type of ASF 
and their source the previous day. The vast majority of dairy6 and 
aquatic foods were purchased, while eggs were equally bought and ac-
quired through own production. Meat, however, was mainly obtained 
from own production, which included hunting (48%), gifted by relatives 
or neighbors (30%), and to a smaller degree, purchased (22%). Meats 
that were gifted included beef/buffalo, goat, and pork, but not poultry, 
which was mostly sourced from own production. We inquired about ASF 
intake the previous week and found that half of the children had 
consumed eggs and poultry, while around one in four mothers had 
consumed poultry, beef/buffalo meat, and/or aquatic foods (Table A3). 
Eggs presented the largest weekly differentials, consumed by 49% of 
children compared to 34% of women. 

5.2. Qualitative findings 

5.2.1. Division of labor and roles – food procurement and meals 
The household distribution of tasks and responsibilities is gendered. 

To procure food, most women explained they harvested vegetables from 
the garden, while men worked the paddy fields and helped to get specific 
foods that required climbing, like breadfruit. Women often did the daily 
shopping, yet in a minority of households interviewed men kept the 
money and made purchases. Some ASF acquisition activities were 
gendered, as men led hunting and sea-based fishing, and women were 
more frequently reported as catchers of freshwater foods. Overall, men 
were consistently framed as responsible for income generation and 
women for household work, meal preparation, and child feeding; while 
agricultural and livestock work was shared. Interviewees said that it was 
common for youngsters to help to harvest vegetables, shop for small 
items, and cook, as well as other domestic tasks like water and firewood 
collection. 

Despite the customs in meal order allocation, women appear to ac-
cess similar food amounts and male preference did not appear to be 
practiced. Meal preparation is a female domain, as all participants 
explained that cooking was done by female family members. Most re-
ported consuming meals together except when visitors came, when 
many interviewees described women eating separately with children. 
When asked about how food distribution was done on such occasions, 
women mentioned portioning their and their children’s food before 

Table 4 
Survey responses on ASF acquisition and income use by women and men in rural 
Timor-Leste.  

Survey responses Women Men 

n = 161 n = 106 

ACQUISITION 
Decision-making on livestock income (among those who 

raise) 
97 92 

Input in income use from sale 
In all/most % 30 51 
In some % 67 44 
In few/no input % 3 5 

Wife thinks husband would be upset if she … without prior consultation 
Spend $2 on food % 4  
Buy some eggs % 4  
Buy eggs for all family members % 17  
Sell a chicken % 50  
Sell a pig % 70  
Go to the Clinic % 18  

Decision-making on uses of income 
Buy large items 

Wife only % 2 2 
Husband only % 1 7 
Together (and/or with resident relatives) % 85 80 
Other non-resident relatives % 5 5 
Not applicable (don’t buy) % 7 6 

Buy small items 
Wife only % 55 55 
Husband only % 1 2 
Together (and/or with resident relatives) % 43 40 
Other non-resident relatives % 1 3 

Input into income decisions 
Buy large items 

In all/most % 27 56 
In some % 70 40 
In few/no input % 3 4 

Buy small items 
In all/most % 48 17 
In some % 47 64 
In few/no input % 5 19 

Source: Household survey (based on responses from selected A-WEAI modules 
and additional questions). 

Fig. 4. ASF intake yesterday by type and source among children 12–59 months 
old and their mothers in June. Note: Dairy excludes sweetened milk products. 
‘Processed meats’ were not included as an ASF type because, among all 
consumed meats, only one participant reported an item that could be classified 
as such (frozen chicken with additives or ayam potong). 

6 Dairy products in Timor-Leste are generally purchased due to ruminants not 
being customarily milked. Among the 1236 24-hr recalls undertaken in the 
longitudinal dietary practices study, only one observation recorded non-bought 
fresh milk. 
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serving guests. Participant observation indicated that women either 
bring food to the table, where men are served or serve themselves first 
on individual plates, then children, and women last, or that women 
serve all plates. The serving order in daily meals or when visitors come 
does not necessarily imply that women access less food; and, when pro-
bed about it, women framed the sequencing as a matter of meal pro-
tocols and did not report lower intake. Interviewees described mothers 
feeding small children, regularly helped by older female relatives and 
sometimes by younger siblings, and that when mothers went away or 
had twins, fathers participated in child feeding. 

5.2.2. Access to and control over resources and benefits – ASF, income, and 
allocation 

Cultural norms and financial needs, more than gendered control over 
resources, seemed to drive the allocation of livestock resources for 
consumption and sale. While affordability limited ASF intake, as re-
ported in interviews, both men and women commented that meat access 
is linked to cultural events and community networks. Around half the 
interviewed households reported eating meat only during ceremonies or 
when livestock die, seldom purchasing meat; while the other half 
highlighted that ASF access depended on own production and available 
funds. Small herd and flock size combined with animal diseases and 
predation constrained regular consumption, while many described 
selling chickens when funds were needed to buy household essentials 
and pay school fees. ASF were also accessed through hunting, common 
in forested suku (mid-altitude), and by catching seasonal freshwater 
aquatic foods in river-neighboring suku (Viqueque). Coastal households 
reported regular intake of seafood, which were of limited availability in 
mid-altitude zones, particularly during the rainy period when roads 
were in worse condition. Interviewees distinguished between ceremo-
nial meats (beef, pork, goat), as opposed to other ASF (see Table 2). With 
the exception of funerals, ceremonies are concentrated in the dry season, 
when meat is typically consumed. In the wet season, staples were mainly 
accompanied by vegetables. All participants explained that carcasses 
were shared with neighbors and family, highlighting the importance of 
reciprocity when meat is available. No cuts were specifically reserved 
for male or female household members. 

Wife: “In Timor-Leste, [when] we eat [game] all households come to 
eat. The neighbors give to us too. [We] get [the meat] ready, place in 
each plate, share and eat [it] all. Not each one more, no. [We] 
distribute the liver and meat, cook them and eat together.” #22, 
Viqueque. 

Income generation beyond the household, which is given a higher 
value than other homestead responsibilities, was repeatedly framed as 
the men’s domain. They were expected to ensure that the family was 
provided materially, despite both men and women engaging in agri-
cultural activities such as growing vegetables, cultivating staples, and 
raising livestock, which were not considered employment even when 
used to generate income. Most women lacked economic independence. 
Only a minority of female participants earned some form of income of 
their own, mostly from weaving traditional cloths (tais) and baking 
goods. Among those, some women reported autonomy on the use of 
earnings. Additionally, a woman whose husband was an economic 
migrant and received remittances, reported full control of income use. 
During an interview with a young mother that lived with her parents, 
she expressed more affinity with autonomy compared to her father, as 
shown below, signaling a generational change in values on women’s 
agency and control over resources. 

Wife: “If I make money then [it] is mine.” 

Wife’s father: “No. You still have to ask. This money comes from 
where? We [men] must know because this is a democracy. We need 
to know where money comes from. [Women] cannot roam on their 

own, making money doing what? We Timorese are like that. Both 
have to know, husband and wife, for a harmonious life.” #14, Baucau 

Benefits over ASF consumption are generally not influenced by 
gender. Most participants, when interviewed together and individually, 
described equal distribution of ASF among family members and/or ac-
cording to each person’s needs, and some mentioned the importance of 
prioritizing children. Women and men reported allocating eggs to chil-
dren when available and the majority described prioritizing eggs to 
children if scarce. 

Husband: “Although I work the land [I] share food and meat the 
same. Also, we are old already, but the children must eat a lot, so 
they can grow and help.” #10, Baucau 

During individual interviews, a few women spoke about serving 
more ASF to men as they worked hard, and some associated the con-
sumption of meat with drinking alcohol, which men do more often as for 
women this was less socially accepted. In Viqueque suku, some men 
joked about women eating more meat as they cook in the kitchen, but in 
general, the non-discriminatory narrative prevailed. 

5.2.3. Intra-household decision-making – on poultry sale and income for 
ASF 

The distribution of bargaining power between genders appears to be 
often unequal. For many women, their ability to make choices is con-
strained by men’s preferences and by the value attributed to men’s role 
as breadwinner. Given the importance of chickens as sources of cash and 
food, decision-making on these is intimately related to uses of income 
and consumption of ASF. Most men and women reported making joint 
decisions on the sale of chickens, and many referred to marital consul-
tation during decision-making processes. However, as shown in the 
quotes below, joint decisions might involve needing the husband’s 
agreement or a coordinated approach. While a minority of women re-
ported full autonomy on poultry sale and uses of income, in a few 
households, men and older relatives living in the same dwelling decided 
when to sell or kill chickens for consumption. 

Wife: “[To sell a chicken] we need to tell each other. If he [husband] 
wants, he sells, if he does not want, then [I] cannot sell, because of 
this we need to let each other know.” #18, Baucau 

Wife: “I go when it’s a good time. But [we] make decisions together, I 
coordinate with my husband. Whoever takes [chickens] to sell, then 
buys things for the home.” #22, Viqueque 

Overall, men emerged as the final decision-makers on the majority of 
ASF purchases. While everyday food purchase was generally described 
as the wife’s domain, most women explained requiring their husband’s 
consent before using income to buy ASF. Two main reasons were given. 
First, that income was prioritized for purchasing rice to ensure that 
enough food was available to feed family members, while ASF were 
described as non-essential items. ASF were consistently characterized by 
both as ‘good foods’ (modo diak)7 and distinguished from ‘daily foods’. 
All participants clearly expressed a desire to consume more of these 
‘good foods’ yet were limited by financial resources and large family 
numbers. 

Husband: “About rice, it is important to buy and eat. But about meat 
and eggs, these are not important. If we only have rice, we can eat. 
But if rice finishes then we do not have enough food to eat. So, things 
that are important [she] can go and buy alone, and things that are 
not important, [we] make decisions together to purchase.” #9, 
Baucau 

7 Modo is a side dish that complements rice and is served in smaller portions, 
composed of cooked vegetables (mostly) or ASF (occasionally). 
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The second reason for men emerging as the final decision-makers on 
ASF purchases, and most often repeated, was because they are respon-
sible for income generation. The justification given was that husbands 
needed to know about expenditure to make sure that there were enough 
funds to buy rice for the family. Women’s portrayal of joint decision- 
making on ASF purchases was nuanced and included women requiring 
consent from their spouse – without which they would not proceed with 
the acquisition – and consulting with their husband, where they would 
discuss the decision in more equal terms. Overall, responses showcased a 
gradient of experiences that ranged from women having no say in 
household expenditure (exception); women who reported joint decision- 
making to buy ASF, requiring either approval from their husbands (half) 
or consultation with them (four in ten); to women making full decisions 
on ASF expenditures (exception). This is illustrated in Table 5. We 
include the Tetun words mentioned by participants used to inform our 
categorization, which, despite being limited by semantics, demonstrates 
a continuum of meanings regarding joint decisions. 

A few women, when interviewed individually, explained that men 
could get angry if women were to use money on ASF without prior 
consent from their husbands. A key informant elaborated that it 
depended on the man’s conscience, implying that this might happen 
more often though women might not openly discuss this. A minority, 
never during couple interviews, described how such situations could 
lead to gender-based violence and conjugal problems. 

Wife’s mother: “Because [they] are suspicious of each other. In our 
home, this does not happen, but for others, women might make de-
cisions to buy some meat alone, and men get angry and beat their 
wives. So must ask her husband.” 

Wife’s father: “Money issues can make people divorce.” #14, Baucau 

In contrast, some households, particularly from Viqueque suku, re-
ported a trust relationship and mutual autonomy regarding purchases. 
The customary notion that ‘men and women complete each other’ (mane 
no feto kompleta malu), which frames gender roles as complementary 
(Niner 2019), was mentioned. 

Husband: “We just complete each other. Nutrition is the women’s 
part. If money is not enough, we lament. Men look for money so that 
women can have it. We just complement each other.” #30, Viqueque 

5.2.4. Social and gender norms – livestock and ASF allocation 
Community structures are informed by cultural and social norms, 

which shape the uses of livestock and the allocation of ASF. Customary 
exchanges were mentioned more often in Baucau suku (Makasae), where 
meat prescriptions and proscriptions were strongly defined, shown in 
the quote below; whereas in Viqueque suku, both clan groups often 

consumed all served meats. 

Wife: “During rituals, we eat meat. For the fetosaun (wife-taker), they 
must eat pork, and cannot eat goat or buffalo meat. For the umane 
(wife-giver), they only eat goat and buffalo meat.” #13, Baucau 

Interviewees implied that not contributing with a prescribed animal 
for a ceremony would be considered socially shameful due to an 
indebtedness sense, as they received that meat in the last ritual iteration. 
This can lead to the withholding of specific animals for the ritual 
economy. Key informants explained that most households also reserve 
funds to fulfill customary obligations, including purchasing livestock, 
often absorbing large proportions of their budget. Moreover, households 
were expected to serve meat, particularly readily accessible chicken or 
dog, when they have visitors as a sign of hospitality and proper guest 
treatment. Families showed immense pride in hosting guests according 
to social protocols and meal etiquette, as the data collection team 
repeatedly experienced during fieldwork. 

Valued attitudes and practices seemed to permeate other aspects of 
ASF allocation. For instance, ‘good parents’ were said to prioritize the 
allocation of ASF to children and young family members when available. 

Husband: “For me, when I eat meat, I cannot forget my children, I 
must give [to] them, so they eat. When we find ‘good food’, I have to 
give [it to them], they are the priority to eat.” #3, Baucau 

Such attitudes were also manifested in gendered terms. When dis-
cussing perceptions on ASF intra-household distribution, it became 
evident that displaying deference towards one’s husband was a socially 
praised behavior. Despite most participants describing that all house-
hold members should share equal portions of ASF, some women 
narrated that they would allocate larger ASF serves to men as this is 
what a ‘good wife’ should do. Portioning more meat to their husband is 
to be expected from a respectable wife. However, some women reported 
doing so to avoid making their spouse angry. Men’s framing as bread-
winners and hard workers was occasionally used as justification for 
larger ASF entitlements, while women’s work was seldom mentioned 
and their workloads not recognized by themselves or their husbands. 

Wife: “[I served him more] because he said [he] is tired from working 
hard. Every day he works the paddy fields. Diligent women please 
[their husbands] and make them happy.” #2, Baucau 

KII-2: “[Women serve more] because of love.” 

KII-3: “Because husbands say they go to work, are tired, and we give 
them water-spinach. They bring the money and women keep it. Some 
complain ‘Why did you not buy some ‘good food’, only leafy greens?’ 
Some women give men more [ASF] because men might get angry and 
they are scared.” Baucau, #33 

Table 5 
Gradient of experiences of gendered decision-making on income used for ASF, typified from household interviews (n = 28).  

Types of decisions Proportion Quotes 

Sole decision by men Exception 
1/28 

Wife: “Normally, my husband buys everything because he works and keeps the money. When rice finishes, he buys more; when there are no 
vegetables, he gives money to our young to buy. But I only cook. He buys things and makes the decisions, I do not use money.” #17, Baucau 
Tetun: Maun foti desizaun mesak 

Joint decision – consent Half 
14/28 

Wife: “When rice finishes, I buy more on my own. Meat and modo diaka my father buys. The money is my father’s and I keep the money, my 
father buys or I have to ask him before.” #23, Viqueque 
Wife: “We need to ask men because they work and look for money. If he agrees I buy [ASF], if he does not agree I cannot buy.” #11, Baucau 
Tetun: Tenke husu laen, presiza husu katuas oan, tenke koalia ho laen 

Joint decision – 
consultation 

Four in ten 
11/28 

Wife: “If I want to buy some meat and he is home, I ask. But if he is not, I go and buy. After, when he comes, I let him know. [He] cannot get 
angry because I do not let [him] know before, because he also wants to eat [meat].” #22, Viqueque 
Tetun: Foti desizaun hamutuk, foo hatene ba malu, ita koordena 

Sole decision by women Exception 
2/28 

Husband: “If [we] have money and don’t have any modob, if she wants to buy eggs or sardines, she can go and buy alone. [She] does not 
need to ask me.” #3, Baucau 
Tetun: Bele hola mesak/la presiza husu 

Note: Two household interviews had non-valid responses on this topic. 
a Any ASF as defined by participants (colloquial). 
b Any cooked dish eaten with rice, generally vegetables. 
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6. Discussion 

This paper explores how gender relations inform the production of 
livestock and the acquisition and consumption of ASF in four rural suku 
in Baucau and Viqueque districts, Timor-Leste, using a mixed-methods 
approach. The study design enabled the application of a gender re-
lations lens to investigate the nuances of joint decision-making within a 
socio-cultural context through qualitative methods, and uncover the 
different meanings behind joint decisions so frequently reported in the 
quantitative analysis. The discussion brings together the mixed-methods 
findings and illustrates how all four domains from the GRF are inter-
connected. In turn, this affects the empowerment of women regarding 
the availability, access, and utilization of ASF, thus shaping their role in 
household food security. 

6.1. Gender relations in livestock production 

In production, we found that most women and men defined the 
ownership of livestock, small and large, as joint and made productive 
and sale decisions together. Nonetheless, while quantitative findings 
hinted at lower levels of female input and self-efficacy, only through 
qualitative methods did it become apparent that joint decision-making 
often implied limited agency in women exercising their voices to 
shape the final decision. For instance, decisions to sell poultry were 
reported mostly as joint, yet such ‘joint-ness’ entailed a continuum of 
meaning – from requiring spousal consent, placing the husband as the 
actual final decision-maker, to consultation, whereby the opinions of 
both appeared more egalitarian. Despite this, we found that women had 
more autonomy in poultry decisions when compared to other livestock 
species; this is most likely due to chickens’ lower relative value, their 
common use as cash sources for educational and household needs, and 
their minor ritual significance as opposed to pigs, goats, and cattle/ 
buffalo. Moreover, household structure emerged as a marker of women’s 
decision-making power, as those who lived with older relatives were 
usually young and often had lower input regarding physical assets and 
income. Similarly, a study in Nepal found that social location within the 
household was an intersecting category for decision-making and prop-
erty rights (Pradhan et al., 2019). 

Our findings on joint ownership of large livestock were surprising, as 
they differ from previous literature on Timor-Leste that portrays buffalo 
and cows as male’s property (Bettencourt et al., 2015). Yet, our results 
align with understandings of the household as the farming production 
unit (Akter et al., 2016) rather than functioning in individualistic terms. 
While Bettencourt et al. (2015) describe a compartmentalized division 
of labor, where the marketing of small animals is the women’s domain, 
our results and those from Wong et al. (2018) suggest that women’s full 
autonomy on the decision to sell chickens is rare and typically shared. 
Interviews highlighted a lack of acknowledgment of women’s labor 
burden. A time-use survey among participants from the same study sites 
found a >5-hr daily differential in men’s contribution to domestic and 
care work, along with comparable dedication to livestock labor between 
spouses (Bonis-Profumo et al., 2021b). Overall, both men and women 
described resource ownership and decision-making as joint; this is 
similar to WEAI-inspired results from other countries in Southeast Asia 
(Akter et al., 2017; Malapit et al., 2020), findings on intra-household 
equity in agricultural investment decisions in the Philippines (Maliga-
lig et al., 2019), and decisions regarding household expenditures in 
Myanmar (Carnegie et al., 2020). These might suggest a regional pattern 
of gender relations in agriculture and income management (Akter et al., 
2017; Bonis-Profumo et al., 2021b). 

6.2. Gender relations in ASF acquisition 

In acquisition, while small everyday purchases were mainly consid-
ered a female domain, we found that women’s control over household 
income was partial despite generally administering the budget. 

Although survey data suggested substantial female autonomy on daily 
expenses, deeper probing during interviews revealed that the consistent 
framing of men as the family breadwinners conferred them a stronger 
negotiating position and saw them frequently make the final decision 
over income uses. According to Agarwal (1997:21), this argument posed 
by participants seems to be inextricably linked to the economic in-
equalities that “usually play a critical role in structuring power re-
lations”, and as a result, define the extent of women’s bargaining power. 
Additionally, similar to Wong et al. (2018) findings, using income for 
ASF was differentiated from everyday purchases because ASF were 
considered desirable yet unaffordable, and non-essential, as opposed to 
rice. This distinction seemed to reinforce men often making the final 
decision on ASF purchases, whereas many women purchased daily foods 
autonomously. Rice availability emerged as a salient concern among 
participants, with income often being reserved to acquire rice, sug-
gesting a setting where food insecurity is common and calorie intake a 
worry. Thus, women’s weaker agency and bargaining position regarding 
ASF purchases are likely to be associated with the social norm that 
frames men as responsible for income generation, embodying accepted 
notions on the gendered division of labor and resources control (Agar-
wal 1997), paired with the prioritization of limited funds for rice 
security. 

We identified a continuum of meanings and typified ‘joint decisions’ 
in requiring either the husband’s consent or marital consultation to 
purchase ASF. The motivation for the latter distinctively lacked concern 
with the husband’s disapproval, indicating greater autonomy in women 
(Seymour and Peterman 2018). Examining local interpretations of joint 
decision-making is crucial not only to adequately contextualize research 
findings but also because it is often used as a proxy of women’s 
empowerment (Alkire et al., 2013; Malapit et al., 2017). Based on our 
quantitative findings and those from national surveys in Timor-Leste 
(GDS et al., 2018), most women make joint decisions on income use 
and therefore could be considered empowered. This result might signal 
equalitarian negotiation processes and could translate into a lack of 
attention to gender-responsive programming intended at supporting 
women’s control over financial resources. However, our qualitative 
findings posit that half of those who reported making joint decisions 
actually required their husband’s consent to buy ASF, a pattern that is 
likely enacted when deciding upon other valuable assets. This pattern is 
not negative in itself, as some women may feel comfortable with this 
bargaining arrangement and may not necessarily desire change, 
although we sensed during interviews that autonomy was valued among 
many women. Yet, when policies and programmes aimed at supporting 
nutrition outcomes disregard such nuances, these are likely to miss the 
opportunity to include men, as both important actors in financial de-
cisions and family nutrition outcomes, in their design. Consequently, we 
argue that using mixed-methods to understand the contextual signifi-
cance of decision-making processes is critical, as the survey questions 
alone failed to capture the meanings embedded and unique to this 
socio-cultural setting, as also concluded by other studies (Onah and 
Horton 2018; Friedson-Ridenour and Pierotti 2019; Acosta et al., 2020). 

6.3. Gender relations in ASF consumption 

In consumption, we found low levels of child and maternal ASF 
intake achievements, compounded by the almost exclusive allocation of 
dairy products to children. Most women and men described equal ASF 
distribution between household members. During interviews, both also 
reported prioritizing eggs to children when available, this pattern has 
already been identified (Wong et al., 2018; Bonis-Profumo et al., 2021a), 
thus strengthening the evidence of this behavior. Notions of adequate 
parenting suggested a norm where ‘good parents’ give a preferential 
allocation of specific ASF to children over adults. While gender-biased 
food distribution was not typically recounted or observed, socially 
valued attitudes – such as showing deference towards one’s husband and 
defined by how a ‘proper wife’ is expected to behave – combined with 
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social perceptions on men’s strenuous work contributions, prompted 
some women to serve more ASF to men. However, we agree with Fidalgo 
Castro (2013) and Wong et al. (2018) that gender, a socio-cultural fac-
tor, does not seem to play a detrimental role in the allocation of ASF 
benefits or have negative impacts on nutrition outcomes in Timor-Leste, 
as reflected in national survey data (GDS et al., 2018). However, these 
studies, including ours, have not examined nutrition indicators in rela-
tion to gendered meal protocols; these were assessed in Nepal, where 
serving order and women’s channeling of valued foods to men and 
children were found to negatively impact women’s nutritional adequacy 
(Gittelsohn 1991). Nonetheless, pregnant and lactating women have 
greater nutrient needs than men, and dietary iron – which ASF are 
particularly rich in – is required in much higher amounts among 
menstruating women (WHO 2016), thus necessitating higher micro-
nutrient intake to achieve adequacy. 

Lastly, we found that livestock and their meat play a central role in 
the rich ceremonial life, that reinforces community bonds, described by 
interviewees. Social relations and occasions define the intake of meat 
(described as seasonal) in a context where collective values prevail, 
demonstrated by ubiquitous meat sharing when this is a scarce and 
praised food. Such practices highlight the importance of cooperative 
reciprocal strategies within rural communities, articulating the ‘moral 
economy’ (Scott 1977). Data on ASF sourcing confirmed the importance 
of own production (48%) and the kinship/ceremonial economy (30%) to 
supply meat among rural suku; while fish was usually bought, except 
when river-foods were in season. This economy appears to embrace 
socio-cultural norms on the significance of livestock, which impinges 
households to reserve animals for rituals rather than for consumption, as 
suggested by other studies (Alonso Población 2013; AMSAT Interna-
tional, 2011; Bettencourt et al., 2015; Wong et al., 2018). 

6.4. Strengths and limitations 

The strengths of this research include the use of a mixed-methods 
methodology. This attempts to consider multiple views on knowledge 
creation to comprehensively answer the research question through 
synthesis and triangulation of quantitative and qualitative methods, 
thus enhancing the findings’ validation process (Johnson et al., 2007). A 
mixed-methods design enabled the identification of gender hierarchies 
prevailing in decision-making processes, for which the A-WEAI instru-
ment alone was insufficient. This is despite it going beyond traditional 
assessments of intra-household decision-making power, where marital 
decisions were understood as either joint or sole by introducing scales of 
spousal participation in decisions (Alkire et al., 2013). Additionally, the 
present study applied two tools, quantitative and qualitative, that 
acknowledge the relational nature of empowerment and situate 
women’s agency within their home context. Importantly, the Timorese 
author involved in data collection and analysis has direct ties to rural 
livelihoods, further supporting the validity of the results. Despite 
generating context-specific and meaningful depictions of the gender 
relations underpinning women’s empowerment, the limitations of this 
study comprise a lack of findings generalizability (a common charac-
teristic of qualitative methodologies) and limited sample size and 
geographical coverage. 

6.5. Implications for policy and programmes 

In Timor-Leste, policies and programmes with nutrition-sensitive 
aims, such as agriculture and livestock interventions, are likely to be 
more effective when both men and women are included in their nutri-
tion components. Specifically, these policies and programmes could 
benefit from targeting men in income management and nutrition in-
formation, as their influence in decisions on the allocation of household 
resources for consumption might affect the composition of diets. Given 
the role of ceremonial meats, poultry and fish interventions might 
support better nutritional outcomes and incomes in lower-resource 

settings. Further, women could benefit from rural initiatives that pro-
mote women-led income generation – providing them with financial 
resources that are more likely to remain under their control, and a 
resultant enhanced bargaining power within their households. Sup-
porting women with the resources and time to articulate their interests 
through their own voices would foster empowerment gains. Nutrition- 
sensitive and gender-responsive approaches reinforce each other and 
have the potential to support complementary aims when applied 
concurrently. 

7. Conclusions 

Our study highlights the importance of examining women’s 
empowerment within the relational sphere of gender relations, and we 
focused on the household as its primary organizational form. Our find-
ings illustrated the limitations of solely using quantitative approaches to 
assess how gender relations might influence food security and nutrition 
among rural smallholders. We demonstrated the value of using mixed- 
methods to contextualize and deepen understandings of empower-
ment, such as intra-household decision-making on livestock production 
and ASF acquisition and consumption. Within this setting, our research 
revealed local interpretations of joint decision-making, often indicating 
women’s unequal bargaining position, which is influenced by social 
norms on the gendered division of labor as well as by men’s role and 
framing as income generators. We advocate for gender-responsive and 
nutrition-sensitive policies and programmes in rural areas to focus on 
the empowerment of women, and to integrate a gender relations lens in 
their design, which will likely enable choices toward better quality diets. 
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