
• Empowerment goes beyond income. It includes decision-making power, leadership, time
autonomy, self-confidence, and collective voice. Policies must adopt multidimensional
frameworks that reflect these broader, interlinked aspects of agency.

• Multi-component skill development programs that combine technical training, gender
sensitization, and soft skills development significantly improve multiple dimensions of women’s
empowerment, including women’s autonomy, leadership, and agency.

• Leadership flourishes in gender-responsive environments. Our findings show that women are
significantly more likely to take on leadership roles in female-majority groups, underscoring the
importance of gender composition as a crucial design factor for policies aimed at fostering
women's self-efficacy and participatory agency.

• Tailoring content and delivery methods of programs to local contexts enhances receptivity
and effectiveness, reinforcing the imperative for culturally adaptive program design in
empowerment initiatives.
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In Bolivia, rural women face deep social and 
cultural barriers that limit their empowerment and 
participation in productive sectors like agriculture. 
Despite their significant contributions to economic 
activities, often as unpaid family workers, women bear 
a disproportionate workload, dedicating more time to 
unpaid care work compared to men. This burden is a 
primary reason preventing them from developing their 
skills and seeking paid employment. Consequently, 
they frequently face obstacles in accessing credit 
and are often excluded from key household decisions 
regarding productive activities, income management, 
and asset ownership.

Fish farming presents a unique opportunity to reverse 
these dynamics. As an emerging sector, aquaculture 
in Bolivia has not yet developed rigid gender roles or a 
culture that marginalizes women. Its accessibility and 
proximity to the household make it compatible with 
women’s time constraints and care responsibilities, 
providing a promising entry point for empowerment.

Consequently, policies that adopt and scale 
approaches like the Fish for Life program (see text box) 
can be effective. By combining technical training, 
gender sensitization, and institutional support, multi-
component strategies help overcome structural 
barriers and expand women’s agency, closing gender 
gaps and promoting inclusive rural development.
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PEP Bolivian team during fieldwork. Photo: Bolivian research team.
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A fish farmer proudly holds up a large catch during harvest at a community fish pond. Photo: Peces para la Vida (PPV) project

Peces para la Vida - Empoderamiento y Sostenibilidad (PPV E&S)
Fish for Life - Empowerment and Sustainability
The PPV-E&S program in Bolivia was a multi-dimensional initiative designed to address key socio-economic 
challenges including food security, gender equity, and poverty reduction. The program focused on empow-
ering women and indigenous communities, while improving the living conditions of families who depend on 
small-scale fish farming.

One of its core strategies was to introduce and strengthen women-led fish farming in rural municipalities such as 
Yapacaní. This contributed to increased household fish consumption and opened up new income-generating 
opportunities for women.

PPV E&S placed strong emphasis on building peer-to-peer support networks to reduce poverty among women 
and enhance their overall well-being—a critical component of empowerment. In parallel, it aimed to strength-
en the resilience and profitability of small-scale aquaculture, while promoting gender equality in decision-mak-
ing processes and community governance.

The program’s main interventions and monitoring combined technical training in aquaculture with modules on 
leadership, self-efficacy, gender equity, and shared household responsibilities.

About the Study
This study evaluated the PPV-E&S program in Bolivia to identify underlying mechanisms through which the pro-
gram influences women’s empowerment. Specifically, it sought to assess whether and how different program 
components, such as gender-focused content and technical knowledge, affect women’s agency, leadership, 
and participation in aquaculture. To do so, the study used a mixed-methods approach consisting of three 
complementary methodologies, described in the text box below. By integrating these three methodologies, 
the study estimated the impact of the PPV program and uncovered the pathways and contextual factors that 
enhance or constrain women's empowerment in fish farming.



Methodology 
– Quasi-Experimental Impact Evaluation: To understand whether the program made a difference, we com-

pared women who participated in the program with similar women who did not This allowed us to estimate
the program’s effect on empowerment using two established tools [developed by Malapit (2019) and Alkire
(2013)]  that measure changes in areas like income control, decision-making, mobility, time use, and lead-
ership. We also looked at how different types of training influenced these outcomes, especially in terms of
the gender sensitivity of the courses.

– Behavioral Economics Experiment: We also ran a field-based experiment to better understand what helps
women feel more empowered adapted from the work of Born et.al., (2020). Participants worked in small
groups to complete fish production tasks and were asked how willing they were to take on leadership roles.
We tested whether leadership willingness was affected by the gender mix of the group, by hearing stories
about women in technical roles, or by receiving training focused on gender equality. The results helped us
see what types of support encourage women to lead and influence group decisions.

– Qualitative Interviews: Finally, we spoke with women and men who joined the program in different regions
to learn about their experiences in their own words. These interviews gave insight into what changed for
them, what challenges remained, and how local conditions shaped their empowerment. This helped us
interpret the data in context and understand differences by gender and location.
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Key Findings
• Participation in technical training significantly increased women's empowerment, raising the Women’s Em-

powerment Index in Agriculture (WEIA) by 13–16 percentage points for women. Specific courses—such as
those on gender sensitization, gender quotas, and added value—also contributed to notable gains in em-
powerment.

• Women showed a greater willingness to lead in their group's decisions in female-majority groups, with an
increase of 29.7% to 36.7% in their willingness to lead on a 1-to-10 scale  after exposure to technical content.
In contrast, gender-focused audio content did not produce any measurable effect. Persistent gender gap
in leadership was evident: women were 18.1% less willing to lead than men and held less influence in their
groups, regardless of composition or program exposure.

Women fish farmers harvest fish with a net in a community pond. Photo: Peces para la Vida (PPV) project.
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Considering supplementary strategies to enhance effectiveness
The results underscore that empowerment is not automatic; it must be deliberately fostered and cultivated un-
der the right conditions. Based on our evaluation of PPV, we identified the following supplementary strategies 
as potentially beneficial to maximize program effectiveness:

• Address gender not only through specific, targeted activities (e.g., dedicated training spaces or leadership
promotion) but also by mainstreaming a gender perspective across all program components, ensuring that
gender equality becomes both a cross-cutting principle and a defined agenda.

• Create a balanced combination of mixed-gender training spaces. These settings can foster collaboration,
mutual recognition, and joint decision-making.

• Creating regional hubs to customize training content and delivery to local languages, cultural norms, eco-
nomic activities, and social contexts, improving relevance and participation, and creating concepts from
the local level with cultural relevance, linked to the global level.

• Developing a "rural women's leadership track" with government backing, linking trained women directly to
decision-making bodies like producer associations, cooperatives, and community councils.

However, these strategies may also present some challenges. The table below is a summary of the key advantag-
es and challenges associated with the current intervention setting, and each of the supplementary challenges

Drawing on the findings, the most effective policy combines core training with Supplementary Strategy 2. Large-
scale programs that integrate technical, soft, and gender sensitization skills significantly boost women's empow-
erment, enhancing their confidence, agency, and social networks. Nevertheless, since empowerment is con-
text-dependent, tailoring content to regional realities is key. 

Supplementary Strategy 2 addresses this need, and its costs can be mitigated through government-scale econ-
omies. While Strategies 1 and 3 can be incorporated, Strategy 1 should be a temporary, transversal supporting 
measure (to avoid reinforcing gender segregation). Conversely, Strategy 3 offers long-term value by integrating 
sustainably, but it leverages trained women's empowerment by providing leadership access, rather than build-
ing it.

• The qualitative interviews reinforced these findings. Men valued technical training highly, while women em-
phasized the positive effects of gender content on household dynamics. Regional differences were also
clear. In Cochabamba, participants observed increased female involvement in production and leadership
as a means of improving livelihoods. In contrast, in newer program areas in Santa Cruz (corresponding to in-
digenous communities), women were more involved in marketing and processing and still underrepresented
in leadership roles within producer associations. These organizations also lacked clear strategies for gender
inclusion.

Overall, while the PPV E&S program has contributed to progress in women's empowerment–particularly through 
technical training and group composition–notable gender gaps in leadership and decision-making remain. 
These gaps are evident in women's lower willingness to lead and ongoing underrepresentation in producer asso-
ciations. The findings underscore the importance of tailored, context-specific strategies that move beyond gen-
eral empowerment and directly address structural and institutional barriers to women's leadership in fish farming 
communities. 
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Policy Strategy Advantages Challenges

Core Intervention: 
Extensive training for rural women, com-

bining technical skills with leadership, 
gender equality, self-efficacy, and the 
promotion of shared household duties.  
Combining targeted gender activities 
with mainstreaming to both men and 

women ensures both depth and breadth 
of impact.

a) Participants in gender-sen-
sitized technical training were
significantly more empowered.
b) Combining technical tools
with gender-sensitive training
boosts women's agency, confi-
dence, and social networks.
c) Training in emerging produc-
tive sectors (like aquaculture)
offers a promising starting point
to foster women's empowerment
in rural settings.
d) Combining targeted gender
activities with mainstreaming
ensures both depth and breadth
of impact.

a) Qualitative findings indi-
cate deeply rooted cultural
and social barriers to women’s
empowerment persist despite
training.
b) Empowerment is complex
and context-specific, requiring
tailored solutions, not a one-
size-fits-all approach.
c) Bundling extensive training
components needs careful
assessment for resource effi-
ciency.
d) Mainstreaming can become
superficial if not backed by
concrete targeted actions.

Supplementary Strategy 1: 
Create a balanced combination of 
mixed-gender training spaces. These 

settings can foster collaboration, mutual 
recognition, and joint decision-making.

a) Women in predominantly
female groups showed greater
willingness to lead.
b) Directly tackles the observed
gender gap in willingness to take
leadership roles.
c) Mixed-gender spaces facili-
tate integration, collaboration,
and gender sensitization.

a) Requires careful coordi-
nation to avoid unbalanced
participation or segregation
between groups.Women may
still face barriers in accessing
men’s networks, underscoring
the importance of gradual-
ly bridging own spaces with
mixed ones.

Supplementary Strategy 2:   
Creating regional hubs to customize 

training content  and delivery to local 
languages, cultural norms, economic 

activities, and social contexts, improving 
relevance and participation, and cre-

ating concepts from the local level with 
cultural relevance, linked to the global 

level.

a) Qualitative findings suggest
that tailoring courses to regional
requirements improves program
effectiveness and participation.
b) Customization to local con-
texts can lead to better knowl-
edge retention and practical
application.

a) Significant financial and hu-
man resources are needed to
establish and maintain custom-
ized regional hubs.
b) Managing diverse content
and delivery across multiple re-
gional contexts adds substan-
tial program complexity.

Supplementary Strategy 3:
Developing a "rural women's leadership 
track" with government backing, linking 
trained women directly to decision-mak-

ing bodies like producer associations, 
cooperatives, and community councils. 

a) Directly enhances collective
agency and participation in
community groups.
b) Building on trained women,
this track can increase willingness
to lead and influence.
c) Government backing can in-
stitutionalize the track, promoting
sustainability and scalability.

a) Simply linking women to the
aquaculture activities may
not overcome established
social norms and institutional
resistance hindering women’s
empowerment.
b) The  sole presence of wom-
en in the aquaculture activities
does not guarantee that their
voices will be truly heard and
their ideas implemented.
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This brief summarizes key elements of the impact evaluation of the 
'Peces  para la Vida' project, conducted within the framework of the 

Learning and  Knowledge Management Project (LKMP)—a four-year 
initiative implemented by the Partnership for Economic Policy (PEP).

The views and opinions expressed in this publication are those of the authors and 
do not necessarily reflect those of PEP or Global Affairs Canada.
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Policy Recommendation:
Implement comprehensive training programs for rural women, integrating technical skills with leadership 
development, gender equality, self-efficacy, and shared household responsibilities. This core training must be 
critically supported by a decentralized model of regional hubs to ensure context-specific, culturally relevant 
content delivery, thereby maximizing program effectiveness and participation.

Road map - Implementation Steps:
1. Develop a standardized core training curriculum, select a pilot region for establishing initial regional hubs, and

establish clear guidelines for adapting local content to language, cultural norms, and economic activities.

2. Begin pilot training at regional hubs, starting with women-only groups to foster confidence. Regularly collect
feedback to improve local adaptation strategies and maintain relevance.

3. Broaden the program's scope by creating more regional hubs that mirror the effective model of localized
content and delivery. Set up strong feedback systems to regularly improve training materials and adaptation
approaches

4. Establish a “rural women's leadership track” supported by the government, connecting trained women
directly to local decision-making entities such as producer associations, cooperatives, and community
councils to promote ongoing leadership and influence.

A woman seasons freshly prepared fish fillets for sale at a local market. Photo: Peces para la Vida (PPV) project


