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Abstract 

Background:  The notion of leisure became pronounced more than 20 years ago when women who worked on or 
out of the farm came home to a “second shift,” which entailed domestic work and childcare. This gap continues today 
not only between men and women but also among women and men. Women’s challenges in terms of their leisure 
arise out of or are shaped by social norms and different life contexts.

Method:  The Women’s Empowerment in Agriculture Index (WEAI) was conducted to understand women’s empow-
erment and disempowerment status in agricultural activities in five counties in Kenya in 2017. In 2019, focus group 
discussions were carried out in two of the five counties to understand how men and women farmers define leisure 
and assess the leisure gap and its effect on women’s farm and household activities. We were also interested in under-
standing how men’s and women’s workload affects leisure and other productive economic activities, resulting in 
empowerment and how women’s unpaid work contributes to income poverty.

Result:  The WEAI showed that 28% of disempowerment (5DE) in women farmers is due to lack of time for leisure 
activities and 18% from being overworked. This means that the time indicator accounts for 46% of disempowerment 
in Kenyan women bean farmers. Men in Bomet and Narok spent more time than women in raising large livestock and 
leisure. Women in Bomet spent more time than men in cooking and domestic work (fetching water and collecting 
fuelwood), while men in Bomet spent more time than women in managing their businesses.

Conclusion:  Work overload is a constraining factor to women’s empowerment in bean production and agricultural 
productivity. What is considered leisure for men and women is embedded in society’s social fabrics, and it is contex-
tual. This paper highlights instances where leisure provides a way for women to embody and/or resist the discourses 
of gender roles in the bean value chain and households to enhance food security and health.
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Introduction
Individuals have always pursued activities that prompt 
their creative capacity by relaxing and increasing their 
knowledge or participation in other life obligations, and 
community engagements that require less human efforts 
[1]. Thus, playing, resting, and other forms of entertain-
ment have been associated with leisure as a part of life, 
bringing fulfillment to human beings. Men have been 

observed to spend more time on leisure than women. 
For example, Ref. [2] found that men spend five hours 
more per week on leisure on average compared to their 
female counterparts. Ref. [3] in his study, 72% of women 
reported having at least half an hour of free time each 
day for leisure. Women are considered caregivers and are 
often preparing meals, taking care of children, and in-
charge of household cleaning and laundry, among other 
household chores compared to their male counterparts.

Women’s work has always been considered tedious, 
repetitive, and time consuming, thus associated with 
the concept of “time poverty,” as indicated in the poverty 
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literature [4]. According to [5], “what particularly char-
acterizes women’s roles in contrast to those of men, is 
that they must carry out their roles simultaneously, not 
sequentially. This is evident not only in the extent of 
women’s work burden and their very long working hours 
but also in the harsh choices and trade-offs they inevita-
bly have to make because of the simultaneous compet-
ing claims on their time.” Other factors that influence 
time use patterns between and among men and women 
are household composition, access to economic services, 
access to fuel and water, and most pressing social and 
cultural norms [5].

Time poverty has important implications for house-
hold food security and the well-being of the whole family. 
Women spend most of their time caring for the family, 
producing mostly unpaid food, and in very few cases 
carry out small informal businesses inhibiting their abil-
ity to be involved in more economical/productive activi-
ties [6]. The assumption that women would carry out 
more productive economic activities might not always be 
the case if they have more leisure time.

A study carried out by [7] in Nepal showed that saved 
time was not always visible, as women carried out addi-
tional domestic work during their free time. Similarly, 
Ref. [8] carried out a study in Vietnam that showed that 
when time spent on hand weeding was reduced, women 
spent more time on reproductive, income-generating, 
and community activities. A survey by Ref. [9] showed 
that few women respondents considered "more free time" 
a life priority, even though they valued leisure time.

Leisure is defined in Ref. [9] as a period free of time-
consuming duties or responsibilities. Leisure activities 
are sometimes considered relaxed family interaction with 
their social networks in church, the community, or home. 
Such activities are defined by and even among men and 
women differently depending on their socio-cultural and 
economic context. For example, in Egypt, social interac-
tion is not considered free time by women, while in Uttar 
Pradesh, India, free time is considered leisure, as long as 
the woman is stationary, even if she is mending clothes 
[9].

Thus, activities considered as leisure differ with geo-
graphic location and cultural settings. Women’s bur-
den has been exacerbated by culturally underpinned 
expectations, such as women’s submission [10]. These 
societal and institutionalized norms are often used to 
model women’s behavior around men and how they need 
to appear. This often extends to leisure activities, such 
as sports. Women performing in sports activities that 
require energy are often perceived as masculine.

Instances where such cultural aspects have been 
observed to exploit women have been reported. In 
Kenya, a study in the informal urban slum noted that 

women spent 11.1 h per day for any care and domestic 
work compared to 2.9 h per day for men [11]. This was 
attributed to social norms as 44% of women respond-
ents stated that they knew men who were shamed and 
mocked for carrying out unpaid care and domestic 
work (UCDW). In addition, 45%, 62%, and 71% of men 
have never seen another man prepare a meal, clean the 
house, and wash clothes, respectively. Lastly, 73% of 
women were satisfied with how the tasks were shared 
as they considered UCDW a woman’s activity.

Reference [12] found that men’s labor force par-
ticipation was higher than that of women’s, but when 
women’s non-market work activities were counted, 
the picture was different. Also, Ref. [13] discovered 
that males benefited more from creating skilled, well-
paying jobs than their female counterparts, who often 
supported men through unpaid work at home and on 
the farm. This conclusion was arrived at by simulating 
the employment effects of investing in priority sectors 
identified in Vision 2030 using the 2003 Kenya Social 
Accounting Matrix. Women spent more time than men 
on unpaid work, and men spend double their time in 
paid work than women (10.5 vs. 5.3 h per day, respec-
tively). Women and men spent almost equal time 
on leisure and sleep (11.7 vs. 12.0  h, respectively) as 
described in Ref. [11]. Thus, women lack the opportu-
nity to engage in paid work. Even though women play a 
significant role in agriculture and supply about 65% of 
the labor force, their work is still considered invisible as 
most of it is unpaid.

So, time poverty may reinforce income poverty, 
adversely affecting household well-being, especially 
because women and children have to make trade-offs 
between market-oriented and household activities [4, 
14]. These trade-offs result from competing claims on 
women’s time, which may result in long-run impacts, like 
overall food insecurity of the household [15].

This paper seeks to understand how men and women 
define leisure time and how leisure myths can be decon-
structed. We also estimate the opportunity cost of wom-
en’s unpaid labor and assess whether it contributes to 
income poverty.

We developed a conceptual framework that links agri-
cultural practices with time use patterns to understand 
the effect of workload/leisure on food security. With a 
mixed-methods approach and new datasets, this study 
informs future research and gender empowerment 
policy interventions to improve time allocation within 
households hoping that outcomes, such as food security 
and nutrition, will be positively influenced. The dataset 
used for this analysis is from a primary household sur-
vey in five counties (Bomet, Narok, Machakos, Homa-
bay, and Makueni) in Kenya in 2017 and qualitative data 
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(4 sex-disaggregated focus group discussion) from two 
counties (Bomet and Narok) out of the five counties in 
2019.

Conceptual framework
According to the social role theory by Refs. [16–18], men 
and women have been assigned roles and responsibilities 
as a result of biological, psychological differences, and 
cultural norms. For example, men’s physical strength and 
size historically led them to pursue warfare activities, giv-
ing them status, power, and wealth than women. Once 
men’s behavior became dominant, women were expected 
to accommodate that behavior and become more subor-
dinate. Also, women’s biological capacity to bear children 
and feed them resulted in nurturance and relation-
ship skills. Over time, men and women have adapted to 
their assigned roles prescribed by culture. This resulted 
in a gendered division of labor permeating our societies 
today, where men are considered the primary breadwin-
ners and women homemakers.

As men and women perform their roles, they develop 
skills to help them succeed in these roles to meet soci-
etal expectations, as people who do not conform to gen-
der roles risk being socially rejected. Although gendered 
roles seem suited to biological differences between men 
and women, there is a power dimension associated with 
these roles. Women are still more economically depend-
ent due to limited access to resources, opportunities, 
training, and bargaining power in the household. Men 
construct these prescribed roles and responsibilities in 
patriarchal societies and so defines women’s access to 
leisure.

For this study, leisure is considered a pleasurable activ-
ity, different from one’s routine activity or what is con-
sidered work. It could or not be productive, but it is not 
attached to one’s social role or responsibilities. Thus, 
what is considered leisure for men and women is embed-
ded in their different social fabrics. Leisure provides a 
way for women or men to embody and/or resist the dis-
courses of gender roles. This paper, therefore, shows how 
women embrace and sometimes resist their roles through 
different covert strategies.

Study area and methodology
Study area
The Bomet county lies between latitude 0° 29′ and 1° 03′ 
South and longitudes 35°′ and 35° 35′ East in the Rift Val-
ley (Fig. 1). Four counties border it: Kericjo to the north, 
Nyamira to the west, Narok to the south, and Nakuru to 
the northeast. The projected population of the county 
in 2018 was 922, 888 inhabitants with more than half 
being women. Agriculture is the main activity in this 
county, with farmers involved in dairy, tea, coffee, bean, 

sorghum, Irish potato, millet, cabbage, and onion pro-
duction for local and national markets. The Kalenjin are 
the leading ethnic group in this county, and as per their 
culture, women do not own land nor make decisions 
on-farm and in the households; if they have to make any 
decision, their spouses must be consulted [19].

Narok county lies between latitudes 0° 50′ and 1° 50′ 
South and longitudes 35° 28′ and 36° 25′ East and is 
located on the South Western side of the country along 
the border of Kenya and Tanzania in Fig.  1. Ref. [20] 
pointed out that Narok is commonly referred to as the 
breadbasket of the country due to its relatively high 
production of wheat, barley, livestock, Irish potato, and 
bean. About two-thirds of Narok county is classified 
as semi-arid. From the 1990s to 2000, it experienced 
extreme climatic shocks from droughts to floods [21]. 
Narok is occupied mainly by the Maasai ethnic group. 
In the Maasai culture, women perform all household 
chores, including agricultural and livestock activities. For 
example, they construct huts, fetch water, feed, and milk 
livestock, gather fuelwood, cook, and care for the chil-
dren and elderly.

Data collection and sampling
The women empowerment in agriculture index (WEAI) 
tool was used to collect data from men and women 
bean farmers in five counties (Bomet, Narok, Macha-
kos, Homabay, and Makueni) in Kenya. Data were col-
lected on various indicators of empowerment, which 
included an array of issues such as input in production 
decisions, and autonomy in production decisions, own-
ership of assets, purchase or sale or transfer of assets, 
access to and decisions on credit, control over the use of 
income, group membership, workload, and leisure. The 
analysis was carried out using the WEAI to understand 
how such factors contributed to women’s empowerment 

Fig. 1  Map of two study areas, Narok and Bomet
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or disempowerment in bean farming. The WEAI data 
were complemented with qualitative data collected in 
Narok and Bomet in March 2019. The two counties were 
purposively selected because of their nearness and their 
different cultural and livelihood practices within the com-
munities (pastoralism vs. agricultural). Bomet is an agri-
cultural area with good rains and a colder climate. Narok, 
on the other hand, has a dry climate, and the community 
practice pastoralism. Qualitative data were collected via 
the use of four sex-disaggregated focus group discussions 
(FGDs). FGD consisted of a minimum of 8 members (at 
least four women, three men, and a youth of any sex), as 
shown in Fig. 2.

A total of 35 participants formed part of the FGDs. 
Prior to the FGDs, a semi-structured questionnaire was 
administered in the presence of both men and women to 
collect socio-demographic information. Later on, women 
and men were separated to answer issues related to 
time use specifically. Men and women groups were later 
merged to discuss the differences in time use between 
genders and agree on points of action to remedy the 
negative findings. This validated and triangulated the 
data collected from the different groups. During the exer-
cise, moderation was important to make sure men do not 
dominate the discussion and women stayed quiet due to 
cultural expectations.

Data analysis
The WEAI is a weighted index composed of two sub-
indexes: The Five Domains Empowerment (5DE) Index 
and the Gender Parity Index (GPI). The 5DE accounts for 
90%, while the GPI accounts for 10% of the WEAI; thus, 
the WEAI computation formula is 0.9*5DE + 0.1*GPI. 
The 5DE measures an individual’s extent of decision-
making power in 5 domains: production, resource con-
trol, income, leadership, and time use. The GPI, on the 
other hand, is a measure of a woman’s empowerment 

relative to the male decision-maker in the household, 
hence a measure of intra-household gender (in)equal-
ity [22]. While the 5DE uses data from women and men 
in households that can be either dual (female and male) 
headed, the GPI can only be computed for women in 
households with dual decision-makers (both men and 
women).

Each of the five domains is composed of one to three 
indicators totaling ten indicators in the 5DE. The pro-
duction domain measures an individual’s empowerment 
on decision-making regarding agricultural production 
and is composed of two indicators: input in production 
decisions and autonomy in production decisions. The 
resource domain comprises three indicators relating to 
ownership of productive assets; acquisition, use, and dis-
posal of assets; and access to and credit decisions. The 
income domain refers to control overuse of income in 
the household, while the leadership domain is composed 
of two indicators: membership in economic and social 
groups and ability to speak in public.

The time domain has two indicators, the first being an 
individual’s satisfaction with the available time for leisure 
activities and the second being workload, including time 
spent in productive activities and domestic tasks. Each 
of the five domains accounts for an equal weight of 20% 
in the 5DE sub-index. The ten indicators are allocated a 
weight based on the number of indicators in the domain 
in which they respectively fall, as shown in Table 1.

An adequacy criterion is defined to determine if 
an individual is empowered or not in each indicator 
(Table 2).

In the computation of the 5DE and WEAI, each 
respondent is assigned a binary score depicting ade-
quacy in each of the indicators based on the criteria. The 
weights of the indicators where one is adequate are then 
summed up to generate a score (with values ranging from 
0 to 1), which is the 5DE. For example, one is consid-
ered empowered (in terms of 5DE) if they are adequate 
in at least four of the five domains or if their sum of the 
weighted score is at least 80% [23].

Also, the data collected from the FGD and semi-
structured checklist were analyzed thematically. Con-
tent Analysis was generally applied to derive the most 
occurring phrases. First, the comments and answers 
were transcribed from all the focus groups. The com-
ments were re-arranged to obtain answers for each inter-
view protocol question. For each question, the frequency 
of occurrence and theme coming out was noted, taking 
into account the same basic ideas that occur in multiple 
questions. Themes were used as wrappers around several 
distinct statements and discussions underpinned by lit-
erature. The "why?" behind the themes was deducted to 
explain the outcomes of the study.Fig. 2  Focus group discussion in Narok County, Kenya



Page 5 of 12Nchanji et al. Agric & Food Secur           (2021) 10:12 	

Results and discussion
Socio‑demographics of farmers
The socio-demographics FGD we had in Narok and 
Bomet showed that the proportion of women to men was 
43% and 57%, respectively. Although more women were 
invited, attendance was dominated by men because of 
cultural reasons, like mobility; i.e., men preferred trave-
ling long distances while women were expected to stay 
home and take care of the family. Moreover, the FGD’s 
were held during the drought period when women were 
expected to fetch wood and water for their households. 
Hence, the proportion of men who participated in the 
FDG were higher than that of women. In cases where 
women’s attendance was ≥ 50%, meetings were held close 
to their homesteads. About 45% of the respondents were 
young men and women.

Most households are made up of children less than 
15 years and youths, which are defined as (< or 35 years) 
as per the African Union and Kenya Constitution of 2010, 
respectively (Fig. 3).

Leisure activities
The frequency of thematic words or occurrence and 
commonality of certain words was used to rank the state-
ments given in Table  3. When it came to leisure activi-
ties, most men spent a significant amount of time in the 

Table 1  The 5 DE indicators and their weights

Domain Indicator Indicator weight Domain weight

Production Input in production decisions 0.100 0.200

Autonomy in production decisions 0.100

Resources Ownership of assets 0.067 0.200

Purchase/sale/transfer of assets 0.067

Access to and decisions on credit 0.067

Income Control over use of income 0.200 0.200

Leadership Group member 0.100 0.200

Speaking in public 0.100

Time Workload 0.100 0.200

Leisure 0.100

Table 2  Indicator adequacy criteria. Source Adapted from WEAI-DATAPREP’; do-file by Ref. [23]

This excludes minor assets like chicken, non-mechanized farm equipment, and small consumer durables

Indicator Adequacy criteria

An individual is considered adequate/ empowered if

Input in production decisions (S)he participates (or feels they can give Input) in at least two types of production decisions

Autonomy in production decisions Their actions with regard to agricultural production are motivated by their values rather than by fear of disapproval 
or coercion

Ownership of assets They own (solely or jointly with others) at least one major asset or two minor assets

Purchase/sale/transfer of assets They have at least one type of right to buy, sell, or transfer assets within the household

Access to and decisions on credit They have access to credit and can make at least one decision regarding borrowing or use of credit

Control over the use of income One has Input on decisions regarding the use of income that (s)he participated in earning, provided such Input is 
not on minor household purchases

Group member They have active membership in at least one social or economic group

Workload They did not work for more than 10.5 h in the previous 24 h

Leisure They do not express any level of dissatisfaction with their available time for leisure activities, i.e., scored ≥ 5 on a 
scale of 1–10

Fig. 3  Households demographics of FGD respondents
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main local markets and centers to interact with their 
peers. During which, they talk about politics, watch 
football, and gamble. In contrast, women spend more 
time visiting the sick, elderly, and neighbors. The same 
scenario was also observed by Ref. [24] in their study in 
Tanzania and Kenya. Both genders ranked interacting or 
spending time together as one of the last activities. While 
men considered leisure time as free time spent sleeping, 
playing sports games, chatting with friends, and check-
ing home projects, women considered leisure as time 
spent with the sick, church members, and the children 
and elderly. Women’s leisure time was spent carrying 
out care activities, unlike men, in contrast with Ref. [9], 
where leisure is a period free of time-consuming duties 
or responsibilities.

Religion was considered the highly ranking commu-
nity activity for women shown in Table  4. Religion was 
a very important part of daily life and formed part of 
women’s leisure time. Most women viewed religion as a 
leisure time activity rather than a prescribed role or work 
because to them, “it was the only time they did what gave 
them joy and happiness.”

Some women considered involvement in religious 
activities as some kind of community expectations. 
As such, those who never practiced it were looked at 

“differently.” Others differed and said, "It is what the com-
munity expects us to do, but it is not a leisure nor com-
munity activity. It is a church activity where everybody 
bonds."

The study explored whether women used leisure as a 
resistance instrument to socio-cultural taboos, especially 
deeply rooted ones. Women used most of their leisure 
time (46%) to visit neighbors and friends and participate 
in religious activities as shown in Fig. 4. During religious 
activities, women discussed family issues and learned 
how to solve them from each other. The church has also 
become a safe space where women and girls are trained 
on harmful traditional practices and where alternative 
masculinities are suggested [25]. Discussing was consid-
ered a therapeutic exercise by most women. By so doing, 
they got solutions via advice from friends and religious 
leaders to some of their problems. Women visited neigh-
bors and friends to start a “chama”—women-only table 
banking. Through such groups, women said they were at 
liberty to borrow among themselves and start new busi-
nesses that would give them more rest from household 
chores, as they could afford hired help and could con-
tinually invest in more productive activities. However, 
the study could not establish whether this kind of lei-
sure activity would lead to other forms of resistance. It 
is worth noting that women viewed submission as a cul-
turally intricate idea; as such, discussing "resistance" was 
not easy. Men had more leisure time (64%) compared to 
women. Men’s definition of leisure has been constructed 
and embedded in the social fabrics of rural life. Men are 
expected to spend more time out in the market square, 
gamble, and eat “Nyama Choma,” and women accept it as 
a part of life.

Time use
As part of the WEAI tool, a time log of all activities 
respondents was involved in was administered to both 
men and women respondents based on a 24-h recall. 

Table 3  Summary of leisure activities

Ranks are based on frequencies of leisure activities

Women Men

Frequent leisure activities Rank Frequent leisure activities Rank

Visiting the old, sick neighbors 1 Visiting town places with agemates to talk politics and get 
updates on developmental issues

1

Reading the Bible, singing, and praying 2 Watching football and movies 2

Playing with children 3 Betting (sportpesa) and social media use 3

Listening to radio 4 Visiting the sick, friends, and neighbors 4

Collecting wild fruit 5 Patrolling compound and looking at home projects 5

Interacting with family 6 Interacting with family 6

Relaxing under shade 7 Sleeping 7

Table 4  Participation in community activities

Harambee is a Swahili word that means “pulling together”

Activity Who participated 
most

Rank

Religious activities Women 1

Burials Men 2

Merry-go round/table banking Women 3

Community Harambee/fundraising Both 4

School meetings Women 5

Wedding Women 6

Community meetings and gatherings Men 7
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Table  5 presents the average number of hours spent in 
each activity.

In Bomet County, men on average spend 7.75 h, while 
women spend 5.25  h on employment activities outside 
their farms. This 2.5 h’ difference is significant at the 10% 
level. Similarly, men spend more time taking care of live-
stock animals with a difference of 1.71 h per day in Bomet 

and 1.57  h in Narok compared to women, with differ-
ences being significant at 1% level. This may be because 
both counties are considered agro-pastoralist. Keeping 
livestock in these counties contributes an important part 
to household incomes, which in most cases are controlled 
by men. Women, on the other hand, outdo men with 
regard to the time they spend cooking (1.72 h’ difference 

Fig. 4  Men and women leisure activity ranked in the frequency of occurrence, respectively

Table 5  Average number of hours spent in activity per day by men and women farmers

*, **, and *** significant at 10%, 5%, and 1%, respectively

Activity Bomet Narok

Male Female Diff Male Female Diff

Sleeping and resting 10.26 9.70 0.56 10.13 9.97 0.16

Eating and drinking 2.00 1.86 0.14 1.80 1.73 0.07

Personal care 0.65 0.65 0.01 0.77 0.67 0.11

School (including homework) 0.00 3.17 3.17

Work as employed 7.75 5.25 2.5* 7.10 7.1

Own business work 7.25 5.67 1.58 5.09 4.15 0.94

Staple grain farming 3.97 3.65 0.32 2.88 3.10 − 0.22

Horticultural (gardens) or high value crop farming 0.75 1.82 − 1.07 1.00 1.86 − 0.86

Large livestock raising (cattle, buffaloes) 3.04 1.33 1.71*** 4.03 2.46 1.57***

Small livestock raising (sheep, goats, pigs) 0.63 0.60 0.03 2.00 1.42 0.58

Poultry and other small animals raising (chickens, ducks, and turkeys) 1.00 0.90 0.10 1.00 − 1

Commuting (to/from work or school) 1.50 1.00 0.50 1.75 1.00 0.75

Shopping/getting service (including health services) 1.33 0.67 0.66** 2.50 2.00 0.5

Cooking 0.50 2.22 − 1.72*** 1.50 2.25 − 0.75

Domestic work (including fetching water and collecting fuel) 0.75 2.34 − 1.59*** 2.00 2.96 − 0.96

Caring for children 1.20 − 1.20 1.00 1.22 − 0.22

Caring for adults (sick and elderly) 4.00 12.50 − 8.50 1.50 1.5

Traveling (not for work or school) 1.55 1.00 0.55 1.63 1.37 0.26

Exercising 0.50 0.50 0.50 0.5

Social activities and hobbies 2.91 1.70 1.21*** 2.52 0.91 1.61***

Religious activities 2.00 2.41 − 0.41 0.63 0.75 − 0.13
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significant at 1% level) and other domestic chores, like 
cooking and fetching water and fuelwood (1.59  h’ dif-
ference, p < 0.01). When it comes to social activities and 
hobbies, men in both counties spend significantly more 
time than women. In Bomet, men spend an average of 
2.91 h while women spend 1.70 h on social activities and 
hobbies, with the difference being significant at 1% level. 
Similarly, Narok men spend an average of 2.52  h, while 
women spend 0.91 h on hobbies and social activities. This 
information is complemented by a “thick description” 
below on how men and women spend their day from 
morning to night. The information below was gathered 
from the focus group discussions.

a.	 Morning hours (6 a.m.–12 p.m.)

 The difference in time use was observed between men 
and women farmers. Women reported a routine duty to 
wake up, make breakfast, and prepare children for school 
between 6 and 7  a.m. After which, they embarked on 
intra-household chores, such as washing dishes, tidy-
ing up the house, and fetching water from the river. This 
took an average of two hours (7  a.m. to 9  a.m.), with 
some finishing earlier. Most women engaged in off-farm 
duties, especially off-farm labor supply and trading in 
milk. Those who stayed home looked for feeds for the 
animals and participated in on-farm farming until mid-
day before breaking to prepare lunch for children in day 
schools. Men’s activities took a different trajectory. Most 
reported waking up at 6 am then walking around to see 
how the animals fared. Some men woke up to listen to 
the radio as the wives prepared breakfast and children 
for school. The activity had a high frequency between 
6 and 7  a.m. By 8  a.m., most men reported looking for 
feeds for the animals and tending to the areas with ani-
mal feeds, mostly Napier grass. According to the cultural 
requirement, there were reports of engaging in trade and 
related activities that men be the providers for the fami-
lies. These activities peaked at around midday.

b.	 Afternoon (12 p.m.–3 p.m.)

 At this point, women reported a high frequency of intra-
household activities, especially preparing lunch for the 
family. Most men reported providing water and addi-
tional feeds to cattle for around 45  min, then rested to 
listen to the news while lunch was getting ready. Some 
women reported extra household chores after lunch, 
mainly tidying the house and washing dishes. This was 
followed by 30-min to 1-h rest in the shade, a factor they 
considered leisure time.

c.	 Evening (3 p.m.–7 p.m.)

 For most men, this marked the beginning of visiting the 
nearest town to catch up with the latest developments 
and politics. This activity was considered "healthy" and 
"appropriate" as it refreshed men. However, others indi-
cated that it was the most appropriate time to graze the 
animals. They reported additional routine works for 
women, especially trade and on-farm activities, such as 
grazing cattle and participating in off-farm labor.

d.	 Night hours (7 p.m.–10 p.m.)

 Most women reported intrahousehold chores and activi-
ties related to preparing food. Men reported relaxing 
and watching the news. This was associated with the cul-
tural taboo that prohibits men from cooking as it would 
lead to a curse. Surprisingly, women tended to object to 
the proposal of men cooking as it would bring shame to 
them, for the community would mock them as not being 
good wives.

e.	 Midnight (11 p.m.–2 p.m.)

 This time had little activities except that men provided 
security by walking around the house and making sure 
everything was fine.

To make sense of the data, we got men and women 
farmers together in one FGD to validate and triangu-
late the data from time use presented by the different 
genders. When that was done, we were able to generate 
Table 6.

Women spend more time carrying out domestic activi-
ties like household chores, cooking, and child care while 
men spend most of their time feeding, grazing the ani-
mals, and milking. While women had only two hours 
reserved for leisure, men had 6  h for leisure activi-
ties. While men spend more time in off-farm activities, 
women spend double that time on on-farm activities. 
These detailed time use corroborated with WEAI studies 
shown in Table  5 and other existing literature [2, 5, 11, 
25].

Bean value chain
Men and women perform different roles in the bean 
value chain, shaped by culture and community expecta-
tions. We see more men or women carrying out most 
farm activities depending on the crop and socio-cultural 
context. In Kenya, common bean production and agri-
culture are dominated by women [26], and we see same 
scenario in Cameroon [27]. From focus group discus-
sion, men select land to cultivate beans and other crops 
as highlighted by Ref. [28–30] in Uganda, Ethiopia, and 
Kenya, respectively. Men were also expected to prepare 
the land using oxen due to the strength required.
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During focus group discussions, men said, “women do 
not know how to use the ox-plow as it is heavy and needs 
muscles." Also, men are considered the household heads 
and, as such, had to make sure land was prepared for 
farming. Most women responded that "it is a man’s duty 
to plow and prepare the land." The influencing theme 
that defined the role of men, in this case, was culture; 
identifying the man as the head of the household decides 
how labor is divided sometimes in consultation with his 
spouse. According to Ref. [31], “unlike the hoe or digging 
stick, the plow requires significant upper body strength, 
grip strength, and bursts of power, which are needed to 
either pull the plow or control the animal that pulls it,” 
placing women at a disadvantage to men. A study by Ref. 
[32] showed that young farmers in Guai challenged the 
gender division of labor, giving examples of women who 
owned and used plows in their fields.

From the focus group discussion with women and men, 
seed selection was mentioned as a woman’s activity. Men 
felt that women were more experienced in variety selec-
tion and understood better attributes, such as size, color, 
shape, and marketability of the variety. According to Ref. 
[29], in North-Eastern Ethiopia, women were involved 
in seed selection compared to South-Western Ethiopia, 
where both genders were involved in seed selection. The 
role of women in seed selection is also highlighted by [33] 
study in Rwanda, where women’s involvement in seed 
selection led to their active participation in evaluating 
common bean breeding materials for release. In addition, 
Ref. [34] also showed that seed exchange is also along 
gender lines.

Planting and weeding also strongly came out as a 
woman’s activity in both regions, a matter associated 
with women’s availability at home most of the time. This 
ties in with [28] study on women and men participa-
tion in Uganda where women more than men took part 

in weeding and planting and [35] work in Tanzania and 
Kenya. However, this contrasts North Eastern and South 
Western Ethiopia, where men and women were both 
involved in planting and weeding [29]. Men considered 
off-farm jobs as the primary cause of not being involved 
in planting and weeding.

Harvesting was an activity for women and children, 
reflected in [28] study in Uganda. Interestingly, men 
were also involved in harvesting in Ethiopia [29]. Women 
uprooted the crops, and children offered support in its 
transportation. However, most men indicated they some-
times paid for the labor needed for threshing and sort-
ing during the focus group discussion. Women cooked 
the bean as a cultural requirement. Men did not visit the 
kitchen as it would lead to a "curse." Also, if a man was 
found cooking, he was considered a fool [11].

Surprisingly, men dominated the marketing of beans, 
which was considered a woman’s crop. During the focus 
group discussion, women said that since men were the 
head of the household, they had the sole right to sell 
beans mainly cultivated by women, in line with cultural 
constructions. Furthermore, most of the bean harvested 
is bartered as fees to schools, a phenomenon observed 
in rural areas across Eastern Africa [36]. The women 
said this benefitted the whole family; therefore, it did not 
bother them much. There were no significant differences 
in responses among the respondents in both Bomet and 
Narok.

Access to water and fuel
In both counties, fetching water and wood was a woman’s 
activity. Women said they knew how to do it, and men 
who did this would be "cursed" or disrespected in the 
community. Again, strong cultural aspects played a sig-
nificant role in shaping these two activities; an opinion 
also mirrored in Refs. [5] and [24]. The effect of walking 

Table 6  Social Activities Summarized within time range and frequency of occurrence

Women Men

Activities Average hours 
spent

Time range Average hours 
spent

Time range

Household chores, cooking, and child care 6 6 a.m.–9  a.m. and 6 p.m.–9 p.m. 2 6 a.m.–8 a.m.

Animal feeding/grazing and milking 3 8 a.m.9 a.m. and 2 p.m.–3 p.m. 6 7 a.m.–1 a.m.

On-farm activities/ labor 3 9 a.m.–12 a.m. 1 8 a.m.–9 a.m.

Off-farm activities/labor 2 3 p.m.–5 p.m. 1 2 p.m.–3 p.m.

Leisure/social activities 2 1 p.m.–2 p.m. and 9 p.m.–10 p.m. 6 6 a.m.–7 a.m., 
3 p.m.–7 p.m., and 
9 p.m.–10 p.m.

Providing Security at Night 0 10 p.m.–12 p.m. 1 10 p.m.–11 p.m.

Sleeping 8 10 p.m.–6 a.m. 7 11 p.m.–6 a.m.

Total 24 h 24 h
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long distances to fetch water and fuelwood has resulted 
in associated body pain and fatigue in boys, girls, and 
women. Cases of physical abuse have also been reported 
in Ref. [37]. Women said men were expected to buy 
food because they were “the owners of the money.” Most 
youths were enfolded around their parents’ activities.

Farm tools and equipment
Main farm implements included jembes, pangas, slash-
ers, ox-plows, ax, fork jembes, filers, watering cans, 
wheelbarrows, planting lines, hand sprays, and hose-
pipes. Implements used in farms, mainly, jembes, were 
bought by women as they not only knew how to use it 
but used it more often than their male counterparts. Men 
owned heavy equipment, such as ox-plow and wheel-
barrow. Masculinization of mechanized technologies in 
smallholder agriculture has been observed by Ref. [38]. 
Thus, a call for mechanization considers both women’s 
and men’s agricultural needs and roles in farming.

Distance to social and economic amenities
The question was asked based on average minutes from 
each individual’s home, then averaged for the group. 
Since there were no outliers, the averages indicated bet-
ter estimates of the distances the respondents were likely 
to cover to get to the nearest socio-economic amenity.

From Fig.  5, Ndanai/Abosi and Kapsasian are the far-
thest from the amenities. Amenities, like markets, input 
dealers, and health centers, which are vital for better 
pricing of agricultural produce and farmers’ health, are 

furthest away from respondents. Mobility can overcome 
women and men farmers’ constraints to access and utilize 
agricultural inputs (seed and fertilizer) that may improve 
both farm productivity and household incomes [39].

Opportunity cost of household labor
The study seeks to analyze time use by identifying and 
weighing the benefits and costs of particular activities 
for women and men, then looking into the trade-offs that 
maximize their utility. Women were separately asked to 
cost the labor they offered on-farm and do household 
chores against what they ought to have received had they 
used such labor in off-farm or business activities. To 
control for outliers, every woman within the group was 
asked if they had offered off-farm labor. The study pro-
cedure was based on an individual’s participation in off-
farm activities but not on their level of human capital as 
this would complicate the calculations.

The approach was a recall type where women were 
asked to recall when an activity they carried out in the 
house hindered their access to paid labor and the costs 
they would attach to that. This would make them recall 
the amount they charged for a day as it would be the 
best alternative they forgo when they offer that to their 
farms. Based on the principles of economic costing, three 
items were made clear: (1) direct payments of cash, (2) 
direct payments in kind, and (3) prevailing market rates. 
The answer ranged from charging 20 USD to 50 USD per 
man-day (8  h). Therefore, the average opportunity cost 
was USD 30 for 8 h a day. When adjusted for market rates 

Fig. 5  Average minutes of respondents to socio-economic amenities
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and based on the fact that this was a rural setting, the 
rate reflected what normal off-farm labor would bring in 
for an individual.

Men were not asked to cost their off-farm labor, and 
therefore, no direct comparison would be made with 
women’s. Ref. [2] concluded that women were more likely 
than men to work overtime preparing and cooking meals 
while taking care of the children. Thus, every weekday 
time, 2.4 min per day loss resulted in a 10% increase in 
her opportunity costs. Valuing unpaid work has impli-
cations on contributions of unpaid work for women as 
it indicates the externalities to the economy in general 
that often remain unnoticed unless they are quantified in 
monetary terms. Thus, as Refs. [4, 14] pointed out, time 
poverty translates to income poverty with consequences 
on food and nutritional security in the household, elabo-
rated in Ref. [24].

Conclusion
This study seeks to deconstruct time use among men and 
women, focusing on identifying constraining factors in 
women’s leisure and general time use that could result in 
income poverty. Some of the insights from investigating 
general patterns of time allocation revealed a dispropor-
tionate gendered division of labor. Longer working hours 
negatively affected women’s time spent preparing meals 
and, by default, the households’ food security situation.

While men carried out a few activities, such as clear-
ing the bushes and plowing, women dominate bean farm 
management, especially planting, weeding, harvesting, 
and threshing. Men were particularly concerned about 
the marketing of beans in cases where such would attract 
better returns. While income earned from agriculture is 
important for poor women’s assets, men make most deci-
sions from such income. Thus, income managed by men 
may exacerbate asset poverty status for women farm-
ers in developing countries. When men control money 
accrued, most of it goes to leisure activities than the 
household.

Women also use time meant for their leisure (spend 
in the church) to reduce their exposure to harmful tra-
ditional practices and generate finance (during merry go 
rounds) to invest in small businesses to better their fami-
lies’ food security.

This study contributes to the women empowerment lit-
erature and policy by fronting women empowerment as a 
crucial element to derive culturally distinct and accepta-
ble solutions while engaging men actively in reducing the 
burden women often have.
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