
CASE STUDY:

Marcatus QED

A Community-Based Approach to 
Building Equitable Value Chains

COMPANY 
OVERVIEW
Marcatus QED (MQED),1 a global agri-food 
solutions company, partners with top food 
companies to create bespoke sustainable 
sourcing and value chain strategies. It 
works to drive economic, social, and 
environmental sustainability across its 
service offering which includes product 
development, global sourcing, co-packing, 
supply chain, food safety and quality, and

responsible farming. Its Responsible 
Farming Program aligns with several 
United Nations Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs) including No Poverty, No 
Hunger, Good Health, Quality Education, 
Gender Equality, Decent Work and 
Economic Growth, Climate Action, Life on 
Land, and Partnerships for the Goals.

As sustainability and responsible 
farming have always been ingrained 
into the company’s business model, the 
organization does not view this work as 
a corporate social responsibility silo or 
an add-on to its business. Instead, MQED 
works to deeply embed social equity

1 Company size: 500 | Location: Toronto (HQ) | Type: Private | Industry: Agri-food solutions



and climate action across its value chain 
and partnerships. With over 30 partner 
factories and 50,000 farmers across 
its value chain, MQED takes a highly 
collaborative approach to its work. As part 

of a larger ecosystem, it strives to create 
on-the-ground partnerships with clients, 
suppliers, farmers, and local organizations 
to foster solutions that are adapted to local 
needs and challenges. 

SOLUTIONS

Women in Agriculture

In recent years, there has been an increased focus on the rising contribution of 
women in farming as more women are entering the sector and are shaping the 
agricultural landscape.2  In Canada, the proportion of female farm operators has 
increased from 25.3% in 1996 to 28.7%, and subsequently rising to 30.4% in 2021.

The rise of a new generation of farmers has led to an 
surge in young, resourceful, increasingly educated 
women farm operators.

Studies have found that women producers attach greater importance to 
ecological values, prioritizing soil and environmental conservation, promoting 
food sovereignty, and protecting biodiversity. Women are also disproportionately 
impacted by the ongoing effects of climate change, as climate change is a “threat 
multiplier” deepening existing social, political, and economic inequalities within 
regions.

These values align with a feminist perspective on the ethics of care, which 
is characterized by one’s ability to be more in tune with social and climate 
concerns and the impact of one’s actions on the environment. Many women 
farmers are championing sustainable agriculture, with women-led operations 
often characterized as small-scale, biodiverse, and relying on natural, organic, or 
regenerative methods.
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However, women face many gendered obstacles within 
agriculture, including:

Land rights: In developing countries, only 10-20% of 
landowners are women, and in some parts of the world, 
women cannot legally own or control land.

Gender roles and expectations: Entrenched gender bias 
can prevent women from holding decision-making power on 
farms, taking on leadership roles, and even conducting farm-
related tasks on their own such as bringing crops to market. 
In many communities, women also carry a disproportionate 
share of household tasks which adds to their workload. 

Access to credit and financing: Smallholder women 
farmers often face barriers in accessing credit due to lack of 
collateral, as many are unable to own land or other assets, or 
cultural norms. 

Higher risk of gender-based violence (GBV): Women in 
agriculture are often at heightened risk of GBV, including 
sexual harassment, assault, and exploitation.
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Marcatus Mobile Education 
Platform (MMEP)

Launched in 2015, the Marcatus Mobile 
Education Platform (MMEP)3 is a video-
based training program aimed at educating 
smallholder farmers to adopt sustainable 
farming techniques. MMEP has been 
rolled out to rural gherkin farmers in 
Karnataka and Tamil Nadu, India. The 
program includes training and equipping 
field officers with the knowledge and 
technology to create videos with local 
farmers on sustainable agricultural 
practices, and conducting training sessions 
with farmers. 

While the program was initially designed 
with the goal of improving crop yield 
and quality, as the MQED team began 
to understand the local landscape, they 
realized strong gendered implications 
were present. In rural India, men often 
own the family plots of land and are the 
field supervisors, while women are the 
labourers and workers. As such, it was not 
typical for women farmers to participate 
in educational or training opportunities 
or take initiative to learn new agricultural 
practices as they traditionally deferred 
to the men in their family, with 80% of 
agricultural training being delivered solely 
to men. However, 3/4 of field officers 
surveyed by MQED reported that women 
do half or more of on-farm work. As 
women have been playing an integral role 
within the family and on the farm, it was 
a natural alignment to have a gendered 
focus embedded within the MMEP. With 
the aim of empowering women to take on 
more active roles within their communities, 
the MMEP training videos introduced and 
showcased women as decision makers, 
teachers, and leaders on the farm.

Embedding a gendered lens in the 
MMEP was an evolving process, as the 
MQED team worked to adapt materials 
and programming to the local cultural 
and social context. MQED noticed 
that women farmers tended to be more 
interested in participating if their role as 
caregivers within their households were 
highlighted. Consequently, a nutrition 
and sanitation educational program was 
incorporated in order to attract more 
women and increase attendance. As the 
program progressed, it became clear that 
many field officers did not have a thorough 
understanding of how to represent women 
as leaders in the training videos. As a 
result, a gender expert was brought in to 
deliver in-depth gender-awareness training 
sessions to team leaders, as well as review 
existing training materials for gender 
sensitivity. 

“You have to be 
working within the 
context of what 
already exists. We are 
trying to empower 
women to make 
decisions within 
the context of the 
culture.”4

- Sona Kalra, Marcatus 
QED’s Sustainability and 
Communications Global 
Lead
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Local 
Challenge

Equity-Focused, Collaborative, and 
Community-Based Approach

LIMITED 
ACCESS TO 
CULUTURALLY 
RELEVANT AND 
ACCESSIBLE 
INFORMATION

All training videos were recorded in the local language (Tamil or 
Kannada). The audio and visual component of the video format 
increases accessibility of information as there is a high illiteracy 
rate within local communities. Videos can also help break down 
cultural barriers through seeing another individual from your 
community modeling new practices.

LIMITED ACCESS 
TO RESOURCES

Communities were provided with the necessary technology 
and equipment to access the trainings. Video cameras were 
provided to field officers in order to create the training videos 
with local farmers. Tablets were provided for farmers to view 
the material on the field, and handheld projects and speakers 
were provided in order to screen the videos to large groups of 
farmers. 

LACK OF 
ADEQUATE 
TRAINING AND 
CAPACITY 
BUILDING

Field officers were trained on how to produce and record videos 
and engage with local farmers to create educational content, 
and they were responsible for presenting these videos to 
groups of local farmers. This collaborative approach allowed 
for community-created content and increased the communities’ 
abilities in media, technology, communication, teaching, and 
leadership skills.

LACK OF 
DECISION-
MAKING POWER 
AND LEADERSHIP 
ROLE FOR 
WOMEN IN 
AGRICULTURAL 
COMMUNITIES

In order to encourage more conversations about gender 
equality and work towards shifting gender roles and norms, 
there was increased representation of women in the training 
videos, specifically in decision-making and leadership roles 
on the farm. During the training sessions, there was focus 
on facilitating increased women’s participation and a gender 
expert was brought in to conduct gender awareness training 
with farmers. 
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Women in Agriculture 
Scholarship

MQED runs a Women in Agriculture 
scholarship with the aim of empowering 
and equipping women with the education 
to develop a career and become a leader 
in the agriculture field. Thus far, MQED has 
supported two women scholars in India 
and in Mexico covering full tuition fees. The 
most recent scholar, Jacqueline Echevarria 
Arciniega from Mexico, has graduated as 
an Arborist. 

Unilever + Global Alliance for 
Improved Nutrition (GAIN) + 
MQED Partnership

In partnership with Unilever and the 
Global Alliance for Improved Nutrition 
(GAIN), MQED has implemented a health 
education program, Seeds of Prosperity, 
that educates farming families on dietary 
diversity and improved hygiene practices 
and provides families with resources to 
grow their own “kitchen gardens”.5 The 
program has a specific focus on improving 
the health and wellbeing of women 
farmers, pregnant women, and young 
children, as they often bear the highest 
health burden in rural communities. 

“The scholarship 
I received from 
the Marcatus QED 
Women in Agriculture 
Scholarship helped me 
on a day-to-day basis 
during my university 
career, and it had 
a positive impact 
on me being able to 
study and finish it. I 
have since graduated 
from the University 
of Guadalajara (2022), 
and I am currently 
working in a public 
organization here in 
Guadalajara in the field 
of urban trees, a field 
in which I specialized 
in the final semester of 
my degree. I am very 
grateful for the trust 
and support you have 
given me.”

- Jacqueline Echeverria 
Arciniega
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KEY SUCCESS FACTORS
Key success factors that led to the success of MQED’s ability to integrate equity into its value 
chain: 

HAVING A DEEP UNDERSTANDING 
OF THE COMMUNITIES IN WHICH 
YOU ARE OPERATING TO TAILOR 
YOUR SOLUTIONS TOWARDS 
LOCAL CHALLENGES, NEEDS, AND 
OPPORTUNITIES.

WORKING COLLABORATIVELY 
WITH COMMUNITY MEMBERS AND 
LOCAL ORGANIZATIONS TO ENSURE 
PARTICIPATORY LEARNING AND 
CAPACITY BUILDING.

BEING ADAPTABLE TO CHANGING 
LANDSCAPES AND HAVING THE 
ABILITY TO ADJUST PROGRAMS 
ACCORDINGLY TO OPTIMIZE 
PARTICIPATION AND IMPACT.

HAVING STRONG INTERNAL 
CHAMPIONS FOR IMPACT-FOCUSED 
PROGRAMS, WHICH IS PARTICULARLY  
IMPORTANT IN SMALLER 
ORGANIZATIONS WHERE THERE 
CAN BE CHALLENGES PROGRESSING 
INITIATIVES FORWARD GIVEN TIME 
AND RESOURCE CONSTRAINTS AND 
EMPLOYEE TURNOVER. 
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IMPACT
The MMEP, alongside MQED’s other women-focused agricultural initiatives, have produced 
many positive gender-focused outcomes such as increasing equitable access to culturally-
sensitive resources and improving gender representation and shifting gender norms, as 
well as climate-focused outcomes such as increasing sustainable methods of production on 
farms. 

OUTPUTS

Over 60 videos created by field 
officers covering nearly 30 topics, 
featuring local farmers and women in 
decision-making and leadership roles.

Over 10,500 farm families attended a 
training session or received training 
through the platform; over half of all 
attendees were women.

Nearly 400 men field officers 
received training on the platform, 
with exposure to training on gender 
sensitivity.

150 men field officers attended 
workshops with a gender component.

67 men team leaders and decision-
makers took part in a session with a 
gender expert.
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OUTCOMES

An estimated 65% of the families who 
received the training later adopted 
one of the sustainable agricultural 
practices they learned about.

A randomized control trial found that 
gherkin yields were on average 20% 
higher compared to previous years 
and incomes rose by approximately 
22%, although this could not be 
confidently solely attributed to the 
impact of MMEP.

IMPACTS

Building resilience: Equipped 
farmers with the skills and knowledge 
required to adapt to changing needs 
and respond to emerging issues 
within their communities.

Gendered impacts: Opened up the 
conversation on gender equality 
by confronting resistant attitudes 
and previously accepted norms and 
roles within communities, educating 
and listening to local women’s 
perspectives, and ultimately shifting 
attitudes and influencing new 
empowering behaviours.
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KEY TAKEAWAYS

SHIFTING SOCIETAL AND CULTURAL 
GENDERED NORMS TAKES TIME

While MQED was able to adapt its 
programming to increase participation and 
representation of women in agriculture, a 
level of uncertainty remains on the long-
standing impacts on the women farmers. 
However, creating behavioural changes takes 
time and incremental improvements and wins 
should be celebrated throughout the journey.

DO NOT REMAIN COMPLACENT

MQED is continuously working to develop its 
programs and increase the scale of impact, 
while ensuring its solutions are community-
based and adapted to local needs. Currently, 
it is working on translating the MMEP into 
Malagasy in order to reach farmers in 
Madagascar. It also has plans to adopt the 
MMEP practices to new crops within its value 
chain such as vanilla and cacao. Finally, it is 
working towards introducing the Women in 
Agriculture Scholarship for future years.
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