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There is an increasing role of marine protected areas (MPAs) to be the dominant form of marine resource
management to protect biodiversity, promote livelihoods, and build food security as part of the sustainable
development agenda. However, the effective and equitable achievement of these goals requires understanding
women’s use, access to, and dependence on marine resources and integrating their knowledge and experiences.
Currently, there is inherent gender blindness in the establishment and management of MPAs, which is likely to be
confounded as existing MPAs are expanded and new areas are designated. Here we present a self-assessment tool
for gender sensitivity within MPA management interventions. The tool is centered on the Feminist Political
Ecology approach, which central argument is that different genders experience the environment differently due
to their divergent social and cultural roles. The tool evaluates gender sensitivity of management interventions
using a total of 15 questions evenly distributed between five themes: Gender power roles; Gendered uses and
values; Gendered knowledge, interests, and priorities; Gender-responsiveness management design; and Gender-
inclusiveness management design. Responses to all questions are evaluated on a gender awareness scale; 1 =
incipient gender awareness; 2 = becoming gender aware; 3 = gender aware; and 4 = gender transformative. The
scores for each theme and across the entire assessment are averaged to identify where actions need to be focused.
Understanding the power dynamics associated with the access to and control of marine resources will facilitate
greater inclusion of women in marine resource management and contribute to the sustainable development
agenda.

Women

Gender Equity
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Sustainable Development Goals

1. Introduction balancing conservation efforts with human activities [8]. A recent study

has shown that co-benefits can be achieved, under certain management

Over the last four decades, the establishment of marine protected
areas (MPAs) has gained momentum worldwide as a crucial strategy for
conserving marine biodiversity, promoting healthy and resilient marine
ecosystems, and providing societal benefits [1-3]. All these efforts align
with the recent pledge to protect 30 % of the ocean by 2030 as part of the
Kunming-Montreal Global Biodiversity Framework [4] and the Sus-
tainable Development Goals [5], with the aim of conserving biodiversity
and providing benefits to people, such as food security and livelihoods.
While the increase in the number of MPAs and their coverage is a pos-
itive achievement [6], it is equally important to critically examine the
current management practices within these areas and to assess their
ability to achieve their ecological goals and contribute to the SDGs and
social equity [7].

While not all MPAs have dual goals of conserving biodiversity and
providing social benefits, the majority encounter the difficulty of
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conditions [9]. For those MPAs that aim to integrate ecological and
social goals, inclusive and effective management is crucial for their
success. However, women’s knowledge and perspectives have been
marginalized and excluded from MPA governance [10-13]. By dis-
regarding women’s active involvement in productive activities that
utilize and depend upon key marine resources, such as fisheries and
tourism, we fail to consider their unique knowledge, experiences, needs,
aspirations, and priorities when designing and implementing manage-
ment strategies [11,14-16]. It is worth noting that addressing man-
agement challenges may not be a matter of simply integrating social
science insights into pre-existing conservation frameworks; instead,
research focused on specific topics (e.g., gender, culture, traditional
knowledge, and indigenous approaches) will be needed [7,17]. For
instance, a significant concern is the male-dominated focus of MPA
management, for example, the exclusion of women based on fishing gear
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in the case of the Danajon Bank in the Philippines, which exacerbates
existing gender inequalities and undermines the full potential of effec-
tive conservation [14].

Although the expansion of MPAs has occurred and continues to occur
at a historical moment where decentralized governance is the dominant
management paradigm [18-20], “community-based” conservation ap-
proaches have not been sufficient to ensure the nominal and effective
participation of women and marginalized groups in resource manage-
ment [14,21,22]. Several MPA management assessments and indicators
show gender blindness [10,23-25], examples include: the widespread
lack of disaggregated data by sex [10,26]; the use of ‘neutral-gendered’
categories to refer to resource users, such as “stakeholders”, “users”, and
“fishers” [27]; and the lack of consideration of a gender-differentiated
displacement effects [14,21,28]. This gender blindness, or lack of
awareness, not only obscures the position, role, and contribution of
women but also portray them as passive recipients of MPA management
strategies. This is also in part due to MPAs being used as a fisheries
management tool [29-31], which primarily focuses on only one aspect
of the fisheries market chain — where men are assumed to dominate [26,
32]. This ignores the important roles of women throughout the fisheries
market chain, including actively fishing [33,34], and who account for
just under 50 % of the global fisheries workforce [35].

Moreover, MPAs are often designed and managed with limited input
from women, leading to their underrepresentation in decision-making
processes [11,16]. Women’s invisibility in MPA governance perpetu-
ates existing gender disparities and overlooks the valuable contributions
and unique knowledge that women possess [12]. By marginalizing
women’s voices and perspectives, MPA management fails not only to
integrate their knowledge, expertise, and insights necessary for effective
conservation but also does not respond to women'’s specific needs and
priorities. Furthermore, it overlooks the gendered dimensions of
resource use and dependence, leading to a lack of representation and
support for women’s livelihoods [12,13]. These are fundamental issues,
and the urgency of addressing gender inequalities in MPA management
cannot be overstated, with the predicted proliferation of MPAs in the
coming years [10,17]. By addressing these inequalities significant
progress towards sustainable development can be achieved, through the
creation of more equitable and just conservation outcomes (SDG 5 &
10), sustainable livelihoods (SDG 1), food security (SDG 2), and the
conservation and sustainable use of marine resources (SDG 14). To
promote gender equity (SDG 5), MPA managers need to adopt
gender-responsive approaches that recognize and value women’s con-
tributions, enhance their meaningful participation in decision-making,
and address the specific challenges and barriers they face. The first
step in this process is to recognize how gender shapes the access, use,
and management of marine resources, this requires understanding: (i)
gender roles and power relations; (ii) gendered uses and values; and (iii)
gendered knowledges, interests, and priorities, in the MPA context.

Here we provide a self-assessment tool to identify gender inequalities
in MPA management, from planning to implementation. The tool is
based on the feminist political ecology (FPE) approach, which focuses on
gendered power relations in natural resource management, to assess
gender inequalities in MPA management. FPE offers a valuable lens
through which MPA managers can assess and promote gender equity. In
the following section, we outline the theoretical foundation of the pro-
posed gender self-assessment tool using a set of indicators that assess
gender inequities and allow for corrective actions. Then, we describe the
development process of the proposed tool and the resources used for its
design. Finally, we describe each component of the proposed tool and
outline some considerations that we consider necessary to promote
gender equity in MPA management.

2. Gender and marine governance from a feminist perspective

The provision of goods and services that can be consumed or sold to
generate income is fundamental for human well-being [36-42], thus
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understanding how people access and control these resources is an in-
tegral part of MPA design and implementation. Evidence shows that
access to and control over natural resources is not equitable among
genders, regardless of geographic region or a country’s economic status
[43-46]. Hence, to design effective management policies and in-
terventions, it is essential to understand the gendered nature of natural
resource access, use, and management, and how this impacts individuals
and household livelihoods. Here, we focus solely on the literature that
addresses gender inequalities in the access to and control over marine
resources.

There has been a growing interest in understanding the links be-
tween gender and nature. The principal argument has been focused on
the relation between women and the environment, where women are
viewed to have responsibilities that closely depended on natural re-
sources such as gathering food and fuel sources [47,48]. From the
exploration of this relationship three approaches have emerged (i)
Ecofeminism [48], (ii) Women Environment and Development [49,50], and
(iii) Feminist Political Ecology [51,52].

Ecofeminism is based on the notion that women are especially "close
to nature" in a natural and spiritual sense [48]. As a theoretical frame-
work and social movement, ecofeminism presents a critical analysis of
the interrelated structures of patriarchy, capitalism, and environmental
degradation [53]. Ecofeminists believe that there exist parallel mani-
festations of subjugation and exploitation of women and nature, which
can be traced back to historical and cultural ideologies that have
traditionally deemed both as inferior and susceptible to exploitation
[53]. In some cases, ecofeminism has the potential to oversimplify
complex matters and essentialize the experiences of women and nature
[47,50]. Furthermore, the understanding of the diverse relationships
between women and nature which requires the adoption of intersec-
tional approaches that acknowledge the presence of diverse identities
and experiences is often lacking [47,54,55].

Women Environment and Development (WED) takes a gendered divi-
sion of labor as a starting point, and then builds out recognizing the
extensive knowledge base of women on the natural resources they use
and depend on to ensure household survival [49]. This approach as-
sumes that gender inequalities intersect with environmental degrada-
tion and development challenges, and that by addressing these
interconnected factors, it is possible to achieve outcomes that are both
more sustainable and equitable [49]. The WED approach can over-
simplify these multifaceted interactions, which can overlook their
diverse roles and agency in environmental and development contexts,
potentially reducing women to passive victims [47,56]. Moreover, the
WED approach has been insufficiently critical of dominant development
paradigms and has not always adequately addressed power imbalances
[56-59].

Feminist Political Ecology (FPE) emerged in mid-1990s this ideology
considers gender as a critical variable in the configuration of access to
and control over natural resources, interacting with multiple factors of
social differentiation, such as race, class, ethnicity, age, and sexuality,
influencing processes of environmental change, livelihoods and devel-
opment perspectives [51,52]. FPE centers on gendered power dynamics
and argues that men and women experience the environment differently
and often have different access to and control over ecological systems as
a result of their divergent social and cultural roles [60]. The approach
draws on feminist theories and perspectives to understand how gender
and power relations shape environmental outcomes, as well as how
environmental issues and policies affect women and men differently
[59-61]. There is an emphasis on the importance of incorporating
women’s voices and experiences in environmental policy and
decision-making [14,62,63]. This is important because women are more
likely to rely on natural resources for their livelihoods and well-being in
many societies and are frequently more directly and disproportionately
affected by environmental regulation and degradation, such as limited
access to resources or increased exposure to environmental risks [13,64,
65]. FPE acknowledges these gendered dimensions of environmental
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issues and seeks to address them through a gender-sensitive examination
of environmental policies and practices [66].

Whilst much of the existing literature on feminist theory and gender
equity primarily focuses on rural communities [67], there is increasingly
more research assessing the role of gender and marine resources, spe-
cifically the recognition and understanding of gender dimensions of
natural resource use, access, and control [68,69]. Despite these ad-
vances, MPA management continue to overlook the crucial role that
women play in managing marine resources [10,70]. This oversight has
led to a significant gap in knowledge regarding women’s contributions
to, knowledge of, and their reliance on marine resources [15,46,71,72].
Women face four main barriers to influencing management of marine
resources: (i) lack of access to and control over assets, such as land,
fishing equipment, capital, skills, technologies, training, knowledge,
social capital [73]; (ii) constraining gender norms, including gender
segregation of public space and gendered behavioral norms [74]; (iii)
household structure and family responsibilities, including gender-roles
in decision-making and gender division of labor [46]; and (iv) charac-
teristics of the management system, such as institutional setting, formal
and informal rules and processes [21]. The exclusion of women from
decision-making processes in natural resource management not only
undermines their rightful position but also poses a significant threat to
environmental sustainability. By dismissing the perspectives and values
of a substantial portion of resource users, managers risk implementing
counterproductive and ineffective strategies [13,69,75]. This oversight
hampers the overall success of conservation efforts and hinders progress
toward effective management and sustainable development.

To address these critical gaps there is a need to develop a gender
assessment which facilitates the comprehensive and systematic evalua-
tion of the gender dimensions for MPA frameworks and strategies. By
incorporating gender-specific data collection methods and analysis
techniques, we can better understand the roles, knowledge, and con-
tributions of women in MPA management. A gender assessment tool
would allow for the identification of the gender biases and help to define
how to promote and facilitate the inclusion of women in decision-
making processes. By harnessing the valuable insights and expertise of
women, we can develop more holistic and effective management stra-
tegies that align with both environmental sustainability and gender
equity goals e.g., SDG 5 — Gender Equality [5], GBF T22 - Ensure
Participation in Decision-Making and Access to Justice and Information
Related to Biodiversity for all, and GBF T23 — Ensure Gender Equality
and a Gender-Responsive Approach for Biodiversity Action [4]. Such a
tool could help bridge the gap between research and application by
recognizing and addressing the unique challenges faced by women in
MPAs, and natural resource management more broadly. Which would
facilitate gender-responsive policies and interventions through inform-
ing resource managers, policymakers, and stakeholders during MPA
designing and implementing phases.

3. Development process of the proposed tool

The development of the Gender Self-Assessment Tool for MPAs was
an iterative process of practical and theoretical reflection on the role of
women in MPA management. Collaborating with MPA managers and
reflecting on the ways in which human activities shape nature, and how
nature shapes human activities drew our attention to the human di-
mensions of marine resource use and management, particularly the issue
of governance related to gendered power dynamics. Our work in so-
cioeconomic monitoring (SocMon) [76,77] provided us with an empir-
ical background on the critical position of women in decision-making on
MPA design and management. During participatory workshops with
MPA managers and coastal communities, it became evident that women
played a crucial role in the success of MPAs, yet their needs and con-
tributions were often overlooked [24,78]. By reviewing MPA manage-
ment plans for the Mesoamerican Reef region, the same used to assess
mangrove management [79], none of the documents mentioned a
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specific gender-sensitive program, strategy, or action to ensure women’s
inclusion (S1). All of the management plans consider actors
gender-neutral without clearly distinguishing between men and women,
for example, community leaders, fishers, and tourist operators. This lack
of gender-sensitive strategies in MPA plans highlights the need for
greater recognition of women’s gender-specific needs, concerns, roles,
and perspectives in marine conservation efforts, because men and
women have different roles, needs, and perspectives. Existing literature
on gender and MPA support our practical findings [11-14]. These
studies underscore the importance of considering gender dynamics in
marine conservation initiatives, as women often play crucial roles in
resource use, management, and community engagement.

With the recognition of the critical role of women in many sectors
and the acknowledgment of their marginal role in decision-making,
there are many initiatives to assess the position of women. Addition-
ally, we reviewed nine gender assessment tools based on their theoret-
ical background and set of indicators (Table 1). With the recognition of
the critical role of women in development and conservation and the
acknowledgment of their marginal role in decision-making, there are
many initiatives to assess gender equity, particularly the position of
women. However, only a few of the existing tools were directly related
to nature’s conservation [32,71,80]. Those tools helped identify com-
mon themes and set key indicators.

4. Gender assessment tools

Gender assessment tools play a crucial role in rural and coastal
development projects by ensuring that gender considerations are inte-
grated into the planning, implementation, and evaluation processes [83,
84]. These tools provide a structured approach to understanding the
specific challenges, needs, and opportunities faced by women and men
in rural and coastal communities, enabling development practitioners to
design more inclusive and effective interventions [81,82,85]. Through
the utilization of these tools researchers and practitioners can identify
and examine gender disparities, as well as evaluate the ways in which
conservation and development initiatives impact different genders in
unique and separate manners [71,86,87]. By generating reliable data
and shedding light on gender disparities, these tools enable policy-
makers to design interventions that consider the complexities of gender
dynamics, foster social inclusivity, and support sustainable development
[83,88].

It is worth noting that within the nine identified assessment tools, the
primary focus is gender equity within development interventions, with a
strong emphasis on womens engagement in economic activities. For
example, the tool developed by the Asian Development Bank and
Australian Aid is designed to assist development practitioners ensure
that gender perspectives are incorporated into development initiatives,
and to monitor and evaluate gender equality results [89]. The tool
developed by Siles [71], in collaboration with UICN-USAID, is designed
for strategic interventions that focus on incorporating gender consid-
erations into fisheries management. It aims to address the challenges
and opportunities that arise from gender dynamics within this sector.
Conversely, the MFF-SEI approach [32] places a greater emphasis on
qualitative analysis, particularly regarding the impact of reproductive
responsibilities on women’s economic activities. This perspective is
critical in understanding the complex interplay between women’s live-
lihoods and their productive roles, highlighting the need for targeted
solutions that address these gender-specific challenges (Table 1).
Whereas tools developed by organizations such as WorldFish, CGIAR,
and CARE [80] focus on social justice, by addressing gender disparities
and transforming gender relations within development programs
(Table 1).

These tools provide valuable insights into gender dynamics within
specific contexts; however, it is essential to acknowledge their varying
foci (e.g., development, agriculture, fisheries), strengths, and limitations
in shedding light on the often overlooked and distinct roles, needs, and
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Table 1
Gender assessment tools.
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Tool

Focus

Reference

A toolkit for integrating gender equality and social
inclusion in design, monitoring, and evaluation

Gender assessment tool: Gender equality toolkit for
IPPF member associations

Advancing gender in the environment: Gender in
fisheries -A sea of opportunities

The gender impact assessment and monitoring tool

Gender analysis toolkit for coastal management
practitioners

Measuring gender-transformative change

Toolkit on gender equality results and indicators

Gender analysis, assessment, and audit manual and
toolkit

World Health Organization gender assessment tool

To provide guidance and tools to support staff in integrating gender equality and social inclusion
perspectives in all stages of project design, monitoring, and evaluation.

Evaluates nine areas where minimum standards are required for equitable and inclusive
development and emergency relief. The checklist addresses policy, capacity, culture,
participation, partnership, budget, analysis, data collection, indicators, ‘do no harm,” and
accountability.

Women'’s and girls’ empowerment, and it is embedded in sexual and reproductive health and
rights.

Includes guidance and tools to help member associations assess the extent to which their work is
gender transformative.

Aim is to identify gender differentials in the situation of women and men in the fishing sector in
order to identify strategic areas of intervention to empower women along the fisheries value
chain.

The ultimate goal is to increase the effectiveness of USAID’s environment programming through
robust gender integration and to improve gender equality and women’s empowerment outcomes
in fisheries.

Facilitation of women and gender civil society organizations to implement the UN 2030 Agenda
for Sustainable Development, with a particular focus on gender equality (SDG 5).

The aim is to provide Women2030 partners with a common understanding of how to assess
gender issues within local, regional, and national contexts.

The toolkit is a practical guide for coastal and fisheries management practitioners to understand
how gender impacts resource use, management, and resilience.

Practitioners gain knowledge on gender aspects of coastal and natural resource use, livelihood
development, and ecosystem management, achieved by assessing five domains: (i) access to and
control of livelihood assets, (ii) gender norms, responsibilities, time and lived experiences, (iii)
participation and decision-making, (iv) cultural norms, beliefs, and perceptions, and (v) laws,
regulations, and institutional practices.

Transformation of gender dynamics and promotion of gender equality. These indicators assess (i)
power over income and labor, assets and resources; control over one’s mobility and body; control
over the agenda; (ii) capacities, skills, and awareness; (iii) power within internal and
psychological resources; and (iv) collective agency and action.

Aim is to assist development practitioners to ensure that gender perspectives are incorporated
into development initiatives, and to monitor and evaluate gender equality results. It presents a
menu of gender equality outcomes, results, and indicators that may be selected or adapted by
users.

This tool is organized by gender equality dimensions, which are human capital, economic
empowerment, voice and rights, and gender capacity building.

This toolkit provides useful tools and methods for gender analyses and assessments, and
guidance on how to operationalize a study from start to finish. It includes different tools that
have been designed to collect data for gender studies, while also empowering community
members to express their opinions and analyze their knowledge, behavior, and perceptions. This
toolkit is meant to serve as a menu where practitioners can choose a few tools that work best for
them and the scope of their gender study.

Addresses how gender norms, roles and relations affect health-related behaviors and outcomes as
well as health sector responses. Its goal is to assess existing health programs and policies to guide
policymakers through the process of developing gender-responsive actions for the health sector.

World Vision, 2020
[79]

IPPF, 2019 [81]

Siles et al., 2019 [1]

WECFI, 2018 [74]

MFF, SEI, SEAFDC,
2018 [82]

Hillenbrand et al.,
2015 [83]

ADB & Australian Aid,
2013 [84]

ACDI/VOCA, 2012
[85]

WHO, 2011 [77]

vulnerabilities of women and men living within and/or in proximity to
MPAs. By recognizing the diversity of approaches of these tools man-
agers and policymakers will be able to choose the most appropriate tool
based on their objectives and the specific gender-related challenges they
aim to address. It is important to continually expand the scope of gender
assessment tools that focus on examining how marine management in-
terventions impact different genders to ensure these interventions are
not only ecologically sound but also socially equitable.

We adopted the five guiding principles to promote best practices for
gender mainstreaming of Manfre and Rubin [90], which are: (i) There is
no single approach for gender mainstreaming, because gender roles and
relations are defined in space and time and are subject to change,
therefore, researchers must be prepared to modify and adapt the
methods and tools they use in different contexts; (ii) Know and under-
stand the context because gender dynamics are rooted in socio-cultural
dynamics, familiarity with the research site assists researchers identify
the appropriate research methods and tools; (iii) Use quantitative and
qualitative methods, the combination of methods allows for triangula-
tion and increases confidence in the findings; (iv) Seek multiple per-
spectives, they warn that one of the biggest mistakes when integrating
gender issues into research is to interview only a few individuals or to
exclusively focus on one gender or a specific group of actors - this not
only generates bias but fails to provide an understanding of where and

how men’s and women’s opinions differ, conflict, or overlap; and (v)
Allocate sufficient time and budget for the iterative research phases.
Understanding gender dynamics is an iterative process that may require
returning to the study site several times. It may also require more than
one conversation with informants to entirely appreciate the gender dy-
namics of the household or community. Critical components that are
woven into the creation of this tool were the inclusion of the: (a) His-
torical, socioeconomic, political and environmental contexts; (b)
Everyday practices of women and men, including gender power re-
lations; and (c) An understanding of the functioning and interaction of
structures, institutions, and processes at different levels, as per the
gender analysis toolkit for coastal management practitioners [32].
Manfre and Rubin [90] also place significant emphasis on the gender
continuum, a concept that development agencies have utilized to
enhance the development of interventions that are sensitive to gender
dynamics. Projects can be positioned along a continuum, with varying
degrees of consideration given to gender. This positioning is determined
by the type of analysis employed, which can range from gender-incipient
to gender-aware to gender-transformative (Table 2). The principles of
Manfre and Rubin [90] can also be extended to the domains of research
and environmental management. The continuum of approaches reflects
the extent to which research and management seek to understand or
change gender relations and the level of gender disaggregation and
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gender analysis envisaged in the research and management (Table 2).
5. Proposed gender assessment tool for MPAs

Here we introduce a self-assessment tool focused on gender aware-
ness and responsiveness within MPA management. In terms of format,
we used the WHO-GAT [85] design as the outline to guide the devel-
opment of the proposed tool due to its simplicity and the ease with
which we could customize the categories and indicators to suit the
specific aspects of MPA management. We also selected the various in-
dicators based on our theoretical framework of FPE, focusing on the
nuanced understanding of gendered uses and values, knowledge, and
power dynamics in environmental conservation [51,91] and compo-
nents from other tools [32,71,80]. For example, the aim of the first part
of the tool (Table 3 Q1-Q6) is to analyze the divergent utilization of
marine resources by women and men and their unique perspectives on
the importance of marine biodiversity. FPE acknowledges that societal
roles influence how women and men interact with ecosystems. Women,
for example, due to their care and domestic responsibilities may prior-
itize activities nearshore such as gleaning and tourism. The FPE exam-
ines the domain of gendered knowledge, interests, and priorities,
acknowledging that women, due to their distinct roles in the fishing
industry and environmental conservation, possess unique perspectives
on the well-being and state of marine ecosystems and resources. The tool
emphasizes the significance of incorporating women’s gender-specific
knowledge into MPA management systems (Table 3 Q7-Q9). Addition-
ally, the tool assesses gendered power dynamics (Table 3 Q10-Q15)
which involves analyzing the extent to which women and men are
included and have influence in the decision-making processes of MPA.
This provides us with an understanding of whether the MPA manage-
ment plan explicitly pledges to advance gender equity, tackles gender
norms and relationships, and guarantees the involvement and repre-
sentation of women in decision-making. This component of the tool
acknowledges that although women play important roles and possess
valuable knowledge, they are often hindered from exerting their influ-
ence in MPA governance due to systemic obstacles.

Table 2
The gender sensitivity continuum.

Gender sensitivity continuum

Gender incipient ~ Gender aware Gender
transformative
Conceptualization  No effort to Differences Underlying causes
disaggregate data ~ between men of gender
by gender or to and women are inequalities are
involve womenor  conceptualized identified
women’s groups
Analyses Households and Data is Data is
communities are disaggregated by  disaggregated by
treated sex and the sex and gender
homogenously, different inequalities are
ignoring interests, needs, assessed
gendered power and priorities of
dynamics men and women
are described
Implementation Management Management Management
actions may actions may actions seek to
reinforce gender improve address gender
inequalities and participation inequalities in
power and/or access to access to and
imbalances resources of control over
women, but resources
underlying
power
imbalances
remain
Low Gender High
sensitivity

Adapted from Manfre and Rubin (2012).
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This specialized tool focuses on the gender dynamics relevant to MPA
management, offering a holistic understanding of gender dynamics that
influence marine resources use and management within these protected
areas. More specifically, the tool focuses on conceptualizing the
connection between gender and the marine environment as an integral
part of dynamic social, cultural, and political relations situated within a
historical and ecological context. In addition, there is a shared emphasis
on men’s and women’s everyday life, meanings, and power relations,
and on how these factors shape their access to and control over re-
sources, identities, and knowledge. By shedding light on these issues, the
tool seeks to empower managers, decision-makers, and stakeholders to
design and incorporate gender-sensitive approaches within MPA man-
agement strategies. Awareness is an important starting point, but it
needs to be matched with practical steps to make a real difference. We

Table 3
Gender assessment tool for MPAs.

A. Gender roles and power relations

Question Score
a-4

1. Does the MPA management plan consider household dynamics,

including different effects and opportunities for individual members?

Such as the allocation of resources, decision-making power, labor

distribution.

2. Does the MPA management plan collect and report information

about the access to and control over livelihood assets by sex? Including

tangible (land, equipment, etc.) and intangible assets (education, social

capital, etc.)

3. Does the MPA management plan consider gender-based divisions of

labor (paid versus unpaid work, productive versus reproductive work)?

B. Gendered uses and values

Question Score
a-4

4. Does the MPA management plan consider different uses of marine

resources made by women and men?

5. Does the MPA management plan consider different resource needs of

women and men?

6. Does the MPA management plan recognize and include women’s and

men’s values attached to biodiversity?

C. Gendered knowledge, interests, and priorities

Question Score
1-4

7. Does the MPA management plan recognize and include gender-

specific knowledge?

8. Does the MPA management plan consider and include women’s and

men’s needs, concerns, and priorities?

9. Does the MPA management plan consider the living conditions and

livelihood strategies of women and men?

D. Gender-responsiveness management design

Question Score
1-4

10. Do the goals, objectives, or principles of the MPA have an explicit

commitment to promoting or achieving gender equity?

11. Does the MPA management plan address gender norms, roles, and

relations?

12. Does the MPA management plan include sex-disaggregated data?

E. Gender-inclusiveness management design

Question Score
1-4
13. Have women and men participated in the design of the MPA
management plan?
14. Have actions been taken to ensure equal participation in the design
of the MPA management plan of women and men?
15. Do both female’s and male’s stakeholders have an equal role in
decision-making?
Score hints:
1 - may indicate that the MPA management is gender incipient.
2 - may indicate that the MPA management is becoming gender aware.
3 - may indicate that the MPA management is gender aware.
4 — may indicate that the MPA management is gender transformative.
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hope this tool helps MPA managers to set clear goals for gender inclu-
sivity and keep track of their progress. Furthermore, the proposed tool
can guide the process of updating current policies or creating new ones
to promote the involvement of women in all aspects of MPA manage-
ment, including planning, decision-making, implementation, and
monitoring. MPA managers can be guided and motivated to incorporate
gender-sensitive strategies into their management process by estab-
lishing clear benchmarks for gender inclusivity and closely monitoring
progress by external agencies. This will not only enhance social equity
by ensuring that both women and men have equal access to and benefit
from marine resources but also will foster more sustainable and resilient
MPAs. The proposed tool is composed of five categories, each contain a
series of questions to determine gender sensitivity within various aspects
of marine resource management (Table 3), specifically:

A. Gender roles and power relations — The distinction between ac-
cess to resources and the exercise of power and control over them is
essential: while having access to resources is a necessary condition for
women’s empowerment, it is not a sufficient condition. Empowerment
occurs when women have control over those resources and when they
are also equally involved in decision-making. This section assesses the
roles of women and men in their use and management of resources, and
determines power relationships of users and managers. This includes the
analysis of gender differences in livelihoods, and the ability of women
and men to access, hold power and control over their livelihood assets,
including tangible assets (e.g., equipment), and intangible assets (e.g.,
social capital).

B. Gendered uses and values — Men and women experience the
environment differently due to the gender distinction of their work and
daily responsibilities. Addressing women’s uses that have been largely
ignored by MPA managers will increase the chances of success of man-
agement measures aimed at conserving and restoring critical habitats
and species of importance to local livelihoods. This section specifically
explores the differentiation in the uses and values that women and men
assign to marine resources.

C. Gendered knowledge, interests, and priorities — There is a
particular need to emphasize gender-specific needs, especially the
differentiated needs of women, which relate to their biological condition
and social and cultural factors that shape women’s livelihoods, roles,
and responsibilities. This section evaluates if the knowledge, interests,
and needs of women and men are considered and incorporated in the
MPA management plan.

D. Gender-responsiveness management design — For gender-
sensitive management, gender issues need to be addressed from the
beginning of the design process. Ideally, gender analysis should be
conducted as part of the context analysis at the beginning of the man-
agement process and serve as the basis for designing the management
plan. It is also essential to generate sex-disaggregated data as a basis for
developing gender-sensitive management strategies and measures. This
section aims to capture gender equity within the design of management
plans and strategies.

E. Gender-inclusiveness management design — The lack of women’s
participation in the development of management rules and policies that
directly affect them carries the risk that management decisions made
will seriously harm not only women but also their families. Therefore, it
is crucial to promote the participation of women and men from the
design stage of management plans and to ensure that both have the same
capacity to choose and influence decision-making. This category eval-
uates information on the participation of women and men in decision-
making on the management of marine resources.

By linking these categories, the analysis progresses from under-
standing gender roles and power dynamics to examining resource uses
and values, considering knowledge and needs, designing gender-
sensitive management approaches, and ultimately focusing on the
active participation of women and men in decision-making processes.
This progression demonstrates the comprehensive and interconnected
nature of gender assessment in the context of MPA management. It
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provides a roadmap for MPAs to assess their current gender awareness
performance, set targets for transformation, and track progress over
time. By progressing along the categories, MPAs can enhance their
gender awareness performance, and contribute to a more inclusive and
effective management.

To assess the level of gender sensitivity, questions within each sec-
tion receives a score between 1 and 4, where 1 = incipient gender
awareness, 2 = becoming gender aware, 3 = gender aware, and 4 =
gender transformative. Here we go through the scoring rubric for
question 1: Does the MPA management plan consider household dy-
namics, including different effects and opportunities for individual
members? Such as the allocation of resources, decision-making power,
labor distribution (Table 4). For the full rubric of how scores are defined
see supplementary materials (S1). For each section the scores are tallied
and divided by 12 to provide a mean score, similarly, all scores are
tallied and divided by 60 to provide a mean total score of gender
sensitivity across all sections. The metrics provided can be used to
inform managers of the steps required to implement to move various
components to gender transformative. This could be stepwise or
monumental changes based on the current baseline and available re-
sources but should allow for greater gender sensitivity over time.

The separation of the framework into five discrete categories enables
the user to not only have a general score and assessment of gender in-
clusion/exclusion but also by categories so can more easily identify
where improvements need to be prioritized (Table 3). By using the tool,
MPAs can evolve from an initial state characterized by incipient gender
awareness within their management strategies to a gender trans-
formative state where gender considerations are deeply integrated into
all aspects of MPA management. The assessment tool provides a logical
approach for MPAs to enhance their gender awareness and develop
effective gender-sensitive strategies over time. The five categories
establish a progressive order that serves as milestones for MPAs to assess
their progress toward transformative change in MPA design and
management.

The proposed gender self-assessment tool analyzes the institutional
framework and the MPA social and cultural realities in marine resource
governance. By moving through the five focus areas, users will better
understand the gendered distribution of power, resources, and oppor-
tunities and provide an understanding of the gendered division of labor,
environmental rights, and responsibilities within their MPA (Table 3).
Each theme provides relevant insights for addressing gender disparities
and promoting inclusion in MPA management. First, it emphasizes the
importance of evaluating and reshaping gender roles and power dy-
namics, particularly highlighting the importance of women’s empow-
erment through resource control and active participation in decision-
making processes. Second, it stresses the recognition that men’s and
women’s experiences of the marine environment differ due to gender-
related roles and responsibilities, consequently, their uses and values
of marine resources will be different. Third, it emphasizes the impor-
tance of tailoring conservation efforts to address gender-specific needs,
particularly women’s unique needs. Fourth, it points out the importance
of incorporating gender equity principles from the beginning of MPA
design, ensuring that gender dimensions are considered and prioritized.
Finally, it advocates for the active participation of both men and women
in management decision-making processes, beginning with the design
phase, to ensure equal influence over management decisions and more
equitable benefit sharing.

6. Contribution of the proposed tool to gender equity

Several considerations are necessary for the gender assessment tool’s
practical application. First, we need to determine the MPA management
category or protection level, ranging from fully protected areas to
multiple use areas, and the age of the MPA. These factors may have
influenced the degree of local stakeholder integration in MPA design,
management, and enforcement and the extent to which decision-making
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Table 4

Example of scoring rubric, using question 1. Does the MPA management plan
consider household dynamics, including different effects and opportunities for
individual members?.

Metric Gender sensitivity score

The MPA management plan does not address 1
household dynamics or individual member effects or
opportunities. Resource allocation, decision-making
power, and labor distribution within households are

not mentioned

The MPA management plan acknowledges household 2  Becoming gender
dynamics, but it lacks a comprehensive understanding aware

of how these dynamics impact the management of the
MPA. The plan briefly mentions the household’s

resource allocation, decision-making, and labor
distribution.

The MPA management plan shows a good 3
understanding of household dynamics and their
implications for MPA management. The plan

thoughtfully addresses the household’s resource

allocation, decision-making power, and labor division

The MPA management plan demonstrates an excellent 4
understanding of household dynamics and their
importance in MPA management. The plan uses

innovative and inclusive methods to distribute

household resources, decision-making power, and

labor. It includes mechanisms to monitor and adjust

these measures to improve household dynamics in the
MPA.

Incipient gender
awareness

Gender aware

Gender
transformative

processes incorporate gender perspectives. Second, there is a need to
understand the goal(s) and objective(s) of the MPA, which could include
one or more of the following biodiversity conservation, fisheries man-
agement, and cultural heritage. This may have determined who which
people within local communities and which stakeholders were engaged
in the conceptualization and implementation of the MPA. Third,
consider the MPA governance approach and structure, including
community-based, co-led, or government-led management. This will
identify the perspectives that must be considered and incorporated into
the MPA’s assessment and management. While the tool can be broadly
applicable across different MPAs globally, its effectiveness depends on
several factors: (i) cultural sensitivity, which implies an understanding
of local gender norms, respect for cultural practices, and the engagement
of local people who are connoisseurs of the local culture; (ii) adaptation
and customization, which implies customizing the tool’s questions to
reflect the specific cultural and social context; and (iii) capacity build-
ing, which implies training the team who will carry out the assessment
using the proposed tool.

An inadequate understanding of the gender dimensions of marine
resource use and management can lead to ineffective, counterproduc-
tive, and unjust MPA management. Existing literature on gender and
MPA advises that the lack of knowledge of a significant segment of
marine resource users, namely women, can lead to inefficient and un-
productive management strategies [13]. Moreover, if women are not
included in MPA management, we miss the complete picture of the
social-ecological linkages of marine ecosystems [13]. Additionally,
studies show how gender norms and dynamics influence people’s in-
teractions with marine ecosystems and highlight the importance of un-
derstanding these gender patterns is essential for creating more inclusive
MPA management strategies that can meet the needs of all stakeholders
[26].

Using the gender self-assessment tool for MPAs has the potential to
make MPA management more effective and equitable. The tool assesses
gender-specific dimensions of conservation efforts, such as women’s and
men’s involvement and contributions in conservation activities and
their access to resources and decision-making processes. It also analyzes
the gendered outcomes of MPAs, such as the services and benefits for
various gender groups. It offers insights into whether MPA management
fosters gender equality and empowers women and men to influence
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decision-making.

The proposed tool is universally applicable and relevant for gender
equity in marine conservation. It employs an FPE approach to recognize
that men and women use and depend on marine resources differently
due to their social and cultural roles. Its customizable questions and
framework make it useful in various cultural, socioeconomic, and
governance contexts, from fully protected areas to community-managed
reserves. For instance, where women are primarily involved in the post-
harvest processing of small-scale fisheries the tool can highlight their
critical roles and contributions, ensuring they have a voice in decision-
making processes, as they have valuable insights and knowledge of the
fishery which are different to those involved in the direct capture of
fisheries. Additionally, it can promote equal opportunities for women in
leadership roles within MPA governance structures by better high-
lighting how women utilize and manage different fisheries within the
same or different geographies.

By integrating gender perspectives into MPA management, more
innovative and effective conservation strategies can be developed.
Studies have shown that women and men have distinct knowledge, ex-
periences, and insights regarding marine ecosystems, which can
enhance efforts to conserve biodiversity [12,15,92]. Ensuring that MPA
management considers these differences will contribute to more
culturally appropriate and effective conservation strategies that respond
to the diverse needs and values of the entire community. Furthermore,
equity is a fundamental principle that underlies successful conservation
efforts. The tool has been designed to detect gender inequalities in the
access, use, and control over marine resources within MPAs. More in-
clusive MPA strategies can promote more equitable and just conserva-
tion outcomes by addressing these disparities and implementing
resource management practices that recognize and protect the rights of
underrepresented and marginalized groups, including women.

The proposed tool seeks to bridge research and practice by oper-
ationalizing academic insights into tangible management strategies.
MPA managers and stakeholders can directly implement the practical,
actionable steps that translate the theoretical foundations of the FPE
framework. Through this practical application of research concepts,
real-world marine conservation efforts effectively integrate the nuanced
understanding of gender dynamics often highlighted in academic
studies. Additionally, the proposed tool seeks to raise awareness among
MPA managers and motivate them to commit to gender equity and
confront gender norms. By raising gender awareness, we aim to
contribute to the design and implementation of MPA management
strategies that promote sustainable livelihoods for both males and fe-
males rather than worsening current gender disparities. This criterion
moves beyond mere recognition of gender disparities to actively posi-
tioning equity as both a guiding principle and a measurable outcome of
MPAs’ conservation efforts.

The tool provides a broad overview of gender sensitivity issues across
five key themes that can be conducted quickly and easily, without the
need for expert knowledge. The tool is not a simple tick-box system, it
has been developed to identify site-specific gender issues and promote a
process of (self) reflection among MPA managers. We hope it functions
as a starting point for discussions — with MPA managers learning from
both the assessment process and the outputs of the assessment.
Furthermore, the proposed tool makes it possible to establish gender
equity goals in the MPA management and design strategies and actions
to achieve those goals. Finally, it allows the measurement of the level of
integration of gender dynamics within and across MPA management
over time. We believe that this can have a positive impact on the position
and participation of women in MPA management.

There are some limitations within the proposed tool, such as it does
not provide detailed information on every component of a gender
analysis. However, it serves as a starting point for discussion and pro-
vides guidance for decision-making processes focused on what actions
can be taken to promote gender equity in MPA management. Although
this tool will provide crucial information to identify priority areas that
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require immediate action, in order to be able to design targeted in-
terventions managers will need to conduct a further comprehensive
examination of any weaknesses identified. To facilitate a thorough ex-
amination, managers can utilize existing toolkits (see Table 1). These
well-established tools provide the necessary resources and methodolo-
gies to conduct these more focused assessments, enabling managers to
gain a nuanced understanding of the complexities of each area addressed
by the proposed tool. By combining the insights from the proposed tool
with the specialized toolkits, MPA managers can make informed de-
cisions and implement tailored strategies that promote gender equity
through their management interventions.

The tool can help MPA managers identify and address gender-
specific barriers to participation in decision-making. By using the tool
to assess gender power roles and knowledge, managers can implement
targeted capacity-building programs that empower women and ensure
their voices are heard in governance processes. The tool generates
empirical evidence by collecting and analyzing data on gender roles,
uses, and values within MPAs. This evidence can inform both local
management decisions and broader policy recommendations. It can also
contribute to the academic body of knowledge, offering insights into the
effectiveness of gender-sensitive approaches in diverse contexts.

7. Conclusion

We emphasize the urgent need to address gender inequalities in MPA
management to achieve equitable and sustainable conservation out-
comes as well as sustainable livelihoods. When management overlooks
various interests and priorities within a protected area, it risks falling
short of its goals. This is especially relevant for MPA with tied ecological
and social goals, where including all relevant users can lead to more
effective management.

It is possible to unintentionally overlook the contributions and needs
of women, who frequently rely on marine resources for their house-
hold’s livelihood and food security. To rectify this, we have developed a
gender self-assessment tool for MPAs based on FPE that would enable a
comprehensive understanding of the gender dimensions within marine
resource management. Such a tool would help identify the specific
needs, knowledge, and contributions of women and men to MPA man-
agement, ensuring their meaningful participation in decision-making
processes and informing gender-responsive management policies and
interventions. By integrating gender considerations into MPA manage-
ment strategies and practices, we can bridge the gap between research
and practice, promote gender equity, and foster sustainable
development.

The integration of gender considerations into MPAs management is
an important part of the sustainable development agenda, which is re-
flected in the SDGs [5] and GBF [4]. Based on FPE perspective, we argue
that the gender equity agenda is not just a means of improvement, but
rather a requirement to guarantee that these conservation efforts are fair
and enduring. Thus, the gender self-assessment tool is a mechanism for
raising awareness among MPA managers to acknowledge and under-
stand how gender dynamics shape the use and management of marine
resources. The adoption of this tool can drive a shift towards
gender-transformative approaches in MPA management, and promote a
more comprehensive, efficient, and equitable approach to marine
conservation.
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