
 
 
 

Women’s Thresher Project Evaluation: Benefits of Women-Led 
Thresher Micro Enterprises in Ghana 

 

In many parts of rural Ghana – as in many parts of sub-
Saharan Africa – smallholder women farmers are expected 
to thresh both their own fields and their husbands’ fields, 
which is a tremendous physical and time burden for 
women as mechanized threshing is rarely available. 
Mechanized threshing impacts efficient production, food 
security, profits, and empowerment. 

 
Through support of the Soybean Innovation Lab and the 
ADM Institute for the Prevention of Postharvest Loss 
(ADMI), a project was established to evaluate the benefits 
and challenges that women smallholder farmers encounter 
as members of thresher micro enterprises in Ghana’s 
Upper West Region (K. Clark, PI; K. Ragsdale, PI). 

 
WOMEN-LED THRESHER GROUPS 

 

 
 

A women’s cooperative member manages a threshing operation in 
Ghana using a MEDA-donated thresher. 

In 2018, the Mennonite Economic Development Associates (MEDA) partnered with local NGOs to provide 20 
mechanized threshers to Village Savings and Loan Associations (VSLA) in Ghana’s Upper West Region whose members 
were primarily smallholder women farmers. The VSLA model – which was first implemented in Niger by CARE in 1991 
and has been successfully implemented worldwide – is defined as “a group of 15-25 people (most often women) who 
save together and take small, low interest loans from those savings” (CARE, 2011).  

 
PROJECT APPROACH 
In order to explore the benefits and challenges of machinery sharing, researchers from the University of Missouri                     
and Mississippi State University conducted 15 focus group discussions (FGD) among 128 women farmers who were 
members of women-led thresher groups that received a MEDA thresher. The research team focused on the question, 
“What constitutes successful women-led thresher groups?” The team looked at ‘success’ from a number of angles, such 
as reducing the physical labor of women and children and increasing women’s agricultural productivity and profits, food 
security, and empowerment. 
 
WHAT CONSTITUTES A SUCCESSFUL WOMEN’S THRESHER GROUP? 

• Members financially benefit either through increased income from providing thresher services or 
increased profit from the sale of higher yields and/or higher quality crop 

• Labor burdens were reduced 
• Employment of an effective thresher ownership model 
• Employment of an effective thresher operator model 
• Employment of safe thresher operating practices 
• Employment of an effective thresher service fee scheme 
• Retainment of operation profits and payouts records 
• Employment of regular thresher maintenance strategy 
• Retainment of operations and maintenance records 
• Existence of a sustainability and expansion plan 

      

 
 

Edward Martey (left) and Jeffrey Appiagyei (right) interview 
Juliana, leader of a MEDA women-led thresher group. 
 



FGD participants reported that belonging to a women’s thresher group provided extra resiliency against food insecurity                
by allowing harvested grain to reach households faster due to reduced threshing time and increased grain by substantively 
reducing postharvest loss. Participants also reported that grain collected as payment in kind served as a food bank for 
those group members whose households were more vulnerable to food insecurity. By significantly reducing the time and 
physical labor necessary to thresh a field, as reported by thresher groups, mechanized threshing is a clear opportunity to 
boost soybean cultivation among smallholder farmers of both genders, including impoverished farmers who are most 
vulnerable. Participants reported feeling more ‘important’ and empowered within their communities because men 
recognized that they had control over a valuable resource – a mechanized thresher. Men were willing to engage them                      
in a respectful dialogue on how they could access the women’s thresher services 
 
 

 
 
 
 
ECONOMIC OUTCOMES 
The FGD highlighted the direct and indirect economic impacts the threshers had on MEDA’s project beneficiaries and       
their households. Thresher benefits cut across the value chain and included: 

 

• Increased market value of farmers’ produce  
• Reduced cost of threshing  
• Improved grain quality 
• Reduced postharvest loss 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Preliminary results from the Women’s Thresher Project Evaluation pilot study suggest that – when adequately supported 
with even a modest training program – smallholder women farmers with little formal education can profitably participate in 
providing mechanization services to other rural farmers along food crop value chains while simultaneously directly reducing 
the cost of threshing and improving access amongst vulnerable populations. This evaluation will help guide development of 
best practices and recommendations to increase participation across sub-Saharan Africa among women’s groups in 
providing mechanized thresher services and women farmers’ in utilizing mechanized thresher services. 

FURTHER READING Kolbila R, Ragsdale K, Read-Wahidi MR, Clark K. (2020, May). Women’s Thresher Project Evaluation: 
Preliminary Results Report. USAID and the Feed the Future Soybean Innovation Lab. 
http://soybeaninnovationlab.illinois.edu/files/thresher-eval-prelim-results.pdf 
 

“The grain we collect after threshing for people becomes a 
food bank for the group. Members who need food come to 
borrow from the group. The thresher has come to reduce 
hunger in our families.” 
 
“The thresher has brought relief to women. For the first time 
in my life, I finished my farm before my husband’s, and we 
will no longer manually thresh again. See my palm this 
year!” [Participant showed that the skin of her palm was not torn or 
damaged from hand-threshing] 
 
“School children can go to school consistently without 
missing this year. Because of the reduced labor [needed for 
threshing], we no longer need them on our farms. This is 
what the thresher has done.” 
 
“The men in our community have seen our importance, and 
they can’t believe we have a thresher to ourselves. When 
they want to use our thresher, they come, and we negotiate 
in a meeting.” 
 

Soybean threshed mechanically by a women-led 
cooperative in rural Ghana. 

• Reduced manual labor 
• Reduced time engaged in threshing 
• Easier to sell mechanically threshed crops 

                                                     

58%  
reported no 

longer needing 
cash to pay for 

threshing services 

61% 
reported 

better prices 
for their 

crops 

55%  
reported an 

increase in cash 
on-hand and 

access to credit 
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