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CHALLENGE
Despite comprising the majority of 
the workforce, women lack access to 
technical training and decision-mak-
ing, impacting women farmers’ prog-
ress and the quality of Viet Nam’s pep-
per production.

IFC’S ROLE
IFC’s intervention encompassed a digi-
tal learning tool, in-person agricultural 
and leadership capacity building, and 
the creation of Pepper Farmer Wom-
en Clubs to facilitate women’s access 
to training and raise awareness about 
gender-based violence in farming 
communities.

RESULTS
The integration of female farmers 
in McCormick’s supply chain in Viet 
Nam increased from 9 percent in 
2019 to 51 percent in 2022. Female 
farmers’ decision-making on fertiliz-
er purchases increased from 27 per-
cent in 2019 to 50 percent in 2022; 
their involvement in selling pepper-
corns grew from 44.5 percent to 70 
percent in the same period. McCor-
mick’s suppliers were able to engage 
with more female farmers through 
the project — 678 in the 2021/2022 
crop cycle compared to 97 registered 
farmers in the 2019/2020 cycle.

PROJECT LOCATION
Viet Nam

PARTNERS
International Finance Corporation 
(IFC) and McCormick & Company

FUNDING
Government of Japan, Facility for In-
vestment Climate Advisory Services 
(FIAS), and the Women Entrepre-
neurs Finance Initiative (We-Fi)

CLIENT
McCormick & Company is a glob-
al leader in the flavor industry. With 
sales across 170 countries, the com-
pany manufactures, markets, and 
distributes spices, herbs, seasoning 
mixes, condiments, and other flavor-
ing products.
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including limited knowledge of sustainable farming 
practices and insufficient extension support for train-
ing and capacity building. These conditions result in 
poor-quality harvests and restricted opportunities 
for farmers to increase their income and profession-
alize their production.

Despite women comprising 80 percent of Viet Nam’s 
smallholder pepper labor force,3 existing social norms 
limit their access to education and earning potential, 
echoing a global trend where women make up 43 per-
cent of the agricultural workforce 4 but earn nearly 20 
percent less than men.5 Gender norms designate wom-
en as primary caregivers which further restricts their 
mobility and access to opportunities. Viet Nam stands 
72nd in gender inequality among 146 countries as of 
2023,6 and the gender gap is evident in pepper produc-
tion. Women farmers lack or have limited access to 
credit, networks, farming inputs, and technical train-
ing, which are critical for the quality of their produce.

CONTEXT

Viet Nam is one of the world’s most dynamic emerging 
economies. The country had a remarkable journey go-
ing from a low to middle-income status, lifting 40 mil-
lion people out of poverty between 1993 and 2014.1 Ag-
riculture has been a key driver of Viet Nam’s develop-
ment trajectory. With agriculture production jumping 
by 189 percent over the past three decades, the coun-
try is recognized as the leading producer of black pep-
per, coffee, cashews, cassava, rubber, and tea. 

The pepper sector holds a prominent position in Viet 
Nam’s agricultural activities. Viet Nam is the world’s 
largest black pepper producer and exporter, with 
over 50 percent of the global market share.2 How-
ever, the pepper farming industry faces sustainabil-
ity and economic challenges, such as fluctuations in 
pepper prices globally due to over-supply caused by 
over-plantation. Both male and female pepper farm-
ers are known to encounter difficulties in the region, 
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“ McCormick has 
committed to increasing 
resilience and improving 
livelihoods of communities 
and smallholder farmers—
especially women. We 
understand the important 
role women play in 
agriculture and this project 
exemplifies the positive 
impact of multi-stakeholder 
partnerships on women’s 
empowerment within our 
supply chains. ” 

Michael Okoroafor  
Chief Sustainability Office, McCormick & Company

COMPANY 

Since 1889, McCormick & Company has been con-
sidered a global leader in the flavor industry. Based 
in Maryland, United States, McCormick’s sales span 
over 170 countries, and the company specializes in 
manufacturing, marketing, and distributing spices, 
herbs, seasoning mixes, condiments, and other fla-
voring products.7 In addition, McCormick sources 
and processes various agricultural commodities, in-
cluding peppers, with a strong commitment to sus-
tainable sourcing and responsible farming practices 
to minimize environmental impact. With Viet Nam 
as a key sourcing hub, McCormick actively collabo-
rates with local farming communities to encourage 
and implement sustainable agricultural practices.8

Given the global demand, Viet Nam’s pepper industry 
faces several sustainability challenges, such as exces-
sive water use, chemical residues above allowed lev-
els, lack of farm-gate testing, quick wilt disease, defor-
estation impeding pepper production, and poor water 
and post-harvest management practices. These chal-
lenges are further compounded by one variety of black 
pepper called ‘Vinh Linh’ being predominant across the 
country and the overplanting of pepper that exceed-
ed government planning by 300 percent, leading to an 
oversupply and fluctuations in world pepper prices. 

In response, McCormick has made sustainable sourc-
ing a top priority. The company is dedicated to estab-
lishing a fully sustainable pepper supply chain in Viet 
Nam by 2025.
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The project helped McCormick and its suppliers 
build direct relationships with women farmers, en-
sured female and male farmers got equal access to 
training and information on sustainable agricultur-
al practices and increased female farmers’ influence 
over household and business decisions by recogniz-
ing their significant role in pepper production. 

PARTNERING WITH 
IFC: THE SUSTAINABLE 
PEPPER VIET NAM 
PROJECT

In response to these challenges and to realize its goal, 
McCormick and three of its main pepper suppliers in 
Viet Nam, partnered with IFC to improve the reve-
nue and productivity of female pepper farmers and 
promote their integration into the company’s supply 
chain. The project thereby took a multi-spectrum ap-
proach and aimed to empower and build the capacity 
of over 2,000 farmers in the central Dak Nong prov-
ince, one of the pepper capitals of Viet Nam.

Dak Nong province, located in the 
Central Highlands bordering Cambodia 
to the west, is one of Viet Nam’s biggest 
producers of black pepper. Its temperate 

climate has helped drive dynamic growth in 
pepper farms from 550 hectares in 2002 to more 

than 60,000 hectares. Dak Nong has a rich 
cultural heritage and is home to more than 

40 ethnic groups in Viet Nam.
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3.	Supporting Female Farmer 
Entrepreneurship & Knowledge Building

IFC’s Women’s Entrepreneurs Finance Initiative 
(We-Fi) supported the project to build the entrepre-
neurial capabilities of female farmers, enhance their 
knowledge in pepper farming and improve their 
profiency in farm management. Through We-Fi, the 
project worked with selected women-led agribusi-
nesses to upgrade their business acumen to meet 
McCormick’s sustainability standards.

4.	Gender-Based Violence Assessment & Sup-
port Provision 

Interactions with the female farmers revealed the prev-
alence of Gender-Based Violence (GBV) in the region. In 
response, IFC conducted a comprehensive GBV evalu-
ation to gauge the scope of this problem within farm-
ing communities and its impact on rural livelihoods and 
pepper production. The assessment also examined the 
accessibility of support services for domestic and sexu-
al violence survivors in the project areas, providing valu-

able insights for future 
interventions.

The specific components of the project were:

1.	 Agricultural Capacity Building & the Pepper 
Farmer Women Clubs

Culturally, men regard technical knowledge as an 
exclusive aspect of their role in pepper farming. To 
increase women’s participation in the program, 
IFC adapted a training program from a gender-sen-
sitive lens and helped establish 11 Pepper Farmer 
Women Clubs to provide training venues for ca-
pacity building considering flexible options to ad-
just training locations, times, materials, and mode 
of delivery. In addition, the organizers also provid-
ed free childcare during the training period. 

In the trainings, female farmers built technical 
knowledge of pepper farming and learned about 
general topics such as health, nutrition, child de-
velopment, and sanitation. The training includ-
ed e-learning modules accessible through ‘Viet-
pepper’ App - a regularly updated mobile appli-
cation. With in-person and e-learning modules, 
the trainings specifically focused on empowering 
women as ‘Lead Farmers’, thereby challenging 
traditional gender roles in pepper farming. 

2.	Working with Suppliers’ Field Teams

The Pepper Farmer Women Clubs facilitated the exten-
sion of outreach to female farmers by three 
of McCormick’s suppliers. By estab-
lishing strong partnerships with 
the suppliers’ field teams, they 
were able to directly con-
nect with women who 
were actively involved in 
farming activities, even 
those who were not of-
ficially registered with 
these suppliers. This ap-
proach fostered wom-
en farmers’ inclusion and 
involvement in McCor-
mick’s supply chain.

6

Reaping Equality | Creating Sustainable Pepper Supply Chains  
by Strengthening the Role of Female Farmers in Viet Nam

“Through planting 
demonstrations, I realized that 

I made a lot of mistakes before in using 
chemicals extensively. The Vietpepper App 

(IFC’s e-Learning Tool) includes specific sections on 
sustainable pepper techniques, a list of recommended 

pesticides, and a crop calendar. Its task reminder 
function is especially useful to remind me of farming 

actions in due course,”

Vo Thi Hong, Dak Nong province,  
Farmer and beneficiary of the 

training program
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RESULTS & IMPACT

IFC provided training to 748 women in various aspects 
of agriculture, including farmer group management, in-
tegrated pest management, and harvest and post-har-
vest handling, all while adhering to export market stan-
dards. With the assistance of the Women Entrepreneurs 
Finance Initiative (We-Fi), the project grew significant-
ly, reaching 166 women-led farming businesses to equip 
them with enhanced business skills and the capability 
to meet McCormick’s sustainability standards.

Training women was a key component of the project, 
given its efficacy in increasing technical knowledge and 
motivating them to assume a more proactive role in 
pepper production. This resulted in notable improve-
ments in women’s autonomy and sense of ownership 
over their crops: women’s decision-making on fertilizer 
purchases increased from 27 percent in 2019 to 50 per-
cent in 2022, and their involvement in selling pepper-
corns grew from 44.5 percent to 70 percent in the same 
period. Furthermore, female farmers displayed remark-
able agility in adopting sustainable farming practices, as 
field teams reported improvements in the quality of the 
pepper post women’s engagement in the project.

The Pepper Farmer Women’s Clubs played a pivotal role 
in the project’s positive impact. They served as a secure 
platform for women to openly discuss issues affecting 
their participation and productivity in pepper produc-
tion, including concerns related to gender-based vio-
lence and household responsibilities. The Clubs also 
allowed McCormick’s suppliers to reach more female 
farmers through tailored training programs. As a result, 

in the 2021/2022 crop cycle, McCormick’s three suppliers 
were able to engage with a significantly larger number 
of female farmers, totaling 678 participants compared 
to just 97 registered farmers in the 2019/2020 cycle. 
Consequently, the integration of female farmers into 
McCormick’s supply chain in Viet Nam witnessed sub-
stantial growth, increasing from 9 percent in 2019 to an 
impressive 51 percent in 2022.

The project achieved its success by capitalizing on 
three fundamental elements: innovation, adapt-
ability, and active field involvement. The creation of 
Pepper Farmer Women Clubs served as an original 
approach to surmount social and cultural obstacles. 
Simultaneously, the close collaboration with the sup-
plier teams in the field significantly increased the en-
gagement of a larger number of female farmers and 
facilitated their official inclusion in McCormick’s sup-
ply chain. The project effectively brought togeth-
er key players and stakeholders to acknowledge the 
resilience and commitment of women in agriculture 
and their contributions in fostering economic growth 
and promoting broader sustainable development.
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748

51%

7 TIMES

166

50%

70%

Female pepper farmers trained.

Share of women working with McCormick’s 
suppliers in 2022, compared to 9% in 2019.

Increase in the number of female farmers 
directly working with supplier extension 
teams since 2019.

Women-owned farming businesses upgrad-
ed their business skills and capability to 
meet McCormick’s sustainability standards.

Share of women who now decide on fertiliz-
er purchases, compared to 27% in 2019.

Share of women who now sell the pepper-
corn they grow, compared to 44.5% in 2019.
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