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Cultural Barriers Toward Women and Youth Entry to
Apiculture Production in Maara Sub-County, Kenya
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Abstract

The study adds to extension education knowledge by revealing cultural barriers inhibiting the uptake
of apiculture enterprises among women and youths. Data were gathered through a structured
interview schedule from 23 smallholder farmers selected through purposive sampling based on
gender and age. The study revealed that women and youths’ participation in apiculture was hindered
by cultural restrictions such as taboos, inheritance, traditions, and attitudes. The taboos inhibiting
women from engaging in apicultural production were forbidding them from climbing trees, sitting
beehives in apiaries, and honey harvesting. Traditions such as the belief that apiculture is meant for
elderly men discouraged youths and women entrance to the industry. Only interested and older sons
from the farm families could inherit apiaries. A majority of female and young farmers did not
participate in apiculture due to the negative attitude they had toward the enterprise. Apprenticeship
was the main channel of equipping farmers with apicultural knowledge, and skills. A few farmers also
acquired knowledge through formal schooling, personal experiences, and social gathering. Cultural
restrictions need to be eased to attract women and young farmers to apiculture production.
Extension education could enhance the adoption of the enterprise.
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Introduction and Problem Statement

The apicultural subsector is rapidly growing as a result of the rising beehive nutraceutical
products in local, regional, and international markets (Zoccali et al., 2017). Apiculture
production involves the management of domesticated and wild honeybees for the production
of honey, wax, propolis, royal jelly, and venom (Chemwok et al., 2019). Global honey
production is estimated to be more than 1.4 million tonnes annually (Karpati et al., 2009). The
European Union (EU) produces about 22% of the world’s production of honey; and is the
second-largest producer after China (European Commission, 2020). Ethiopia is the leading
producer of honey and beeswax in Africa (Frikru, 2015). Other African countries that produce
substantial amounts of honey include South Africa, Zambia, Egypt, and Guinea (African Union
[AU], 2019).

Apiculture is a male-dominated industry in Kenya largely because of cultural norms, the nature
of management, and attitudes toward bees (Heckle et al., 2018; Mburu, 2015). As noted by
Caroll and Kinsella (2013), although most parts of Kenya are suitable for apiculture production,
the potential has not been fully tapped. This is due to numerous impediments, including beeill
health; inadequate supportive policies, technical advice, and marketing structures (AU, 2019);
recurrent drought, deforestation (Wambua et al., 2016), and stress arising from wind, livestock,
wildlife, and vandals among other challenges (Honey Bee Health Coalition, 2019). Culture has
also been cited as the main hindrance to women and youth engagement in apicultural activities
(Mwakatobe, Ntalwila, Kohi, Kipemba, & Mrisha, 2016). However, little empirical data exists on
cultural barriers that prevents women and young farmers from participating in the industry,
particularly in high potential areas such as Maara Sub-county.

Theoretical and Conceptual Framework

We theorized that culture is an essential element in the adoption of apicultural practices.
Culture is the way of life of the people (Sibani, 2018); a component of the society that embraces
a range of elements, including language, economy, religion, customs, traditions, values,
attitudes, education, and manners, among others (Trompenaars & Hampden-Turner, 1997).
Customs, taboos, traditions, and inheritance are cultural elements that have been thought to
be a deterrent to women and youth entry to apiculture production, as illustrated in Figure 1.
Although a majority of beekeepers are young people in countries such as India (Verma et al.,
2018), Kenyan cultural norms make it difficult for the youth to venture into the industry.

The existence of customary inheritance practices in most communities in Kenya that favours
males over females prevents women from participating in agricultural activities such as bee
farming (Mwakatobe et al., 2016). In most cases, indigenous apicultural knowledge and hives
are passed on to adult sons by the fathers at old age. In many cultures, women have been
viewed as not suitable for physically demanding roles such as harvesting and placing log hives in
tall trees. Climbing trees and handling bees are regarded as taboos in most Kenyan sub-cultures
(Anoliefo et al., 2015).
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Figure 1

Conceptual Framework
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Purpose

The study was undertaken to generate information that would broaden the understanding of
the factors that dissuaded women and young farmers from participating in apiculture
production in Maara Sub-county of Kenya.

Two research objectives guided the study:

1. Identify cultural barriers preventing women and youth from participating in apiculture
production;

2. Describe ways by which farmers acquired knowledge and skills regarding apiculture

Methods

The research was conducted in May 2020 at Maara Sub-county to document the cultural
impediments to youth and women's entrance to apicultural production. Maara Sub-county is
known for traditional apiculture production, although immense opportunities exist for the
growth of the industry following the planned construction of a honey refinery. The area is
endowed with a variety of rangelands and vegetation cover that favors apicultural activities
(Tharaka Nithi County Government, 2018). The study sample was comprised of 23 smallholder
farmers, where five were youths, 17 were men, and six were women. The sample was
considered adequate as recommended by Creswell (2012), although Glaser and Strauss (1967)
observed that the appropriateness of qualitative sample sizes is dependent on data saturation.
The selection of the study site and participants was made purposively based on their gender
and age. The selection was made with the help of a graduate assistant at Chuka University who
had previously undertaken his masters’ degree project in the target area. It is essential to
disclose the researchers’ roles, experiences, and biases in a qualitative study (Minus et al.,
2021). Therefore, the research was undertaken by a graduate assistant at Chuka University with
close supervision by the principal researcher (Faculty). The other researchers were a faculty and
a graduate assistant at the university.
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Data Collection and Analysis

Primary data were collected from the respondents through the use of an interview schedule
and observation. Mobile telephones were utilized to record data. The interviews were guided
by a schedule that was comprised of five key questions. The questions addressed cultural
factors hindering youth and women entrance to apiculture production. The study involved
traditional and modern beekeepers as well as males and females to maximize the diversity of
information and improve transferability of the study’s results. Data were triangulated by
corroborating information from the three categories of respondents’ namely household heads,
youth, and women.

A comprehensive description of the data collection, analysis procedures, and context within
which the study was conducted ensured dependability and confirmability of the study. In
addition, member checking was undertaken to double check the accuracy of the collected data.
The one-to-one interviews took place at participants’ farms to allow for observation of
apicultural practices (Ryan, Coughlan, & Cronin, 2009). The instrument for data collection was
comprised of five open-ended questions addressing cultural barriers to women and youth
participation, and the acquisition of apicultural indigenous knowledge (IDK). Audio recordings
were transcribed and then data were subjected to open coding to identify the themes
(Creswell, 2012). Prior to interpretation, patterns and relationships between themes were
identified.

Findings

On data analysis, four themes emerged; cultural barriers (CB), acquisition of knowledge (AK),
enterprise inheritance (El), and apicultural production systems (APS).

Cultural Barriers Impeding Youth and Women Entrance in Apiculture Production

The study’s first objective sought to describe the cultural barriers hindering youth and women
from participating in apiculture production. The results indicated that taboos, inheritance
practices, traditions, and attitudes denied women and youths a chance to participate in
apiculture production.

Taboos

It was difficult for women to participate in apicultural activities due to the taboos associated
with the practices. A majority of the respondents stated that it was taboo for a woman to climb
a tree and an abominable act to handle bees. A claim was put forth by one of the senior male
beekeepers who stated: “According to Ameru culture, women are not allowed to climb on trees,
and so they cannot place hives on trees.” A majority of farmers in the area practiced traditional
bee farming involving log-hives that are placed on tall trees, out of reach of women apiarist.
This makes it difficult for women to perform such activities as sitting beehives on trees and
honey harvesting. A study conducted by Mburu et al. (2015) in Kitui, Kenya also indicated that
women’s participation in apiary activities faced cultural constraints such as taboos. However,
the execution of apicultural activities is becoming easier with the introduction of box hives that
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are not necessary placed in tall trees in addition to other modern technologies (Heckle et al.,
2018).

The results further indicated that youths and women were not allowed to handle bees due to
their engagement in sexual activities. It was unacceptable to even the senior beekeepers to
sleep with their wives while undertaking apiculture management practices such as honey
harvesting and placement of hives in an apiary. This was reported by a respondent who stated
that the “Ameru customs stipulated that a beekeeper would not ‘sleep’ with his wife prior to
sitting a beehive in an apiary and since youths could not wait for months without making love
with their wives, they would not practice beekeeping.” Traditional apiculture production was a
male domain as it involved the rearing of African bees (Apis millifera), which are known to be
very aggressive, and thus, could not be managed by women. Certain apiculture practices were
meant for men as dictated by the customs, time, and circumstance of execution. This emerged
from a respondent who pointed out that “some apicultural activities such as honey harvesting
were undertaken at night by men in their birthday suit [nude].” This is a clear indication that
traditional apiary was a no-go-zone for women and even young people hence discouraging
them from participating. The findings corroborated those of the previous studies (Chemwok et
al., 2019; Ogaba & Akongo, 2001).

Traditions

One of the senior beekeepers reported that “old men do not allow women and sons to own
beehives because they believe that beehives belong to men only.” “Moreover, women are
considered as being incapable of beekeeping.” This claim emerged from a majority of the
respondents, with one of the male beekeepers stating that “women cannot climb trees” and
others indicating that “women do not know how to attract bees so as to get them into a
beehive.” Even though research has shown that beekeeping is a less land-demanding enterprise
(King, 2013), a majority of the youths and women do not own land due to cultural restrictions
(FAO, 2017). As such, they would not engage in deciding the kind of agricultural activities to be
practiced in their households. Our results showed that “women and youth lack space for the
location of an apiary.” The area's customs restrict women's land inheritance and would only
allow male children to acquire land as soon as they become adults. The lack of access to basic
production resources among women and youths threatened their entrance to apiculture.

Owing to the fact that most farmers in the area reared an aggressive species of bees, it was
only reasonable for them to harvest honey at night, among other apicultural practices, so as to
manage bee stings. It is for this reason that one of the respondents noted that bees and honey
handling were done at night by senior men. “Traditionally, it was only men who were allowed to
do beekeeping, and most apiary activities were conducted at night, and men would go out in
‘birthday suit.” Women and children were not allowed to participate.” This has been a tradition
in many communities in Kenya and is practiced even today (Chemwok et al., 2019).

The community, similar to many other African communities, has well-defined gender roles
(Davis & Negash, 2007). Women are culturally expected to perform household chores and leave

hard farm roles to their husbands. Apiculture production is one of those enterprises designated
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for men, as reported by one of the respondents. “According to Ameru culture, women were not
allowed to participate in beekeeping. They were required to perform such duties as cooking
food, porridge, tilling land, and taking care of homes. Apiary management practices were
regarded as men’s activities.” The perception is corroborated by a finding by Miriti et al. (2019)
that bee farming enterprises have been dominated by elderly men over decades. However,
with the changes being witnessed worldwide geared toward women’s empowerment, women
are gradually participating in modern apiculture, which has eased beekeeping management due
to the associated technologies (Mburu et al., 2015).

Attitudes

A majority of the respondents stated that bee phobia is a major setback to women’s
participation in bee farming, as pointed out by one of the women farmers that “women fear
bee sting.” It also emerged from one respondent that “women believed that apicultural
enterprise is meant for men” because “women cannot climb on trees to harvest honey.”
Women's and youths’ participation was also challenged by the declining security in the area.
One of the respondents noted that “some people steal honey from beehives especially if the
apiary is sited far away from the farmer’s residence hence, a disincentive to beekeeping.” Many
of the senior men in the community were able to secure beehives as opposed to women and
youth. To many women, apiculture production was a challenging enterprise due to the
associated practices such as the construction of beehives. “Beekeeping involves hard work,
especially when sculpturing traditional hives,” as pointed out by a young farmer. Another
farmer cited a lack of interest among women and young farmers, stating that “women and
youths were not interested in beekeeping.” This contradicts an observation made by Mburu et
al. (2015), who found that women were interested in the production and sale of apicultural
products,a situation that may have been due to the adoption of modern apicultural practices
and cultural dilution. The two factors have resulted in a gradual rise in female participation in
apiary activities as aided by the modernization of the industry, according to Mburu et al. (2015).

A majority of the youths do not value apiculture similar to other agricultural enterprises, as
reported by a senior beekeeper who stated that “youths view beekeeping as a trivial job.” A
claim substantiated by Mungai and Ogot (2012), who observed that the youths’ social
backgrounds, which is influenced their cultural practices and beliefs, drove their attitudes
toward the enterprise. Most of the senior farmers in the area kept bees for cultural uses and
not as a business enterprise. Honey harvested out of the traditional apiculture was mainly used
for paying dowry during marriages and brewing traditional beer. This dilutes the value of the
enterprise and drives the youths away from the industry. The result is in line with the finding of
Gangwar and Kameswari (2016) that a positive attitude towards agricultural enterprises is key
to participation. A respondent revealed that “youths do not participate in beekeeping because it
is tiresome in sculpturing hives, and they prefer white-collar jobs. They prefer new technology
which has held them up like ‘prisoners. Therefore, they lack knowledge on beekeeping.” Before
the introduction of the box hives (modern hives), nearly every beekeeper was using the log
hives, which not so many young farmers knew how to construct. Hence, a deterrence to many
young men and women who may have wanted to engage in bee farming.
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Inheritance Practices

The results indicated that most hives had been inherited by men who showed interest in
apiculture and whose commitment had impressed elderly males in their community. This was
explained by a young respondent that most beekeepers particularly, men do not consider
women to be beekeepers or to own any beehive, and a good man will identify his son as the one
who will inherit beehives; send him to harvest honey on father’s behalf when the father is no
longer active in beekeeping activities. Old men do not allow women or younger sons to own any
beehive because they believe that beehives belonged to old men only. The argument was
emphasized by another respondent who stated that “over generations, women and youth were
not allowed to participate in beekeeping. It was mainly undertaken by old men.” It is clear from
the results that women and youths could not inherit apiaries in most households hence
preventing them from engaging in apicultural activities. This may have accounted for the
negative attitude the groups had toward the enterprise.

Prior to the apiary inheritance, the inheritee would be equipped with the necessary skills and
knowledge needed for bee management. It also emerged that young people were not allowed
to handle honey as described by a respondent who indicated that “youths were not allowed to
take honey that was prepared through traditional methods, they could start fights because it
was believed that the honey is dangerous especially to youths.” The fact that young people
were not permitted to handle honey likely discouraged them from venturing into apiculture
production. In many communities in Kenya, beekeeping is an enterprise that is mainly passed
on to sons by their fathers at old age (Caroll & Kinsella, 2013).

Acquisition of Knowledge and Skills for Apicultural Production

Objective two sought to describe ways through which beekeepers acquired knowledge and
skills for beekeeping. It was reported that apicultural knowledge and skills were mainly
acquired through modes of informal and formal learning.

Informal Learning

The informal modes of knowledge acquisition included apprenticeship, social gatherings, and
the internet. Among the informal modes learning by practice and observation was the most
commonly utilized mode of learning.

Apprenticeship. The results indicated that a majority of the beekeepers in the area
acquired apicultural skills and knowledge through observations. The inheritees could
accompany the senior men during visits to the apiaries and observe the apicultural practices
before succeeding them (Adams, 2018). Many of the beekeepers acquired the skill from their
fathers while others inherited apicultural knowledge from their grandparents, as explained by
two respondents: “I learnt beekeeping skills through accompanying father in apiculture
production, had taste of honey which is sweet and encouraged me to start beekeeping.” “I
learnt beekeeping skills from our grandfather, accompanied grandfather in setting hives on
trees and harvesting of honey.” To many farmers in the Maara community, apiculture
production is an enterprise that is passed on from generation to generation by the male family
members.
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Further, the acquisition of apicultural knowledge was entirely a family affair involving either
members of the nuclear or extended families. Among the skills and knowledge acquired
through apprenticeship were siting an apiary, attracting bees to the beehives, feeding bees,
honey harvesting, and constructing hives. This implied that many of the beekeepers were
utilizing indigenous knowledge to sustain the traditionally managed apiaries. This suggests the
need for extension education to promote the uptake of modern technologies that could boost
the productivity of the apiaries. The findings corroborate what was observed by Heckle et al.
(2018), who found that apprenticeship is the main pathway for the transmission of traditional
apicultural knowledge and skills.

Social Gathering and the Internet. Apicultural knowledge and skills were also acquired
through other informal modes, including personal experiences, the internet, and social
interactions. Among the informal modes was interaction within informal social groups, as
suggested by a respondent who stated: “/ acquired beekeeping knowledge from a certain social
group. The knowledge covered attracting bees to hives, harvesting of honey, and the
importance of nectar in apiculture production.” A social group can provide a platform for
interactive learning among individuals, as observed by Franz et al. (2010). The results also
indicated that some farmers gained apicultural knowledge through personal initiatives involving
the use of the internet, as claimed by one respondent who confirmed acquiring knowledge
from social media. “I learnt apiculture production on social media.” It has been demonstrated
through research that the internet has revolutionized the way some farmers access relevant
information (Chisita, 2010). However, this mode of knowledge transmission is not common in
the community owing to the fact that not so many farmers, particularly the elderly group that
constitutes the majority, are well versed with using the internet.

When asked to indicate how they planned to share apicultural knowledge with other farmers,
one of the respondents explained that “I will print out handouts on apiculture production and
put them up at strategic locations like cyber cafes where farmers who have interest can access
them and learn about apiculture.” This is a clear demonstration of the level of willingness of
some farmers to share apicultural knowledge with others to increase bee products including
honey production in the area. Yang (2015) and Siimane et al. (2018) indicated that informal
channels such as social gatherings, including social media platforms among other forums are
valuable avenues that can be tapped to share knowledge. As such, they could be used to boost
the dissemination of apicultural practices as supported by our results.

Formal Learning

Other than informal modes of acquiring knowledge, a few beekeepers acknowledged gaining
apicultural knowledge through formal processes. A formal learning environment is
characterized by learning taking place in schools or colleges (Masara, 2010). The young
beekeepers who may not have had a chance to culturally inherit apiaries, acquired apicultural
skills formally. One member of that group indicated: “I learnt apiculture production at high
school under the agriculture subject.” And another one said: “I learnt about beekeeping during
my primary, secondary, and university education.” This implied that much of the knowledge and
skills learned through formal schooling can be applied not only in traditional agriculture but also
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in other areas such as apiculture . However, formal education may not apply to a majority of
the beekeepers in the area studied due to their levels and opportunities for education. Most of
the beekeepers were old men who do not have formal schooling. This perhaps, explains why
traditional apiculture is predominant among farmers in Maara Sub-county. Most of beekeepers
who applied formal schooling knowledge were young men and women especially those
engaged in modern apiculture. This confirms the assertion that education is positively
correlated with adoption of modern apicultural technologies (Bunde & Kibet, 2016).

Conclusions, Discussion, and Recommendations

Apiculture production in the Maara community is mainly based on traditional practices founded
on cultural principles. A majority of beekeepers were senior men employing inherited
indigenous knowledge. However, modern beekeeping was also practiced particularly by women
and young people. Traditional apiculture is primarily practiced for production of bee products
and honey utilized for cultural reasons such as health, brewing traditional beer, and payment of
dowries. Because plans are underway for the construction of a honey refinery, it is imperative
that the community expands its production to meet the projected demand. Therefore, more
women and young farmers should be encouraged to engage in the apiculture industry. A shift
from traditional to modern apiculture would also help to address the expected demand. This
could be achieved through a spirited effort towards the dissemination of apicultural
technologies involving extension agents, farmers, and other stakeholders.

Even though there is a need exists for more farmers to participate in apiculture production,
women and young farmers entrance is faces numerous cultural restrictions. The cultural
barriers include taboos, traditions, attitudes, and inheritance practices regarding apiaries. Some
taboos such as forbidding women to climb trees, sitting beehives in apiaries, and honey
harvesting deter female farmers from participating in apiculture. Only senior farmers were
allowed to inherit apiaries; young farmers, similar to women, were forbidden. Engagement in
sexual activities common with young people and women is a taboo that also bars the groups’
entries to beekeeping. The community’s traditions dictate that only senior men can participate
in apiculture. This is mainly due to the associated taboos and access to resources including land.

Moreover, in traditional apiculture, most of the practices such as honey harvesting are
undertaken at night making the activities out of reach for women and young people due to the
fact that apiaries are often located away from the homesteads. Owing to the fact that
traditional apiculture largely involves a very aggressive bee species, women and young farmers
were afraid of bee stings thus discouraging them from engaging in the enterprise. Because
modern apiaries do not need to be sited far away from the homes and in tall trees as in
traditional apiculture, women and young people should be encouraged to participate in
modern bee farming. Modern apiculture involves easy-to-perform practices like the use of box
hives that can be easily be managed by women. There is need for adjusting cultural norms and
beliefs to attract women and young people in the industry.
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Based on findings, it is evident that indigenous knowledge acquired informally through
apprenticeship is the main driver of apiculture production in the Maara Sub-county of Kenya. In
addition to, apprenticeship, other informal modes of learning involved the transmission of
apicultural knowledge and skills were social gatherings and internet primarily benefiting young
men and women beekeepers. Only a few beekeepers had gained apicultural knowledge through
formal schooling at primary, secondary, and/or tertiary levels. This clearly indicate the need of
enhanced extension service provision especially to beekeepers. Because extension is now a
devolved function in Kenya, the county extensionists should organize training programs to
equip farmers in the community with relevant information that can spur the growth of the
industry. Youth empowerment in the area of modern beehives construction and access to
resources would also likely enhance the expansion of the enterprise in Maara.
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