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The Association of Asian Social Science 
Research Councils (AASSREC) is a 
non-political, not-for-profit regional 
organisation bringing together national 
social science academies, research 
councils, and institutes across the Asia-
Pacific. Established in 1973, AASSREC 
aims to strengthen the development 
and visibility of the social sciences in the 
region, while fostering a shared regional 
identity grounded in collaboration, 
knowledge exchange, and mutual 
learning.

AASSREC currently comprises 15 
full member organisations and two 
associate members, providing a unique 
platform for regional dialogue and 
cooperation. It promotes research, 
teaching, training, and the dissemination 
of social science knowledge, with due 
regard to the region’s diverse national 
and cultural contexts. The Association 
supports cross-national, policy-
relevant research on key development 
challenges, facilitates exchange 
among institutions and scholars, and 
strengthens partnerships within the 
region and globally.

AASSREC’s flagship activities include 
biennial general conferences, hosted 
in rotation by member countries, which 
serve as key forums for presenting 
research, sharing expertise, and shaping 
collaborative agendas. Through these 
efforts, AASSREC contributes to evidence-
based policymaking and regional 
cooperation across the Asia-Pacific.

AASSREC maintains consultative 
relations with UNESCO and is a full 
member of the International Science 
Council, contributing to global efforts to 
advance science as a public good.

More information available:

ABOUT AASSREC

www.aassrec.org

https://aassrec.org/
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The “Boosting Social Sciences and their Contribution to Better Lives across the 
Indo-Pacific” program is a major regional initiative aimed at strengthening 
the capacity, connectivity, and policy relevance of social science research 
across the Indo-Pacific. Implemented between 2023 and 2026, the program 
is delivered by the Association of Asian Social Science Research Councils 
(AASSREC), in partnership with the Global Development Network (GDN), with 
generous funding of Canada’s International Development Research Centre 
(IDRC).

The program is structured around three mutually reinforcing pillars, aimed at 
strengthening evidence, collaboration, and research impact across the region:

With a strong emphasis on inclusion, the program prioritises the 
participation of early and mid-career researchers, women, and scholars 
from low and middle-income countries. 

By enhancing collaboration, supporting research excellence, and promoting 
engagement with policy communities, the program contributes to more 
resilient and interconnected social science systems, and to the effective 
use of social science knowledge in addressing complex development 
challenges across the Indo-Pacific.

More information available:

BUILDING THE EVIDENCE BASE 
Generating robust, comparative insights into social science 
research systems through country-level assessments of capacity, 
infrastructure, and challenges.

STRENGTHENING REGIONAL COORDINATION
Convening funding bodies, fostering institutional partnerships, and 
supporting sustained cross-country collaboration.

SUPPORTING RESEARCH AND IMPACT
Providing targeted support for high-quality, policy-relevant research 
through competitive grants, mentoring initiatives, and policy-oriented 
outputs.

ABOUT THE BOOSTING SOCIAL SCIENCES AND THEIR 
CONTRIBUTION TO BETTER LIVES IN THE INDO PACIFIC

www.aassrec.org/boosting-social-sciences

1.

2.

3.

https://aassrec.org/boosting-social-sciences/
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Participatory Learning of Indigenous Women as a Policy Pathway 
to Revitalize Indigenous Knowledge Systems in the Mekong

Indigenous women in the Mekong region experience persistent gender 
inequality, geographic isolation, and linguistic barriers. Despite these 
constraints, Indigenous women are knowledge holders and custodians of 
Indigenous knowledge systems related to livelihoods, food systems, textiles, 
herbal medicine, and other cultural practices. This paper shares lessons 
learned on participatory learning of Indigenous women as a policy pathway 
to strengthen Indigenous knowledge systems in the Mekong region. Drawing 
from participatory action research and insights from Hmong women, 
Hmong community leaders, and Hmong experts. The findings demonstrate 
that learning interventions among Indigenous women are most effective 
when they are culturally grounded and aligned with Indigenous ways of 
knowing. In contrast, education programs characterized by formal, literacy-
based, and top-down training often fail to engage Indigenous women and 
may unintentionally reproduce exclusion and result in unmet expectations.

This paper identifies three interconnected dimensions of a participatory 
learning model for Indigenous women including Indigenous-centered 
inputs, Indigenous learning processes, and Indigenous-defined outcomes. 
Indigenous centered inputs are culturally safe and context-adapted 
learning environments including Indigenous learning content, Indigenous 
learning styles, community-based learning spaces and intergenerational 
transmission of knowledge. Indigenous learning processes are embedded 
in cultural practices such as storytelling, experiential learning, and 
scaffolding. These processes rely on collective participation rather than 
individual competition and emphasize relational learning over standardized 
instruction. Indigenous-centered outcomes extend beyond technical 
skills to include strengthening self-efficacy, the development of a growth 
mindset, and enhanced practical knowledge and skills.                                                        

Based on these findings, this paper proposes a set of policy 
recommendations such as the following: 

1. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Calling for a Institutionalize participatory learning model within 
women’s development initiatives; 

Aligning training and capacity-building with Indigenous Knowledge 
Systems; 

Investing in safe and accessible collective learning spaces for 
Indigenous women; 

Strengthening role model and mentorship pathways; 

Integrating psychosocial development into learning programs;

Reducing structural barriers to participation through flexible 
program design.

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.
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Participatory Learning of Indigenous Women as a Policy Pathway 
to Revitalize Indigenous Knowledge Systems in the Mekong

Together, these policy actions offer a pathway toward more inclusive, 
culturally responsive, and sustainable development that recognizes 
Indigenous women as knowledge holders and actors in strengthening 
Indigenous knowledge systems across the Mekong region.
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Participatory Learning of Indigenous Women as a Policy Pathway 
to Revitalize Indigenous Knowledge Systems in the Mekong

There are approximately 476.6 million 
Indigenous peoples worldwide, 
comprising about 238.4 million 
women and 238.2 million men. The 
majority around 70.5 per cent live 
in the Asia and Pacific region and 
around 77.1 million Indigenous people 
from 100 different ethnics live in 
Mekong region. Although Indigenous 
peoples constitute only about 6.2 
per cent of the global population, 
they account for an estimated 19 
per cent of those living in extreme 
poverty, highlighting long-standing 
structural inequalities and persistent 
exclusion from economic, social, and 
political systems (International Labour 
Organization, 2019). For thousands 
of years, Indigenous women have 
played a central role in sustaining 
household economies, transmitting 
language and maintaining 
Indigenous knowledge systems 
(Basu, 2024). Therefore, Indigenous 
women should be recognized in 
policy frameworks as agents of 
change and resilience rather than 
being understood through learned 
helplessness narratives. Reframing 
Indigenous women as knowledge 
holders rather than passive 
beneficiaries is essential for designing 
policies that promote inclusive 
growth, cultural continuity, and long-
term social equity. 

Indigenous knowledge systems 
are relational bodies of knowledge, 
practice, and belief developed 
through long-term interaction 
between Indigenous communities 
and their environments.  
They are grounded in holistic 
worldviews that emphasize 
interdependence between humans, 

ecosystems, and the spiritual realm, 
and are passed down through oral 
transmission, communal activity, 
and ritual (Tassell-Matamua, 2025). 
In the Mekong region, these systems 
underpin biodiversity conservation, 
climate resilience, and cultural identity. 
They encompass not only agriculture 
practices but also ecological 
forecasting, herbal medicine, material 
culture, and spiritual custodianship 
of the land (Akalibey et al., 2024; 
Ayuttacorn, 2024). 

Across the Mekong region, 
Indigenous knowledge continues 
to guide adaptation strategies, 
though it is increasingly pressured 
by development, climate change, 
and policy frameworks that fail to 
accommodate local epistemologies 
(Tran et al., 2025). 

For instance, the Karen people along 
the Thailand and Myanmar border 
have long relied on a complex 
system of rotational farming, sacred 
forest protection, herbal healing, and 
textile production. This knowledge 
is embedded in everyday life and 
maintained through intergenerational 
teaching. However, there are several 
challenges to transfer indigenous 
knowledge among Karen youth due 
to changes in various dimensions 
such as relationships, environment, 
spirituality, and communication 
changes (Tuntivivat, 2024). 

In Vietnam, Tay communities in the 
northern mountains use Indigenous 
knowledge to navigate climate 
uncertainty. This includes mixed 
cropping, native seed selection, 
and localized indicators for rainfall 
prediction. 

2. CONTEXT & PROBLEM STATEMENT
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Participatory Learning of Indigenous Women as a Policy Pathway 
to Revitalize Indigenous Knowledge Systems in the Mekong

Such practices enable resilience 
in the face of increasingly erratic 
weather patterns (Hoa et al., 2021; 
Son et al., 2021). However, the spread 
of monoculture, modernization, and 
infrastructure development have 
disrupted these systems (Son et al., 
2021). In the Mekong Delta, farmers 
have long used ancestral hydrological 
knowledge and flood-cycle calendars 
to plan livelihoods and food security. 
This includes adjusting planting 
schedules to anticipated water levels 
and using floating rice varieties that 
align with seasonal rhythms (Xuan 
& Tran, 2020; Lo & Tran, 2021). Yet as 
development alters the region’s water 
flows and youth migrate to urban 
areas, these adaptive practices are at 
risk of being lost (Akalibey et al., 2024; 
Tran et al., 2025).

This erosion of Indigenous Knowledge 
is particularly pronounced among the 
Hmong community, where cultural 
practices, agricultural methods, 
medicinal knowledge, and oral 
traditions have historically relied 
on intergenerational transmission. 
However, rapid modernization, 
migration, and formal schooling 
systems that marginalize Indigenous 
languages and economic pressures 
have disrupted these traditional 
knowledge transmission pathways. 
Younger generations are increasingly 
detached from ancestral practices 
as they purue wage labor and urban 
livelihoods, leading to a gradual 
erosion of Hmong cultural identity. 

In the past, Hmong women are 
key holders and transmitters of 
Indigenous knowledge, particularly in 
relation to livelihoods, food systems, 
textiles, herbal medicine, and some 
cultural practices.  

However, their roles as knowledge 
holders are often constrained by 
structural inequalities that limit their 
access to resources, education, and 
decision-making spaces. Across 
political, economic, and social 
domains, Hmong women generally 
hold less power than their male 
counterparts, while patriarchal norms 
and gendered divisions of labor 
assign them primary responsibility for 
domestic and childcare work. These 
conditions reduce their time, mobility, 
and social legitimacy to participate 
in learning and self-development. 
Such constraints are further 
intensified by poverty, geographic 
isolation, and language barriers, 
which collectively restrict Hmong 
women’s access to opportunities 
that could strengthen their autonomy 
and livelihoods. At the same time, 
Indigenous knowledge held by 
women is commonly undervalued 
or rendered invisible within male-
dominated governance and 
leadership structures.

The marginalization of women’s 
knowledge not only limits individual 
and collective empowerment but 
also undermines the sustainability of 
Hmong cultural systems. In response, 
this paper seeks to share lessons 
learned on participatory learning 
of Indigenous women as a policy 
pathway to revitalize Indigenous 
knowledge systems in the Mekong 
region. By foregrounding Hmong 
women as knowledge holders, the 
study aims to inform policies that 
support participatory learning 
approaches and strengthen 
Indigenous knowledge systems 
among Indigenous women across 
the Mekong.
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Participatory Learning of Indigenous Women as a Policy Pathway 
to Revitalize Indigenous Knowledge Systems in the Mekong

In the Mekong Region, policy initiatives related to empowering Indigenous 
people especially in contexts such as Indigenous knowledge systems show 
varying degrees of integration of social science perspectives. This reflects 
social science emphases on localized knowledge systems, though formal 
integration into national policy frameworks remains inconsistent. The initiatives 
indicate a growing but uneven incorporation of social science perspectives 
including participatory methodologies and gendered experiences. Therefore, a 
systematic inclusion of indigenous knowledge system and participatory learning 
of Indigenous women requires further strengthening.

An investigation into the Indigenous knowledge systems of prominent Hmong 
community members especially Hmong women in Mekong region revealed 
that Hmong knowledge system in the Mekong region is fundamentally distinct 
from Western knowledge systems, underscoring the need for policy frameworks 
that recognize these differences rather than incorporate them under Western 
epistemological models. These distinctions are summarised in Table 1.

3. EVIDENCE & ANALYSIS

TABLE 1:  
HMONG VIEWPOINT RELATED TO HMONG AND WESTERN KNOWLEDGE SYSTEMS

ISSUES

Learning 
and transfer 

process

Passing on 
knowledge

Knowledge 
creation for 

business

Productivity 
of knowledge

Transmission 
Format

Goals

Healing 
Practices

Knowledge is typically learned through written 
documents, media, and formal instruction. Learning 

emphasises following codified procedures and 
documented guidelines.

New knowledge is widely disseminated through 
publications, educational materials, and various 

formal channels. Written documentation, organised 
learning exchanges, inheritance committees, 

learning centres, and systematic conservation 
practices ensure long-term preservation.

Knowledge production prioritises modern 
technology, efficiency, and expanding target 

markets.

Emphasises diversity, cultural blending, innovation, 
and internationalization.

Knowledge is transmitted through written 
documentation, including textbooks and formal learning 

centres, which systematically preserve information.

The goals centre on scientific reasoning, efficiency, 
and human control of nature for human progress.   

Production of medical treatments relies on evolving 
technology. Synthetic treatments often work quickly 

but are believed to cause side effects or leave 
chemical residues.

Knowledge is primarily learned within the family, 
especially clothing-related skills, which Hmong women 

traditionally pass down to their daughters. Learning 
occurs through observation and hands-on practice.

Knowledge is usually kept within the family and 
is not widely shared with outsiders, particularly in 

relation to herbal medicine and traditional healing 
practices. Transmission occurs mainly through 

storytelling and direct demonstration.

Emphasis is placed on maintaining traditional forms, 
techniques, and production processes. Goods are 
typically sold within the Hmong community or to a 

familiar customer base.

Prioritises cultural continuity and the preservation of 
Hmong identity and values.

Emphasises oral transmission through storytelling, 
demonstration, and practice. Knowledge is not usually 

recorded in written form.

The primary goal is to maintain balance with nature, 
avoid destruction, and uphold traditional forms of 

coexistence and harmony with the natural environment. 
Practices are rooted in nature-based living.

Traditional healing emphasises natural herbs rather 
than synthetic medicines, based on the belief that 

natural treatments leave no harmful residue, although 
they may act more slowly.

HMONG KNOWLEDGE WESTERN KNOWLEDGE
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Participatory Learning of Indigenous Women as a Policy Pathway 
to Revitalize Indigenous Knowledge Systems in the Mekong

The Indigenous knowledge has primarily been transmitted through oral 
practices and lived experiences rather than written documentation. This 
reliance on informal and intergenerational transmission has resulted in the 
gradual loss of significant bodies of knowledge, particularly as younger 
generations become increasingly disconnected from ancestral ways of 
life. The absence of systematic learning and institutional recognition has 
further accelerated the erosion of this cultural heritage. 

Despite these challenges, interviews with key informants identified several 
key domains of Hmong women knowledge that remain highly valued within 
the community:

Together, these knowledge domains represent not only practical survival 
strategies but also the cultural, spiritual, and social foundations of Hmong 
identity. However, without deliberate efforts to revitalize and support these 
practices through participatory learning much of this knowledge remains 
at risk of disappearing.

The research findings suggest that a participatory learning model among 
Hmong women is grounded in Indigenous-centered inputs, Indigenous 
learning processes, and Indigenous-defined outcomes. This involves valuing 
Indigenous knowledge, experiences, and cultural practices as primary 
sources of learning content, while facilitating learning processes that align 
with community norms, collective decision-making, and experiential ways 
of knowing. Importantly, learning outcomes are not externally imposed but 
are defined by Indigenous participants themselves, reflecting their priorities, 
aspirations, and interpretations of success within their own social and 
cultural contexts as follows in diagram 1.

Knowledge related to textile production and clothing, such as hemp 
cultivation, weaving, both hand-drawn and stamped batik, dyeing, 
embroidery, and the creation of traditional Hmong costumes. These 
costumes reflect cultural identity, social status, and spiritual beliefs. 

Knowledge related to agriculture in the forms of farming, gardening, 
seed selection, and the cultivation of medicinal plants, which are 
deeply connected to local ecological conditions and sustainable 
land-use practices. 

Knowledge related to herbal medicine, encompassing the 
development of traditional remedies and formulations used to treat 
common illnesses. 

1.

2.

3.
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Participatory Learning of Indigenous Women as a Policy Pathway 
to Revitalize Indigenous Knowledge Systems in the Mekong

These Indigenous inputs reflect core 
principles of Indigenous knowledge 
systems that are essential for 
effective policy and program 
design. They include Indigenous 
learning content grounded in 
local knowledge and livelihoods, 
Indigenous learning styles that 
prioritize observation and hand-
on practice, community-based 
learning spaces that enable shared 
participation and intergenerational 
transmission of knowledge that 
supports social cohesion and 
cultural continuity.  Together, these 
inputs underscore the need for 
policy frameworks that recognize 
Indigenous knowledge as legitimate 
expertise and support context-
specific implementation.

Indigenous Learning Content is 
knowledge grounded in Hmong 
culture, traditions, values, and 
livelihood practices. The learning 
content also should be grounded in 
locally available resources.  

A clear example is herbal medicine, 
which involves sharing medicinal 
recipes and learning about the 
properties of plants that can later 
be developed into registered 
products. As a female Hmong 
professor mentioned, 

A good example is learning 
about local Hmong herbal 
medicine. Hmong Herbs such 
as black ginger were used as 
medicine among Hmong people, 
we studied them and issued a 
certificate that said Hmong herbs 
were studied, and then were 
disseminated and used in society.

Indigenous Learning Styles is 
learning through observation 
and practice rather than formal 
instruction. Hmong women 
overwhelmingly prefer hands-on 
learning. They learn most effectively 
through observation and repeated 
practice until they can perform 
tasks independently. 

Indigenous 
Learning Content

Indigenous 
Learning Styles

Community-based 
learning spaces

Intergenerational 
transmission of 
knowledge

INPUTS

Storytelling 

Experiential 
Learning

Scaffolding

PROCESS

Self-efficacy

Growth mindset 

Practical Knowledge 
and Skills

OUTCOMES
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As a female Hmong professor 
explained:

Most Hmong women like to learn 
by doing because they are not 
thinkers and writers. Hmong 
women are practitioners. We 
have to let them practice so they 
can learn to do it.

Community Learning Space is 
a safe and convenience space 
for women to learn and gather. 
Social norms and household 
responsibilities can limit Hmong 
women’s ability to travel outside 
their village. They often require 
permission from parents or 
husbands, and leaving the home 
may be seen as neglecting 
domestic duties. Therefore, training 
activities should be held within or 
close to the village, in spaces that 
are quiet, accessible, and perceived 
as safe. To give a real-life example, 
since many Hmong women are 
active in agriculture, their schedules 
are limited by agricultural demands 
such as harvesting; having access to 
facilities and resources for training 
on days which are convenient for 
the providing institution but also 
when Hmong need to engage in 
agriculture may seem to be explicitly 
inclusive on paper but in lived 
reality is systemically exclusive. As a 
female Hmong social entrepreneur 
explained:

The right way to learn for Hmong 
women is to set up a learning 
space within a village to learn 
from each other and grow 
together. The space should be 
convenience and safe

Intergenerational transmission of 
knowledge through kinship networks. 

The most common and traditional 
pathway of knowledge transfer 
occurs within the family. Skills such 
as weaving and embroidery are 
taught directly from mothers and 
grandmothers to daughters and 
granddaughters. Women often 
learn agricultural responsibilities 
such as selecting seeds, while 
fathers pass ceremonial and ritual 
knowledge to sons. Ritual practices, 
including playing the khaen 
musical instrument, singing ritual 
songs, and funeral customs are 
also transmitted through gender-
specific family lines. As a Hmong 
woman mentioned, 

I learned from my mother, from 
the age of five to seven, about 
embroidery, how to cook rice, and 
other Hmong things. I learned 
everything from my mother. 
As for Hmong fathers, they are 
not close to their daughters. My 
father never taught me anything. 
Fathers teach their sons.

This form of learning remains 
central because it aligns with family 
structures, daily life, and gendered 
expectations within the Hmong 
community. A male Hmong leader 
mentioned. 

The main method is that 
mothers teach their children. 
There is no system like a school 
where knowledge is passed on 
systematically.

Indigenous learning processes 
occur through culturally embedded 
and socially mediated practices 
such as storytelling, experiential 
learning, scaffolding, and the co-
creation of knowledge. These 
processes highlight the need for 
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Participatory Learning of Indigenous Women as a Policy Pathway 
to Revitalize Indigenous Knowledge Systems in the Mekong

If children do not fully remember 
the stories, the knowledge risks 
disappearing. 

To support memory, they divide long 
stories into segments, tell one part 
at a time, and review understanding 
the next day:

Adults tell the story, and when 
we come back the next day, we 
listen to them retell it. If we can 
tell the story correctly, without 
any mistakes, then we continue 
and add the next part. Because 
the story is very long, we have to 
teach it section by section until it 
is complete.

It must be noted that Hmong 
children do not learn about being 
Hmong from books, and even if 
given such a book, would not find 
it sufficiency resource. Hmong 
not only value living storytelling 
for its own sake, in reality the 
living tradition itself is an essential 
process in their worldview and 
community belonging. Storytelling 
can occur individually or in groups, 
with informal teaching freely 
accessible within the community:

For learning in the community, 
it can be one-on-one or in a 
group. The elders are already 
teaching, and anyone who is 
interested can join in. But if you 
are a child in the community, you 
can just walk in and watch from 
beginning to end. There are no 
books or documents. They just 
teach us by doing. It cannot be 
written down.

Experiential Learning is learning 
by doing as the primary mode of 
knowledge acquisition. 

policies and programs to move 
beyond standardized, classroom-
based training approaches and 
instead support learning modalities 
that are rooted in everyday 
practices, social relationships, and 
collective reflection. Recognizing 
and institutionalizing these 
Indigenous learning processes 
can enhance program relevance, 
participant ownership, and long-
term sustainability, while ensuring 
that capacity-building initiatives 
are aligned with Indigenous ways 
of knowing and community-defined 
priorities.

Storytelling occurs through culturally 
embedded and socially mediated 
practices. Another learning mode 
involves verbal storytelling by 
elders, who pass on knowledge 
about customs, social roles, and 
community values. This storytelling 
takes place during communal 
activities or informal gatherings. As 
another Hmong leader mentioned 
about oral tradition:

The Hmong do not have a script 
to read or write with, so we 
rely on our mind to think and 
remember from story which tell 
by the elders. If our mind is not 
active and conscious, we will not 
inherit the knowledge and the 
knowledge will lose. Moreover, 
when someone tells a story, we 
can see who they are from how 
they tell it.

Hmong is primarily an oral language 
since written Hmong language is 
a relatively recent phenomenon 
in their long history consequently 
storytelling is both fundamental and 
fragile. 
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to Revitalize Indigenous Knowledge Systems in the Mekong

Many Hmong women face language 
and literacy barriers, learning 
through written documents alone 
often fails to produce meaningful 
understanding. Participants learn 
more effectively through speaking, 
listening, demonstration, and hand-
on practice, which aligns with 
traditional mother-to-child patterns 
of knowledge transmission. As a 
male Hmong professor mentioned:

Let them practice more than 
read. Learning by doing is the 
best way to learn, because some 
people can’t read and some 
can’t write. If you want the best 
results, let them practice.

Scaffolded learning is based on 
mastery, patience, and mutual 
support. Effective learning requires 
a slow and sequential approach. 
Instructors should divide training 
into clear, manageable steps, 
ensuring that participants have 
adequate time to understand and 
practice each skill before moving 
on. This structure supports both 
comprehension and confidence. 
As another female Hmong social 
entrepreneur suggested:

Advise the teacher to give them 
advice, so that they can learn 
step by step.

Indigenous woman-centered 
outcomes extend beyond 
technical skill acquisition to include 
strengthened self-efficacy, the 
development of a growth mindset, 
and expanded knowledge. These 
outcomes point to the importance of 
policies that recognize psychosocial 
and relational dimensions of 
learning as legitimate indicators 
of success, rather than prioritizing 

short-term economic or productivity 
metrics alone. Integrating these 
outcomes into policy frameworks 
and monitoring systems can help 
ensure that participatory learning 
initiatives contribute to long-term 
empowerment, psychological 
strengths, and community resilience 
within Indigenous women contexts.

The study also found that some of 
the Hmong participants used to 
feel shy of their own ethnicity. They 
did not dare to tell others that they 
were Hmong, and would not dress in 
Hmong clothes, and even avoided 
the use of Hmong language. 
Nowadays, however, there is more 
pride in their own ethnicity. As a 
female Hmong women claimed, 

I am more confident and prouder 
to be Hmong, before I was shy to 
tell people that I am Hmong. Now, 
I am more open to tell people that 
I am Hmong. I am proud to wear 
Hmong clothes in public now.

The participatory learning help 
women build their growth mindset 
and expand their vision about life. 
Hmong women have had limited 
opportunities to develop sense 
of agency and growth mindset 
because they been born and raised 
in a male-dominated social context. 
Therefore, the learning process 
should encourage growth mindset. As 
a female Hmong women mentioned, 

Personally, I think this learning 
help expand my dreams and 
viewpoints. I can see that my life 
still has a long pathway ahead. 
I learn that the world is bigger 
than my small community. There 
are many things waiting for me 
to learn and grow.
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Knowledge and skills are acquired 
through continuous practice rather 
than abstract instruction. Hmong 
women are more likely to engage 
in learning when they can clearly 
perceive its practical relevance. 
When learning is directly linked 
to practical skills, it becomes 
meaningful and transformative. 
The participatory learning help 
women gain practical skills from 
other Hmong women who speak 
the same language and share 
similar cultural background and 
experience. As many female Hmong 
participants claimed,

Most Hmong women want to learn 
practical skills. For example, if we 
organize a learning activity, we 
want to know: is there a practical 
skill? These questions must be 
answered clearly so we can see 
that the skills will be useful to 

the family either personally or 
financially. If we do something 
that isn’t useful to the family, then 
we are not allowed to do it by the 
men dominating Hmong society. 

The women would be blamed, 
and then the learning group 
would slowly disappear. But if 
we do something and show that 
there is useful – the men will 
accept it. Otherwise, men really 
don’t want women to learn; they 
think it’s pointless.

 This highlights the need for 
policies that intentionally link 
program inputs, learning processes, 
and empowerment outcomes, 
ensuring that Indigenous women’s 
participation is not symbolic but 
translated into sustained individual 
and collective capacity.
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The findings of this study demonstrate that participatory learning 
approaches are most effective for Hmong women when they are culturally 
grounded, socially embedded, and directly connected to psychological 
and learning outcomes. However, prevailing policy frameworks and 
development interventions continue to privilege formalized and literacy-
based that often fail to account for Indigenous epistemologies, gendered 
labor constraints, and unequal access to institutional resources. This 
mismatch risks, either intentionally or unintentionally, excluding Indigenous 
women from meaningful participation and reinforces development 
approaches that prioritize standardized outputs over realities. To address 
these gaps, six policy recommendations are proposed as follows.

Policy frameworks should explicitly 
recognize Indigenous knowledge 
systems as valid foundations for 
learning, innovation, and economic 
development. For Hmong women, 
knowledge related to textiles, herbal 
medicine, food systems, and ritual 
practices is deeply embedded 
in cultural identity and everyday 
livelihoods. Yet, these forms of 
knowledge are often marginalized 
or treated as informal within policy 
and training systems. Aligning 
training programs with Indigenous 
pedagogies such as storytelling, 
observation, hands-on practice, 
intergenerational learning, and oral 
transmission can enhance learning 
effectiveness and empower women 
as knowledge producers rather than 
passive recipients. Concrete policy 
actions include formally recognizing 
elders and experienced Hmong 
women as trainers, mentors, and 
facilitators. Training materials should 
be delivered in local languages and 

The evidence from this study 
indicates that participatory 
learning enhances Indigenous 
women’s sense of ownership more 
effectively than top-down training 
approaches. Institutionalizing 
participatory learning would 
shift programs from delivering 
predefined knowledge to facilitating 
learning processes that are 
responsive to Indigenous women’s 
priorities and social contexts. In 
practice, this can be achieved by 
integrating participatory learning 
into livelihood development 
initiatives. Policies should also 
mandate Indigenous women-led 
curriculum development processes 
in which Hmong women contribute 
directly to defining learning content, 
methods, and success indicators. 
Such measures would help ensure 
that learning interventions are not 
only culturally relevant but also 
sustainable.

4. POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

4.1 4.2CALLING FOR A 
INSTITUTIONALIZE 
PARTICIPATORY LEARNING 
MODEL WITHIN WOMEN’S 
DEVELOPMENT INITIATIVES

ALIGNING TRAINING AND 
CAPACITY-BUILDING 
WITH INDIGENOUS 
KNOWLEDGE SYSTEMS
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through culturally familiar media, 
reducing barriers associated with 
literacy and linguistic exclusion. 
By grounding capacity-building 
initiatives in Indigenous learning 
styles, policies can bridge 
Indigenous and formal systems 
without erasing cultural specificity.

The research underscores that 
positive role model plays a critical 
role in shaping women’s self-efficacy.  

The findings highlight the 
importance of collective learning 
spaces. Policies should therefore 
prioritize funding for indigenous 
women learning spaces at the 
village and inter-village levels. The 
learning spaces are particularly 
critical in contexts where patriarchal 
norms, mobility constraints, and 
social isolation limit women’s 
participation in public life. Collective 
learning environments enable 
women to share experiences, co-
create knowledge, and build social 
networks that extend beyond 
individual projects. By investing 
in collective spaces, policies can 
foster conditions for sustained 
empowerment rather than short-
term participation.

Learning programs often emphasize 
technical skills while overlooking 
psychosocial dimensions. The 
findings suggest that outcomes 
such as self-efficacy and 
growth mindset are central to 
Indigenous women’s ability to 
sustain livelihoods and exercise 
agency. Participatory Learning 
program should therefore require 
livelihood programs to integrate 
explicit components focused on 
confidence-building, leadership 
development, and self-reflection.  
By linking economic skills 
with agency and leadership 
development, learning programs 
can support more holistic and 
transformative empowerment 
pathways.

Without visible examples of 
Indigenous women succeeding 
on their own terms, programs risk 
reinforcing narratives that position 
empowerment as externally driven 
or unattainable. Practical policy 
measures include providing social 
recognition for peer mentors and 
community facilitators. These 
approaches can counter dominant 
development narratives that frame 
Indigenous women as beneficiaries, 
replacing them with models of 
mentorship grounded in lived 
experience and collective agency.

INVESTING IN SAFE AND 
ACCESSIBLE COLLECTIVE 
LEARNING SPACES FOR 
INDIGENOUS WOMEN

INTEGRATING 
PSYCHOSOCIAL 
DEVELOPMENT INTO 
LEARNING PROGRAMS

STRENGTHENING ROLE 
MODEL AND MENTORSHIP 
PATHWAYS WITHIN 
PROGRAMS

4.3

4.5

4.4
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responsibility in their communities. 
Participatory Learning Program 
guidelines should include flexible 
participation models that can adapt 
to women’s schedules and social 
roles rather than expecting women 
to adapt to rigid program structures. 
Examples include providing stipends, 
childcare support, or transportation 
allowances, as well as offering short, 
modular training formats that allow 
women to participate incrementally. 
These measures signal institutional 
recognition of gendered constraints 
and create enabling conditions for 
meaningful participation.

Recognizing women’s time 
constraints, livelihood demands, 
caregiving responsibilities, and 
opportunity costs is essential for 
inclusive program design. Programs 
that do not account for these 
realities may risk unintentionally 
reproducing exclusion, particularly 
for Indigenous women who 
carry disproportionate levels of 

REDUCING STRUCTURAL 
BARRIERS TO 
PARTICIPATION THROUGH 
FLEXIBLE PROGRAM 
DESIGN

4.6
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