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As sustainable development goals sharpen in focus, attention turns to refining 

assessment methods that can inform policymakers and practitioners—and foster success. I 

propose to present the mixed-methods approach of my recent Fulbright senior scholar project in 

public policy that measures the social impact of the booming industry of women’s argan oil 

cooperatives in Morocco’s argan forest, a UNESCO biosphere reserve. In 2005, drawing billions 

from international investors (including the United States, United Nations Development 

Programme, and World Bank), King Mohammed VI launched his far-reaching, reign-long 

development program, the National Initiative for Human Development (INDH), which 

capitalizes on Morocco’s natural resources and aims to boost the economy in ways that integrate 

marginalized social groups. The king explicitly identified women as a focus in a country that 

consistently ranks in the bottom tenth of the World Economic Forum Global Gender Gap Index. 

My research team applied women empowerment theory to evaluate progress toward the INDH 

mission. We surveyed 829 women and men in fifty-four rural communities in the Atlas 

Mountains and their foothills, comparing local views toward women empowerment in 

developing communities where INDH-supported argan oil cooperatives existed and in similar, 

undeveloped communities where they did not. Our results reveal the core tension of the INDH 

mission. While the impact of these cooperatives, or intervention or “treatment,” is clearer on 

women than on men—the men being profoundly conflicted—positive correlations exist between 

treatment and attitudes toward women pursuing opportunities and earning money. At the same 

time, however, in some regards these commercial ventures adversely correlate to greater gender 

parity, and in crucial ways other indicators, such as basic math skills, more strongly predict 

favorable attitudes toward women empowerment than treatment. In effect, the modest positive 

gains of these INDH-funded programs strengthen the state’s stability and control without eroding 

the bedrock of traditional rural society. Should policymakers and practitioners modify the INDH 

approach in this arena, or change course? Can goals be more tightly interlinked to strengthen the 

argan value chain in sustainable development terms? Discussion with the sustainability and 

development community will enhance future outcomes of this project’s large dataset.


