Invisible Dispossessions: Gendered Impacts of Urban Land-Use Change on Food Security in Sub-Saharan Africa
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	As cities in sub-Saharan Africa continue to grow at a rapid rate, the urban development of peri-urban agricultural zones has important implications for the food system and livelihoods. Such impacts are thoroughly gendered in nature but the relationship between Land-use Change, Food Security, and Gender Inequality is an under researched domain.

This review examines the effects of urban land use change and the influence of gender, specifically in sub-Saharan Africa, highlighting the relationship between spatial change and women's accessibility to land, food provisioning, as well as food system agency.

A thorough search of the peer-reviewed and grey literature was conducted using Scopus. Web of Science, Google Scholar, and IFPRI and FAO institutional repositories. The inclusion criteria contained studies published between the years 2000 and 2024 that examined Gender, Urbanization, Spatial Transformations and Food Security in Sub-Saharan Africa contexts. Data was synthesized thematically utilizing a two-layered theoretical perspective.

The results revealed a more profound understanding achieved through the creation of a theoretical framework in addressing the land-related problems that fall heavily on the female population because of land-use change due to insecure tenure status, socio-spatial marginalization, and exclusion from urban planning processes. In addition, loss of access to arable land, informal food markets, and reduced household nutrition were disclosed.
.
Urban land use planning practices in sub-Saharan Africa perpetuate gender disparities related to food systems. Closing the gaps demand a gender-sensitive approach to spatial planning and tenure security reforms and the integration of food provisioning systems with urban development principles.
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1. Introduction
Urbanization in sub-Saharan Africa has been occurring at a rate unprecedented in history, expected to rise from 472 million in 2020 to over 1 billion by 2050 (UN-Habitat 2022). This has been predominantly driven by the horizontal expansion of peri-urban and rural areas with little or no regulation. This has led to the development of a landscape characterized by the conglomeration of informal settlements, business ventures, and infrastructure development that increasingly uses arable land. The peri-urban area has been playing a vital role in the food chain. In fact, peri-urban areas have long been identified as very important hubs for the production of goods like vegetables, meat products, and cereals for the consumption of city inhabitants (Ayambire et al., 2019).
Significantly, the main stock of labour participating in such spaces consists of women as cultivators of small plots of land, vendors in open markets, and as caretakers responsible for the preparation of food (FAO, 2011; Tacoli and Vorley, 2015). Nonetheless, the changing land uses in urban areas increasingly negate the above functions through the disempowerment of the above-mentioned women of their land resources and the changing geography of food access. Counterintuitively, the relationship between land use change and food insecurity has been considered as a.gender-blind (gender neutral) concern in the discourse of urban planning. Mainstream approaches to urban planning in the context of Africa hardly account for the role of the commodification of land resources and planning systems in undermining the role of women in the food sector (Odeny 2013; Njoh et al., 2016; Nchanji et al., 2023).
The two most pervasive paradigms of urbanisation in the African context tend to promote economic development and the development of infrastructure as more important than other aspects like equity and the sustainable use of natural resources (Watson 2013). Within the paradigmatic structure mentioned above, the role of gender tends to remain at the margins of the conversation related to the use of the land and tends not to play a pivotal role as a core dimension related to access. However, existing studies that tend to validate empirical assertions have clearly shown the following: Women tend to lack access to the use of land. They tend not to remain involved as pivotal stakeholders during the planning phase. They also tend not to remain involved as stakeholders related to the development of food systems residing in the peri-urban context (Mutopo 2011; Owusu Twum et al. (2020); Nchanji et al. (2023)) The initial scan of the pre-existing knowledge area has identified the lack of comprehensive syntheses related to the pivotal role of the effects of land use changes as mentioned above. In cases where the topic of gender is considered, it tends to happen in the context of studies that are exclusively focused on rural agriculture or informality in urban areas, but that do not link the transitional geography between the two spheres (HLPE 2024).
This review fills this important lacuna by systematically synthesizing the available evidence with regard to the gender implications of urban land-use change and food security in sub-Saharan Africa. Its specific aim is to review the empirical evidence available that has investigated the effect of urban land-use change on the availability of food-producing land for women in sub-Saharan African cities and the geographies of exclusion where by women are marginalized in the food systems of cities. This review proposes to operate at the nexus of the Sustainable Development Goals 2: Zero Hunger, Goal 5: Gender Equality, and Goal 11: Sustainable Cities and Communities.
1.1 [bookmark: _Hlk202949807]Theoretical Framework
This review employed a two-tiered theoretical framework to critically analyze the role of gendered experiences of urban land-use change and food insecurity in Sub-Saharan Africa. On the fundamental level (tier one), the lens of the Feminist Political Ecology (FPE) perspective enables the fundamental analysis of the role of the politics of gender in the construction of land and resource access (Rocheleau et al., 2013). 
Table 1: Theoretical Framework
	SN
	Theory / Framework
	Emphasis
	Relevance
	Issues

	1.
	Feminist Political Ecology (FPE)
	How gender, education, class, and power affect access to and control over natural resources. 
	Explain how urban land-use change disproportionately impacts women’s access to land and food.
	Women, Economy, Ecology,
Politics.

	2.
	Political Economy of Land 
(PEL)
	Reveals land-use change in broader political and economic processes (commodification of land).
	Probes how land tenure & urbanization policies marginalize women in agriculture & food systems to benefit elite groups.
	Women, Economy, Ecology,
Politics.

	3.
	Intersectionality Theory
(IT)
	Explains how multiple social groups, like race, class, and gender, overlap to create experiences of discrimination or disadvantage.
	Recounts why in peri-urban areas, single mothers face more severe consequences of land dispossession than other women.
	Women, Economy, Ecology,
Politics.

	4.
	Urban Political Ecology
(UPE)
	It explains how urban land-use change affects ecological outcomes and social inequalities.
	Depicts how infrastructure development alters access to water, urban food systems, and women's livelihoods.
	Women, Economy, Ecology,
Politics.

	5.
	Sustainable Livelihoods Framework
(SLF)
	A holistic, people-centered approach, that influence people's ability to secure a sustainable living. 
	Reveals how urban expansion affect women-headed households, reduce access to land and food security.
	Women,
Economy,
Livelihoods.


	6.
	Gender and Development (GAD) 
	How development policies and practices affect men and women differently.
	Explains how urban land policies avoid or fortify gender inequalities in food production.
	Women,
Development.


	7.
	Food Sovereignty and Food Justice 
(FSFJ)
	Interrelated platitudes focused on transforming food systems to be more sustainable and equitable. 
	Upholds local control of food systems, especially for women in informal urban settlements.
	Women, Economy, Ecology,
Politics.


Source: Authors’ Construct (2025)
In order to find the broader structural context of the aforementioned experiences involving land use in the city, the Political Economy of Land (PEL) perspective illustrates how the commodification processes driven by the development of the urban sectors continue to disempower females involved in food systems (Gyapong 2021). Another layer of the theoretical perspective – the Intersectionality Theory (IT), (Chigbu, Paradza & Dachaga 2019), expands the aforementioned perspective to incorporate aspects of multiple intersections like class and marital status.
Urban Political Ecology (UPE) focuses on the ecologically disruptive effects of infrastructure construction (Heynen, Kaika, and Swyngedouw 2006); Sustainable Livelihoods Framework (SLF) outlines the resilience aspects at the household level (Chambers and Conway 1992); Gender and Development (GAD) critically addresses policy neglected aspects in urban planning (Moser 1993); Food Sovereignty and Food Justice (FSFJ) outlines normatively appropriate alternatives for a more just and equity-based food systems (Patel 2009). This framework together provides a comprehensive understanding at multiple levels of how the transformation of urban land goes unnoticed in its dispossession of women and how the food security landscape in Sub-Saharan Africa gets altered. The overlapping area represents the area of focus for the research: ‘Invisible Dispossessions’, where each of the seven theories has been positioned in two levels to highlight the gender aspects of the land transformation and food insecurity in Sub-Saharan Africa.
[bookmark: _Hlk212645079]LITERATURE REVIEW
The reviewed literature appears to represent a growing but disjointed academic effort at understanding the gender dimensions of the effects of urban land-use change and its influence on food security in Africa.
Women’s Land Tenure Insecurity 
Figure 1: Conceptual Framework to analyse women’s land tenure security
[image: https://ars.els-cdn.com/content/image/1-s2.0-S0264837719310853-gr1_lrg.jpg]
Source: (Doss & Meinzen-Dick, 2020)
A conceptual framework presented in Figure 1 above has been employed by Doss & Meinzen-Dick (2020) to analyze the land tenure security of women. For the purpose of comparison of the tenure security of women across locations, it is required that information about the context, threats and opportunities associated with the tenure security of women, as well as the action arena encompassing the individuals involved in shaping the tenure security of women as well as the resources employed for such purposes should be available (Doss & Meinzen-Dick, 2020). Mutopo (2011) explains the ways in which Zimbabwe’s land reform program impacted the higher percentage of disempowered women as a result of the patriarchal nature of the land allocation program. In peri-urban locations where the acquisition of the land is informal or through custom law, the female population is the first to lose their access to the land as the locations get reclassified as urban zones. According to RRI (2017), the same situation affects many countries in Africa.
Displacement from Informal Food Markets
Research conducted by Tacoli and Vorley (2015), as well as Okoye (2020), shows the displacement of women participating in the informal markets not only from agricultural land but also from the market. This displacement can come in the form of the closing down of markets as a result of zoning regulations and the demolition of market structures due to the gentrification of urban areas (Spire and Choplin 2018).
Food System Restructuring and Spatial Marginalisation
[bookmark: _Hlk212655975]As pointed out by Cofie (2015) and Adarkwah et al. (2018), peri-urban agricultural systems in Ghana are declining as a result of real estate development. This has led to the withdrawal of both land and water resources from women. Such trends reinforce the existence of Gender disparities in Nutritional inequality among households. As FAO (2011) states, the pivot role of women in the Food system has been ignored by policies and plans.
Policy Blind Spots and Planning Exclusion
An important concern highlighted by both authors: the lack of inclusion of both gender and food security components in the strategic vision of the planning frameworks. For instance, as argued by Odeny (2013) and Watson (2013), the lack of legal pathways to secure the land rights of the female population can perpetuate the loss.
Development of Theoretical-Conceptual Framework 
The conceptual framework created by Doss & Meinzen-Dick (2020) can be used as a convenient means to explain the land tenure security of women. The relationships and complexities between the ‘invisible dispossessions’ must instead be addressed utilizing a broader conceptual framework. There are 2 groups of theories. The first group of theories encompasses the red circular figures. These represent basic theories as well as the fundamental solutions for the invisible dispossessions. The other group of theories encompasses the blue rectangular figures. These represent the supporting theories as well as the supporting solutions. The purple form represents the effect.
This framework proposes the Combined Theoretical-Conceptual Framework (CIF) that combines a set of seven interrelated theories to analyze the structural and differential aspects of invisible dispossessions. This framework has been framed based on the context of Feminist Political Ecology (FPE), thereby incorporating the structural, gendered, and inter-sectional realms of the concept of dispossession.
In essence, FPE (Rocheleau et al., 1996) offers the conceptual focal point, highlighting the links between the Gender-Environment-Power complex and the mediation of access to and control over resources. Intersectionality Theory (Crenshaw 1989) acts as the differentiator. In this case, the intersecting nature of different factors like Gender-Class-ethnicity explains the cumulative effect of vulnerabilities. Political Ecology of Land (PEL) (Zoomers 2010; Borras and Franco 2012) acts as the skeleton. In this regard, the commodification and management of land resources form the core dispossession strategy. Sustainable Livelihoods Framework (SLF) (Chambers and Conway 1992; Scoones 1998) and Gender and Development (GAD) approaches (Moser 1993; Razavi and Miller 1995) form the additional components of the ISF. In this case, the strategies for adaptation and empowerment act as the main mediation factor.
Figure 2: Combined Theoretical-Conceptual Framework on ‘invisible dispossessions’ [image: ]Source: Authors’ Construct (2025)
Urban Political Ecology (UPE) (Heynen et al., 2006; Lawhon et al., 2013) takes the analysis further to the spatial dimension of the city, unpacking how regimes of infrastructure and planning produce socio-environmental injustices. Finally, Food Sovereignty and Food Justice (FSFJ) (Patel 2009; Holt-Giménez and Shattuck 2011) as a perspective introduces the aspect of livelihoods and governance.
Together, the CIF offers a theoretically complete approach that integrates both the macro-structural components (PEL and UPE) and the eco-gendered components (FPE), as well as the components driven by vulnerable intersections (IT) and those related to the resilience of living activities (SLF and FSFJ).
METHODOLOGY
This systematic review adheres to the guidelines of the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) 2020 as shown in Figure 2 below. This framework is aimed at enhancing the transparency and replicability of the review as per the requirements described in Page et al. (2021). This review uses a qualitative approach to synthesizing the results. The review encompasses both peer-reviewed as well as the gray literature published between January 2000 and June 2024.
An extensive search has been carried out using the following academic and gray literature databases: Google Scholar, Scopus, Web of Science, IFPRI and FAO databases. Search keywords used were: “urban sprawl” OR “land use change” OR “peri-urban development” AND “gender” OR “women” OR “female-headed households” AND “food security” OR “nutrition” OR “food systems” AND “sub-Saharan Africa” OR “SSA”.
The inclusion criteria included the following: empirical or theoretical studies published between 2000 and 2024; peer-reviewed journal articles, book chapters, policy documents, and theses; studies conducted in the sub-Saharan African countries; and the article must refer to at least two of the following: land-use change, gender issues, or food security. Exclusion criteria included studies that were outside the geographic area included in the review, studies that covered only rural agricultural interventions.
The initial search produced 372 records. After removing the duplication and applying the title/abstract screening, 102 studies were thoroughly examined. Finally, 56 studies were chosen for a thorough review. Every eligible study among the 56 studies used a specially designed 3-point quality-scored rubric stemming from the MMAT and the JBI rubric shown below in Table 2.
Table 2: Quality Appraisal
	Criterion
	Score

	Clearly defined objectives and relevance to the research question
	1

	Use of empirical or systematic methods (not anecdotal)
	1

	Transparent presentation of findings and thematic clarity
	1




Figure 3: PRISMA Flowchart
[image: ]
Source: Authors’ Construct (2025)
Articles scoring 2 or more out of 3 were considered for the review. In total, 44 studies scored 2 or more out of 3. The 12 studies were excluded due to the lack of rigour in the method used or because the studies were irrelevant to the topic of the gender-land-food nexus.
Data Extraction and Thematic Coding
A structured extraction form has been used to compile information about the authors/s, date, geographic locations of studies, methods used, findings related to both genders, and thematic themes. Six thematic themes emerged both inductively and deductively. They are: Tenure Security, Land Governance, Spatial Exclusion, Nutrition Inequality, Gender/Public Norms, and Economic Empowerment.
Data Synthesis
The thematic synthesis involved hand coding and the use of a matrix table in Excel. Frequency counts were accumulated, and studies were coded under a theme or themes. Descriptive statistical analysis helped evaluate the trend of thematic representation. Graphs were made to represent the prevalence of the theme.
Results
Summary of Included Studies
Of the 56 reviewed studies, 44 were included in the thematic synthesis. 42 studies were peer-reviewed and published between 2000 and 2024. They employed empirical field studies conducted in Ghana, Kenya, Zimbabwe, Ethiopia, South Africa, Cameroon, and Uganda. They covered a wide array of methods ranging from ethnographies to spatial analyses and participatory mappings.
Narrative Synthesis of Thematic Findings
The thematic analysis of the 44 studies shows that the relationships between the impacts of land-use change occurring in sub-Saharan African countries and their effects on the achievement of food security as shaped by gendered factors are complex. Despite the studies' varying locations geographically and their diverse disciplines and methodologies, the six main themes identified in the studies can offer understanding about how space influences the relationship between food security and the role of gender. These six themes include tenure security.
Tenure security emerged as one of the most commonly investigated themes. Most of the studies underscored the fact that the form of tenure held by women over their land tends to lack formal recognition or status in its own right and relies instead upon men in the family. Thus, when peri-urban land is converted to residential or industrial use, the first people to be deprived of access tend to be the women because their lack of formal documentation and representation in the community precludes them from being heard. For instance, (Bonye et al., 2021; Mutopo 2011).
Processes involved in land governance like titling programs and urban master plans were found to constitute patriarchal systems that disregard the claims of women. Though the legal systems have been improved to ensure greater equity in land ownership, their effectiveness has been undermined. The traditional and legal systems intersect in ways that perpetuate biases in land ownership in a way that favors men because traditional rulers continue to allocate the land without incorporating aspects of equity (Addo et al. 2024; Nyamura & Ngwenya 2024).
The pervasive nature of spatial exclusion among the studies indicates a continuous process of the marginalization of women both in the productive domain of food sources like farmlands and community gardens and the commercial domain of markets/trading centers. As urbanization intensifies, the land originally allocated for agricultural purposes or for the conduct of markets, where women trade their produce, is refashioned for other uses. This has serious effects on the mobility of women as well as their role in the newly formed urban society.
A still emergent but underdeveloped literature connects such exclusion to nutrition disparities, especially in female-headed households. Such studies observed that as the ability of women to control the land and the vending of food diminishes, the accessibility of food to the household can become more vulnerable; the diets become less diverse and increasingly composed of ultra-processed foods (Korth et al. 2014; Khumalo et al. 2024). However, very limited studies quantified the effect in the long term and disaggregate the nutritional information per sex.
Gender norms and patriarchal structures were mentioned in 86% of the studies. Even when the law favors the land rights of women, other factors such as cultural traditions tend to restrict their enforceability. Gender intersecting with other factors such as class divisions, age disparities, and marital status has been mentioned in several studies, especially where the widowed and unmarried women were denied the additional land rights beyond men (McNicoll 2011; Ngcamu 2022; Mubiru et al. 2024).
Finally, the theme of economic empowerment proved to reflect notable disparities. Though many studies recognized the importance of women gaining access to land as the basis for food-based economic activities, only a few were concerned with the relationship between the loss of land and the decline of economic empowerment. However, the empirical reality indicates the existence of a strong relationship between the loss of land use in urban areas and the degradation of financial empowerment among women related to food vending, gardening, and market gardening activities (Nchanji et al. 2023; Sakketa 2023). The interplay of the above themes indicates the existence of the invisible reality of displacement in the relationship between the gender and land access.
Dominant Thematic Patterns
Analysis of thematic coding revealed the following prevalence:
Tenure Security: Most studies underscore the fact that the availability of land for women has been limited through the aspect of tenure, inheritance practices, and displacement. The transition tenure systems remain challenged in offering the peri-urban land tenure to the female population (Mutopo 2011; Arisunta 2015; Addo et al. 2024).
Land Governance: Urban planning regimes, land titling programs, and development at the municipal level perpetuate the lack of gender considerations in decision-making. Ineffective account ability and lack of clarity in the bureaucracy were common patterns (Hovorka 2006; Doss et al., 2014; Tantoh et al. 2021).
Spatial Exclusion: Urban sprawl greatly affects female farmers and vendors. They are excluded from productive areas. Spatial planning hardly considers the mobility or subsistence patterns of women (Bachange 2020; Wudil et al. 2022; Bhanye 2023).
Nutrition Inequality: Land dispossession appropriation and urbanization have impacted the accessibility, production, and affordability of nutritious food to women in general and female-headed households in particular (Korth et al., 2014; Khumalo et al., 2024; Thompson et al., 2010).
Gender/Social Norms: The cultural norms in the patriarchal society limit the autonomy of women when it comes to the use of the land. Even if the policy seems gender-blind in its approach, its practical implementation tends to involve biases that are profoundly entrenched (McNicoll 2011; Ngcamu 2022; Mubiru et al. 2024)
Economic Empowerment: Few studies examined the relationship between land-use change and women's food-related businesses or economic earnings. Yet the effects were mentioned concerning living as well as access to the informal market (Nchanji et al. 2023; Sakketa 2023).
Thematic Classification Table
Table 3. Thematic Classification of 44 Studies 
	Theme
	Studies
	Key Studies Referenced

	
	No. 
	(%)
	

	[bookmark: _Hlk206421377]Tenure Security
	39 
	88
	Mutopo 2011; Arisunta 2015; Addo et al. 2024

	Land Governance
	40 
	91
	Hovorka 2006; Doss et al., 2014; Tantoh et al. 2021

	Spatial Exclusion
	43 
	98
	Bachange 2020; Wudil et al. 2022; Bhanye 2023

	Nutrition Disparities
	34 
	77
	Thompson et al. 2010; Korth et al. 2014; Khumalo et al. 2024

	Gender/Social Norms
	38 
	86
	McNicoll 2011; Ngcamu 2022; Mubiru et al. 2024 

	Economic Empowerment
	28 
	64
	Nchanji et al. 2023; Sakketa 2023


Source: Authors’ Construct (2025)
Visual Representation of Thematic Distribution
Figure 4 below highlights the distribution of the thematic category studied during the synthesizing process. The thematic category of Spatial Exclusion emerged as the most dominant theme (98%), followed by the thematic category of Land Governance (91%), among others.
Figure 4. Theme Frequency Across 44 Included Studies
[image: ]
Source: Authors’ Construct (2025)
Discussion and Policy Implications
Synthesis of Gendered Spatial Dispossession
This review has made clear that the outcome of spatial dislocation and the lack of attention given to gendered spatial dislocation as a consequence of land-use change in sub-Saharan Africa has been widespread. Tenure insecurity and the role of spatial exclusion as factors that characterize the loss of access to productive land resources, food provisioning capacity resources, or other means of living for women were recognized as dominant factors in 44 studies. This indicates that the vulnerability of women not only results from the outcome of urbanization but rather reflects the nature of the land-governing structure that functions in a gender-blind or patriarchal manner (Hovorka 2006; Mutopo 2011).
Spatial exclusion emerged as the theme most commonly coded (98%), indicating that women are systematically excluded from agricultural land and vending sites close to the peripheries of cities. This happens due to the development of infrastructure, land grabbing, and zoning imposed in the absence of spatial planning inclusion procedures (Owusu Twum et al. 2020; Bachange 2020; Wudil et al. 2022; Bhanye 2023).
"Dispossession as a concept related to the land rights of women refers to the loss of access, management, and ownership through legal systems and patriarchal norms (Agarwal 1994)". This represents the core reason for the “feminisation of poverty” (Chant 2006), and the inflation of large-scale land acquisition significantly affects the loss of traditional use rights. This lack of bargaining power due to the lack of undivided property can also signify the type of silent “dispossession” felt internally (Sen 1990).
Current scenarios in the whole of sub-Saharan Africa reflect the deterioration since nearly 25% of the area in Africa experiences land degradation, and appallingly 3 million hectares are annually lost (World Bank 2016). Climate change and improper agricultural practices contribute to the annual loss (Atube et al. 2021). Urbanisation as well as commercial monocultures are uprooting the owners of the land, especially the female category belonging to the marginalized group due to insecure land tenure systems (Lanz 2022). They are actively participating in the agricultural business as the chief producers since, on average, more than 50% of the labour involved in agriculture comes from the female gender; however, their agricultural land holdings are remarkably smaller compared to their labour since they are silently and subtly dispossessed (Doss 2014). This scenario is reflected in the data presented in table 4 below.
Analysis was conducted in a two-fold manner: first for the females who own the land, as well as the total. From the lowest percentage of 15.4% of the female agricultural land owners, 7% of the total percentage (1.1% of the total ownership) held less than 10% of the land. 76.8% (11.8% of the total ownership) held between 10 and 20% of the land; 8.4% (1.3% of the total ownership) between 20 and 30%, 7.6% (1.2% of the total ownership) between 30 and 40% of the land; and 0.3% (0.04% of the total ownership) between 50 and 60% of the land. This marginalisation among the female farmers indicates a serious concern that can form a negative factor in the fight against food insecurity.




 Table 4: Distribution of Agricultural Holders by Gender in Sub-Saharan Africa
[image: ]Source: FAO Gender and Land Rights Database (2015)
Interconnected Structural Inequities
The results also reveal that the lack of tenure security and the failure of land governance create enabling factors for the existence of female food insecurity. In 88% of the studies, the female land claims were undermined through the local culture, lack of documentation, or displacements during the formalization process. These factors are further fueled by patriarchal sociology, which has persisted even in the face of a gender-blind land policy (Doss et al., 2014; Arisunta 2015). This lack of recognition comes at the cost of the health and sustenance of the food-insecure female population. As revealed in Ghana, Kenya, and Zimbabwe studies: the titling and spatial development plans overlook female unofficial land claims to the land, specifically in the peri-urban areas (Addo et al., 2024; Bonye et al., 2021).
Underreported Links Between Land and Nutrition
Despite the finding that 77% of the studies documented the existence of disparities in nutritional access, very few studies critically examined the nutritional aspect, especially the aspects of intrahousehold food distribution and children's diets. Only some studies examined how the loss of land can become the source of nutritional inequality, specifically in female-headed households (Korth et al. 2014; Mubiru et al. 2024). Additionally, very little information can be found about the influence of the loss of land on the control of the production and distribution of food by women, when the fact has been acknowledged that the greater control of the aforementioned has been shown to improve nutritional status (FAO 2011).This review confirms the plea made by feminist scholars of the food system for the inclusion of spatial plans concerned with nutritional aspects among the plans involved in the development of cities as recommended in several sources (Crush & Frayne, 2011; Haysom G. 2021).
Gaps in Spatial Evidence and Mapping
Although a few studies employed participatory GIS and remote sensing to track land-use change, the lack of gender-disaggregated spatial data remains a major barrier to evidence-based policy. Most planning agencies do not collect or map data on gendered patterns of land access, displacement, or food provisioning. As a result, women’s spatial experiences remain invisible in urban master plans and spatial justice assessments. There is a strong case for integrating feminist GIS methodologies (Kwan 2002; Elwood, 2006), participatory community mapping, and ground-truthing into land-use monitoring systems. Tools like household-level land tenure mapping, market access heatmaps, and food security overlays can enable more inclusive planning.
Policy and Planning Implications
To mitigate the gendered impacts of urban land-use change, the following policy pathways are recommended:
Strengthen Legal Tenure Protections: Governments should expand access to formal land rights for women through joint titling, legal aid services, and gender-sensitive adjudication, particularly in urbanising rural zones.
Institutionalise Gender in Urban Planning: National and municipal development frameworks should require gender impact assessments for rezoning, urban redevelopment, and infrastructure projects. Representation of women in local land boards and planning councils must be institutionalised.
Protect the peri-urban agricultural zones: Urban authorities must establish the concept of a greenbelt as a zone that protects the land used for subsistence agriculture and food vending by the female population. The greenbelt must be included in the urban land-use plan.
Empowering Women Food Entrepreneurs: Efforts should focus on the informal food economy because the main players are women. Land allocation in urban areas should focus on allocating as much land as possible for the space of food trade and food production.
Invest in Spatial Data Systems: Develop a gender-disaggregated spatial data infrastructure that enables planners to visualise how land-use change affects different population groups. This includes using participatory GIS, community-based enumeration, and satellite-linked tenure tracking.
Research Implications
This review highlights the need for future research to expand longitudinal studies that link land-use change with long-term nutrition and livelihood outcomes for women, develop intersectional frameworks that explore how age, class, marital status, and migration interact with gendered land dispossession, and integrate quantitative spatial analysis with qualitative storytelling to represent women’s experiences more holistically in land-use change research.
Conclusion and Future Research Directions
Conclusion
This systematic review has demonstrated that urban land-use change in sub-Saharan Africa is not a gender-neutral process. Rather, it is a deeply political and spatially exclusionary phenomenon that disproportionately undermines women's access to land, economic security, and food systems. Drawing on 44 high-quality studies, the review identified six interlinked themes, tenure security, land governance, spatial exclusion, nutrition disparities, gender norms, and economic empowerment, that collectively structure a system of ‘invisible dispossession’.
As a result of their lack of informal access to land resources, their role as non-monetary food producers, as well as their limited involvement in the governance of the resource, women are rendered vulnerable to the effects of peri-urban development. This vulnerability can be attributed to limited livelihood opportunities and access to healthy food.
The implication here is that land use change in urban areas cannot be planned for, executed, and assessed without incorporating a gender dimension. The consequences of disregarding the nexus between the management of land and the food security of women are already apparent, as it can only continue to widen the existing inequality in sustainable development goals such as SDG 2: Zero Hunger, SDG 5: Gender Equality, and SDG 11: Sustainable Cities and Communities.
Future Research Directions
This review identifies numerous important gaps and opportunities for scholarship and practice in this field:
Longitudinal Research Relating Land Loss to Nutrition
Future studies should use both qualitative and longitudinal designs to establish how transitions in land use influence food security at the household level, specifically female-headed households.
Intersectional Approaches to Dispossession
Research should instead focus more on understanding the relationship between gender and other aspects such as age, marital status, class, immigration status, and disabilities. Most studies have been conducted based merely on the aspect of gender.
Participatory and Feminist Spatial Methods
A potential synergy between the concepts of feminist GIS mapping and remote sensing truthed could empower the visualization of the exclusion patterns made invisible.
Comparative Urban Studies Across Sub-Regions
Such comparative studies are required to identify the patterns across East, West, Central, and Southern Africa. This will generate a body of knowledge that provides input for urban land reform and management of the food systems.
Policy and Institutional Ethnographies
Further ethnographic research should be conducted to disentangle the ways in which land use decisions are made and negotiated. This would reveal more information about the informal processes that currently exist at the planning departments and traditional councils. 
Measurement of Empowerment and Resilience
New indicators must be created to monitor the empowerment and resilience of female individuals affected by the process of dispossession. These could include access to collective spaces, participation in governance, and food system autonomy.
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