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Upland villagers in Southeast Asia, mostly ethnic minorities, have depended on forest resources in their livelihoods. However, their livelihoods have been greatly affected by tighter forest controls introduced by the governments, such as policies banning logging and shifting cultivations, introducing Community Forest Management (CFM), Forest Land Allocation (FLA), and Payment for Ecosystem Services (PES). As a Southeast Asian country, Vietnam has implemented these forest policies, such as the introduction of the CFM program in 2004. In the program, local communities are recognized as forest owners, granting them the right to co-manage and share the benefits. Under this context, existing studies have examined the impacts of such policies on their livelihoods. Yet limited studies, however, have focused on social impacts, especially gender issues.
Previous literature on the relationship between forest and gender has highlighted the influence of traditional gender roles in forest protection. Women often possess extensive knowledge of forest ecosystems, particularly regarding the gathering of non-timber forest products (NTFPs). As keepers of indigenous knowledge, they play a crucial role in maintaining ecological understanding and community land integrity, which are essential for forest and biodiversity conservation. While these contributions underscore women’s agency in forest protection activities, research examining how the transition of gender roles affects women’s empowerment in the CFM program remains poorly understood, especially among the ethnic minorities in Vietnam’s mountainous areas. 
In this regard, the authors found a village (T village) with patriarchal tradition in central Vietnam where women came to take initiative in CFM and village administrations. Such changes in gender roles highlight how forest protection policies, such as the CFM program, create new opportunities as well as challenges for women’s empowerment. Taking a case of T village, Da Nang City, Central Vietnam, this study therefore examines how the change of gender roles in the CFM program affects women’s empowerment. Field surveys were conducted in 2025, including household surveys, focus group discussions (FGDs), and in-depth interviews. Quantitative data were collected from 56 households in T village using semi-structured questionnaires to measure the women’s empowerment index in the CFM program. Questions related to respondents’ attitudes toward women’s roles in the CFM program were assessed with a 5-point Likert scale based on the Gender Roles Attitude Scale (Zeyneloglu & Terzioglu, 2011) at the community level. We gathered qualitative data on social institutions and women’s issues in the CFM program through three FGDs and three in-depth interviews. This study adopted a qualitative-dominant mixed-methods design, in which quantitative data complemented qualitative data. 
The study reveals three main findings. First, despite the remoteness of T village and its traditionally patriarchal Cotu society, women have gained access to resources (i.e., education, land inheritance, and income) and have directly participated in forest protection and decision-making, which provides evidence of changing gender roles and enhanced empowerment through the CFM program. Second, changing gender roles have created opportunities for women to assume political and leadership positions and gain representation in Cotu’s cultural institutions, while men increasingly recognize women’s roles in the village and CFM administration. Finally, women still face barriers, including increased workloads, limited technical knowledge, and physical constraints, which hinder their full participation in the CFM program. 
This study found that the transition of gender roles in the CFM program created both opportunities and challenges for women’s empowerment in T village. We recommend that forestry policies prioritize the perspectives of women directly engaged in forest protection, as this bottom-up approach is essential for advancing gender equality and ensuring sustainable forest management in Cotu ethnic minority villages of Vietnam’s upland areas.

