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Session 1

Chapter 2:
Workshop
sessions

      contains ten workshop sessions which introduce different aspects

of the livelihoods framework. Each session builds on the previous one. Together the sessions provide

a comprehensive guide to the main features of the livelihoods approach. This does not mean that the

sessions must be done in the order that they are presented here. Facilitators can mix and match

sessions to suit the situation. Sessions can be adapted to cater for different levels of knowledge and

experience among participants. Depending on the time available and the group, activities could be

expanded or done in a shorter time.

The sessions are as follows:

• Session 1: What are households? (page 28)

• Session 2: Inside the household (page 40)

• Session 3: Introducing the livelihoods framework (page 57)

• Session 4: Household activities (page 88)

• Session 5: Capabilities and assets (page 97)

• Session 6: Access, power and control (page 110)

• Session 7: The external environment (page 126)

• Session 8: The vulnerability context (page 155)

• Session 9: Exploring sustainability (page 170)

• Session 10: Livelihoods and disaster risk (page 190)

This chapter
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Session 1:

What are households?

Summary

Purpose
Different people use the term ‘household’ to mean different things. The session shows how important
it is that the planning team understands how community members define a household. Members of
the community and development planning teams must develop a shared definition of the household
in order to work well together. This will ensure that households and their livelihoods will be a useful
basis for analysis and planning.

By the end of this session participants will:

• agree on a working definition of a household

• list common criteria and likely difficulties in deciding whether someone is a member of the
household or not

• recognise that local institutions might use different definitions of household when making deci-
sions about access to resources.

Activity overview
This session consists of two linked activities:

• In Activity 1 participants profile their own households and develop a set of criteria that define
who may be considered as household members.

• In Activity 2 participants work in groups to analyse prepared household case studies and apply
the household membership criteria they developed in Activity 1. They decide who is a household
member and who is not.

After the groups have presented their analysis, they have a short discussion to highlight any house-
hold membership criteria that were difficult to apply. The session ends with a discussion about the
issues that have been raised and the implications these have for doing household profiles in the field.

Session components and time required
The ‘key ideas’ section introduces ideas and debates about the definition and composition of house-
holds. This can be photocopied and handed out at the end of the session. The preparation section
alerts the trainer to what he or she will need to do before running the session. The facilitation section
is a step-by-step session plan. The two activity guides are designed to be photocopied and handed
out to participants. The session requires the use of two household case studies. Make your choice
from the printed case studies for photocopying from Chapter 4 (Case Study 1 and 2), the filmed case
studies on the videocassette, or develop your own case studies.

The session will take slightly more than 2 hours, depending on what case studies you use.
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The livelihoods framework emphasises the importance of starting with
people, understanding their skills and assets, and the different factors that
contribute to how they make a living. The approach assists people to iden-
tify strengths and build on the strategies they have already developed to
reduce vulnerability, diversify their livelihoods and make them more secure.
The approach also engages policy makers and development practitioners to
ensure that policies and development initiatives target the key issues and
actively contribute to livelihood security.

Livelihoods analysis often starts by looking at households – how they are
structured and how they interrelate. Household profiles can provide critical
information about how people live, how households interrelate and how
they contribute to, and are affected by community dynamics. Household
profiles are used as the basis for participatory ranking activities where local
people rank households according to their perceptions of relative well-being.

Concepts and definitions
Household concepts and definitions are seldom neutral and may be dis-
torted by the biases of researchers and planners. This makes it very impor-
tant to work out locally appropriate definitions with people and test these
definitions against the diversity of local household situations.

Defining the household
Households are often defined as people who eat together, share resources
and live under the same roof:

The household, in all its different cultural connotations, is the
primary social living unit. In it are encapsulated a cluster of
activities of people who live together most of the time and
provide mutual physical, socio psychological, and developmen-
tal support and functions within the broader organisation and
environment of the community.

1

However, household definitions do not always fit well with complex realities.
Some writers have asked whether searching for a universal household definition
is necessary.

2
 Households come in different shapes and sizes and they may be

different at different times in the year.
3
 Also, the way people define households

may vary within and between communities. The way that people define house-
holds may change depending on changing circumstances.

What are households?

Key ideas
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Some people think that households are the same as the ‘nuclear family’ – a
man, a woman and their children. People who have this idea of the house-
hold may also believe that resources, food and income are equally shared.
This is often not the case.

4
 (See Session 2)

There are many other variations on the form and composition of the house-
hold. Households can include grandparents, other relations, or children
from other families who may be temporary, or semi-permanent household
members. Households frequently include people who often do not live in
them. This is particularly true where rural household members are migrant
workers in towns and cities.

Extended family household networks
Individual households can be linked through extended family networks.
These networks may be strong or weak. Where they are strong, extended
family networks provide a mutual support system and a framework for how
households relate to one another.

Pressures on the extended family system such as poverty and HIV/AIDS are
increasing. This is making it more difficult for more secure households to
support vulnerable households in the extended family. These pressures may
lead more secure households to decide that they are responsible only for
their immediate families.

Who is the household head?
The concept of ‘headship’ often assumes that there is someone, usually a
man, with overall decision-making authority in the household and that that
person’s views are the most important. The idea of headship also often
assumes that the household head makes the primary economic contribution
to the household’s livelihood. These assumptions needed to be carefully
tested when compiling household profiles.

Female-headed households
People often use this term to refer to households that consist of a single
woman and her dependants. However, there are many cases where female-
headed households include men. It is often assumed that female-headed
households are more vulnerable or poorer than households with two heads,
or households headed by men. Research from southern and central Africa
shows that is not always the case.

Households come in many shapes and sizes



Workshop sessions31

Session 1

Some studies show that female-headed households have lower poverty rates
than nuclear households. Other research shows that, although female-headed
households may have lower levels of income, pre-school children within the
household may be better fed than in comparative households headed by men.

In South Africa households headed by women earn a third of households
headed by men.

5
 This reduced income is usually because female-headed

households include fewer income earners.

Child-headed households
Sub-Saharan Africa has the world’s highest incidence of HIV/AIDS.

6
 Increas-

ingly in southern Africa children whose parents have died of AIDS must
take on the role of heads of households.

Extended family and community affiliations
Individual households are linked together through family ties. Members of
the extended family may be dispersed in different places. Sometimes family
ties and ties between people from the same community are very similar.
Research has shown that almost all the people in certain urban informal
settlements in South Africa come from the same rural place. People with
strong rural community ties often co-operate with each other to establish
themselves in the city.

Household clusters
Clusters of households can often be seen in rural communities and urban
informal settlements. These clusters are based on family ties and various co-
operative links. The links can be seen in the way in which people co-
operate in carrying out different types of work.

Households and livelihoods
Households are composed and defined in different ways. They may vary
according to custom, culture, gender and economic situation. Households
exist in relation to one another and may form clusters that reflect extended
family ties. Households have rights, duties and entitlements. Household
entitlements may include access to land for settlement, cultivation and
common grazing, as well as access to forest products and other natural
resources. Households also have the right to participate in decision making
about how these resources are used.
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Usually local institutions mediate people’s access to these resources. For
example, they may determine who can get access to arable land or who
can get a residential site. These decisions are usually shaped by local agree-
ments on what constitutes a qualifying household. In some cases female-
headed households may not qualify for access to land for cultivation, or
their voices may not be heard when taking decisions about how resources
should be used.

Because there are different ideas about what a household is, the livelihoods
framework emphasises the importance of agreeing on criteria for defining
household membership. One of the strengths of the livelihoods framework
is in working with local conditions and local definitions.

Endnotes for Session 1
1

Masini 1991, quoted in Chant 1998.
2

Harris 1981; Roberts 1991.
3

See Chant 1991.
4

Crehan 1992.
5

Budlender no date.
6

UNAIDS-WHO statistics showed that in December 2000, 25 million of the world’s 36 million people with
HIV/AIDS lived in sub-Saharan Africa. (UNAIDS-WHO 2000). By December 2001, there were 3.4 million
new infections in sub-Saharan Africa (UNAIDS-WHO 2001).
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Getting started

Before you run this session, you will need to:

• read through the ‘key ideas’ section of this session and make sure you
understand the different definitions and principal debates around the
household

• make sure you know what the session objectives are (from the summary)
and work through the facilitation section to prepare yourself

• read through the two activity guides

• choose two household case studies – these can come from Chapter 4
(Case Study 1 and Case Study 2 on pages 291–2), the videocassette
(details below), or case studies which you have prepared yourself.

Materials required
Flipcharts, photocopies (specified below), pens for writing on flipcharts and
material to attach flipcharts to the wall. If you decide to use films, you will
also need a working video machine and television set.

Preparing the materials
1. Write the learning objectives (from the summary) and the session outline

on a flipchart.

2. (Optional) Prepare a matrix for each group to list household members
and assess them against prepared criteria. Refer to the example in Activ-
ity Guide 2. You will need to stick four flip charts together to make a
working matrix that the groups can use.

3. Make enough copies of the ‘key ideas’ section to hand out to every
participant at the end of the session.

4. Make enough copies of the two activity guides to hand out to every
participant.

5. (Optional) Prepare a presentation about the household from the ‘key
ideas’ section and other sources.

6. Prepare the household case studies you have chosen. Case Study 1 and
Case Study 2 from Chapter 4 can be used in this session. If you decide to

What are households?

Preparation
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use these case studies, make enough copies to hand out to every partici-
pant. If you decide to use your own case studies, prepare these for
photocopying and ensure there are enough copies to hand out to every
participant. If you decide to use filmed case studies, make sure the video
machine and television set are working, and that the videotape is in the
right place. The following table may help you choose the films:

Film Description Rating*

Mozambique:
Floods

The household of André and Ilda Simao is inter-generational. The household
consists of André and Ilda, their three children, André’s mother, his brother, and
his sister-in-law. The arrangement raises interesting questions. Are there actually
two households under one roof or should they be regarded as a single unit?

★★★✩✩

Zimbabwe:
Moving on

The introductory section of the video depicts the Mapeta household. Mr Mapeta
has three wives and 16 children. His first wife has died and many of his adult
children are working away in town.

★★★✩✩

Lesotho:
Home-making

The Thlabeli household consists of Mr Thlabeli, his wife, three children and a
young girl, Matsepa Tutuane, who lives with the family and does domestic
work. Is Matsepa part of the household or not?

★★★✩✩

Zambia:
'Pruned'

The Ngalande household consists of Mr and Mrs Ngalande and their children.
★★✩✩✩

South Africa:
Legacies

This film does not contain much in-depth information about a particular
household; it is focused on community-level issues. ★✩✩✩✩

* Rating

★★★★✩ Very highly recommended for this session

★★★✩✩ Highly recommended for this session

★★✩✩✩ Can use in this session

★✩✩✩✩ Not recommended for this session
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Step 1. Session introduction

1. Introduce the session learning objectives and activities, using the
flipcharts you have prepared.

2. Explain that different people understand the concept of a household in
different ways. In this session, participants will be comparing different
households to understand the range of household types and how differ-
ent people define household membership.

Step 2. Activity 1: Household portraits
Purpose: To draw on participants’ ideas and definitions of what
constitutes a household.

1. Break participants into groups of four and give each group a copy of
Activity Guide 1. Ask participants to work on their own to individually
profile their own households or a household they know. (See Case Study
1 and Case Study 2 on pages 291–2 for an example of how to do this.)
You could also run this activity in the plenary group by asking a volun-
teer to sketch his or her own household, and ask another individual with
a different kind of household to do the same.

2. The small groups then discuss their different household profiles, and
write on a flipchart a set of criteria that explain how different people
come to be regarded as members of a household. (See the example in
the Activity Guide.)

3. Ask the groups to present their profiles and household membership
criteria to the plenary group. Hold a discussion to highlight the differ-
ences that emerge between the households, and the range of reasons
which people use to identify someone as a member of a household.

4. Develop a list of criteria that the plenary group agrees on and can refine
in the next activity.

Step 3. Activity 2: Defining household
membership

Purpose: To analyse households from the case studies and apply and refine
household membership criteria developed in Activity 1.

1. Read through Activity Guide 2 with the plenary group and explain how
to use the matrix.

2
10

4075

3
10

4075

What are households?

Facilitation
2 hours 5 minutes
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2. Ask participants to read or view the prepared household case study,
keeping the matrix in mind. If you are using one of the filmed case
studies, ask the group to take notes while they watch. If you are using a
printed case study, this activity should be done in small groups.

3. Form small groups if you have not already done so, and ask them to
discuss and analyse the case study household using the matrix.

4. Reconvene the plenary group and ask the groups to present their analysis
and household membership criteria. It can help to ask one group to
make an initial presentation of their matrix and the criteria they used to
determine household membership. Then ask the other groups to high-
light key differences in their findings and encourage debate about the
criteria which they used. Another way of reporting back is to ask groups
to put their matrices up on the wall in a gallery. Participants can then
walk around, read what other groups have written, and debate the
analysis in plenary.

5. Highlight the differences in the group analysis and try to obtain consen-
sus on difficult criteria, writing them on the flipchart as you go along.
Once agreement has been reached, put the list up on the wall for further
reference. If the criteria on the flipchart are not clear, you may need to
write up a clean copy.

6. Summarise the main points of the sheet and the key issues that have
been raised in the session. If you have prepared an input on the house-
hold, present it at this point.

7. Hand out the copies of the ‘key ideas’ section for participants to keep as
a reference.
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Learning objectives

By the end of this activity you will have:

• prepared a profile of your own household or one you know well

• compared different types of household generated by the group

• developed basic categories to group similar households together

• developed a draft set of criteria to define household membership.

What to do
1. The facilitator will allocate you to a group. Choose somebody in your

group to facilitate the activity and someone to record and report on the
group’s work.

2. On your own take a few minutes to quickly write down a sketch of your
household or the household of someone you know.

3. Take turns to present your household sketch to the group, and listen to
the sketches of other group members. Pay attention to how each house-
hold is made up.

4. Once everyone has had a turn, discuss the differences and similarities
between the households presented in the group. Cluster the households
into similar types where you can.

5. Working together in the group, write down a list of criteria that define
how someone qualifies to be a member of a household.

6. Prepare to present your findings in the plenary group.

What are households?

Activity Guide 1: Household portraits
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What are households?

Activity Guide 2: Defining household
membership

Learning objectives
By the end of this activity you will:

• agree on a working definition of a household

• apply and refine the criteria defining household membership developed
in the previous activity to the prepared household profiles from the
facilitator

• recognise that not everyone defines households and household member-
ship criteria in the same way and that these will need to determined in
consultation with local communities prior to doing any household
analysis.

What to do
1. The facilitator will give you printed household profiles to read, or films

to watch.

2. Once you are in your group, select someone to facilitate and someone to
record your discussion.

3. Work with your case studies. Discuss each person in the case studies and
decide whether or not they are members of that household. Use the
criteria you developed in Activity 1 for this. Write the criteria in the left
hand column of the matrix below.

4. Use the matrix to write down the names of the people as they are dis-
cussed and decide whether they are household members when assessed
against the criteria.

5. Prepare to present your matrix to the plenary group. In your report
highlight any people you found difficult to place or criteria that you
found problematic. If you could not agree about whether someone
should be included in the household, prepare to explain the arguments
for including or excluding them.

Examples of criteria Agnes Aaron Winnie Dudu

Is related by blood or marriage Yes No Yes No

Criterion 2

Criterion 3

Criterion 4


