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Summary

Purpose
This is the first of three sessions that go into more detail on the household ‘triangle’ of activities,
assets and capabilities. It introduces the concept of livelihood diversity and deepens participants’
understanding of the different kinds of activities of households. These activities were first introduced
in Session 2 where participants explored gender roles and division of labour. Session 2 focused on
three main types of activity: productive, reproductive and community maintenance. This session
revisits these activities to examine how households combine a range of activities to secure their
livelihoods.

By the end of the session, participants will be able to:

• identify and differentiate between different household activities and how these vary between
different types of household

• show how these activities change in response to seasonal and other factors

• explain and give practical examples of the concept of diversification of livelihood activities –
households undertaking multiple activities to mitigate risk.

Activity overview
Participants compare four different households from Herschel District, Eastern Cape, South Africa.
These households are drawn from four different categories of well-being developed by local people
through a wealth-ranking exercise. Participants identify the activities that each household undertakes
and map how these change during the year. They discuss the relative well-being of each household.
The session ends with a discussion about what more we need to know before we can gain a more in-
depth understanding of the relative livelihood security of each household.

Session components and time required
The ‘key ideas’ section introduces more detailed ideas and debates about household activities. This
section 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 will take approximately 11/2 hours.

Session 4:

Household activities
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Members of the household undertake a wide range of activities that contrib-
ute to their livelihoods. It is important to:

• see these activities both individually and as a whole

• identify the interrelationships between them

• understand how they are affected by the changing availability of assets
and the external environment or development context.

The definitions below cluster activities into different types. It helps to distin-
guish between different types of activities, but the main thing is to be able
to ask the right questions that will enable people to explain what can be
very complex sets of activities.

Concepts and definitions

Livelihood diversification

Livelihood diversification acts as a safety net for poor households. A house-
hold which depends on too few livelihood strategies is very vulnerable. The
strategy might not provide enough, or it may fail completely. Diversification
means there will be other sources of livelihood for the household to fall
back on. Livelihood diversification that does not degrade the natural re-
source base is an important indicator of livelihood security.

Every household undertakes a mixture of productive, reproductive and
community maintenance activities. Most people undertake more than one
productive activity at the same time. The same person or different house-
hold members can be involved in some sort of agriculture or gardening,
have a job, do casual labour in return for payment, buy and sell goods, and
so on. The exact mixture of activities changes over time. Changes over time
might take place over one year. For example, during the harvest and plant-
ing seasons, people may do agricultural work for themselves or be paid by
farmers to do this work. Certain income-earning opportunities may only be
available during the summer when tourists are on holiday. Changes in activities
may also take place over a longer time because certain activities become more
difficult or less rewarding, or because people see new opportunities.

Productive activities

Households in different places will do many different sets of productive activi-
ties. Productive activities are differentiated by gender and age. Some activities
are thought to be ‘men’s work’, others ‘women’s work’ and still others may be
reserved for old people. Just because people engage in an activity does not
necessarily mean that they have control over the activity or its benefits.

Household activities

Key ideas
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A household’s productive activities will reflect the diversity of the resource
base and local demand. Households in urban informal settlements or peri-
urban areas will be involved in such activities as buying and selling, making
and selling food, running taverns, construction, tailoring, metal work and
recycling. In rural areas, the productive activities will be different, depend-
ing on, for example, how much rainfall there is and how much pressure
there is on natural resources. Any household’s productive activities are
dynamic (they are constantly changing). This reflects the way that people:

• cope – make temporary adjustments in the face of change
1
 or a short

term modification of activities in the face of a shock or stress

• adapt – make longer term shifts in livelihood strategies in response to
changes in the environment.

Reproductive activities

Reproductive activities are those activities that meet the day-to-day mainte-
nance of the household and ensure its physical survival and emotional well-
being. Women, young children and youths carry out most of these activi-
ties. Some are also the responsibility of the elderly. One of the impacts of
HIV/AIDS is that the reproductive role of children is vital to household
survival. Before the epidemic, parents cared for their children up to a cer-
tain age. Now, children are likely to be caring for their sick parents. A few
reproductive activities, like house building, also involve men.

Reproductive activities are similar in most places. However, the amount of
time people have to give up and how hard they have to work to meet
reproductive needs varies. Where there are inadequate services – too few
water supply points, no electricity and no clinics – women and children
have to spend a lot of time collecting water and firewood and meeting health
needs. This limits the livelihood opportunities of the entire household. Repro-
ductive activities vary from season to season. In winter more firewood will be
required, and children and old people are more likely to get sick.

Where there are too few people to meet the reproductive needs of the
household, there is very little time left for productive activities. This makes
it more difficult to diversify sources of livelihood. Because women are
expected to meet more reproductive needs than men (for example, looking after
children and cooking), they are not able to participate in local decision making.

Community maintenance activities

Many people spend a lot of time, energy and sometimes money on commu-
nity-level activities. These activities do not necessarily have obvious ben-
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efits. People do not get paid for these activities, and they do not directly
improve the home. However, they are an important way of acknowledging
and ensuring membership in the community. Community maintenance
activities are sometimes voluntary, sometimes not. They link household
livelihoods with the broader society.

Community maintenance activities usually involve only adult members of
the household. Some activities happen year-round while other activities
may only happen at certain times of the year. These activities are very
diverse and include:

• land rights management

• natural resource management – decisions about grazing and harvesting
of wild resources

• taking on community leadership positions

• local government and development consultations

• participation in parent-teacher structures and public health campaigns

• involvement in local development projects such as schools, churches
and clinics

• dispute resolution and participation in traditional courts

• social events like feasts, initiation ceremonies, funerals and weddings.

Opportunity cost

People have limited time and assets. If they do one activity, they cannot do
another at the same time, using the same resources. A poor woman may
want to clean the house, fetch water, collect firewood, gather medicinal
herbs, take care of a sick family member, visit a friend and sell some toma-
toes to make some money, but she simply cannot do it all. She will there-
fore have to decide to engage in some activities and not in others, even if
she really wants to do them all. This seems obvious, but the implications for
her livelihood are profound. If we are to understand her livelihood strategy
we must understand why she chooses some things and not others

Bringing it all together
Households manage a ‘basket’ of activities. The assets and capabilities of
the household shape the size of the basket and the diversity of activities that
can be managed. Livelihoods planning needs to understand the mix of
activities that the basket contains and why some activities are in and others
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are out. We need to be able to work with people to get to a point where
their baskets can hold more.

Activities may be done by individuals within a household, by combinations
of household members and in some cases may involve mutual support
activities with other households based on kinship, friendship or other links.
These types of activities include weeding and harvesting parties; lending out
cattle for ploughing; and lending out animals for long periods (ukusiza

2
).

When cattle are lent out for long periods, the borrower cares for the animals
and pays for their upkeep, but can use the draught power of the animals
and their milk. In some cases, the borrower may keep a calf to start his
or her own herd. Mutual support activities like these often allow a
household to engage in activities that it does not have the capabilities or
assets to engage in alone.

Endnotes for Session 4
1

Scoones 1998.
2

A Zulu word.
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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 kinds of livelihood activities which contribute to
a household’s overall livelihood strategy, and the factors which make
livelihood activities dynamic

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

• read through the activity guides and the household case studies.

Materials required
Flipcharts, photocopies (specified below), pens for writing on flipcharts (at
least two colours), material to attach flipcharts and cards to the wall, mate-
rial to attach flipcharts to each other, and cards for small group work.

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

on a flipchart.

2. Prepare a presentation about household activities from the ‘key ideas’
section and other sources.

3. Make enough copies of the ‘key ideas’ section to hand out to all participants.

4. Make enough copies of the activity guide to hand out to all participants.

5. Make enough copies of Case Studies 3, 4, 5 and 6 in Chapter 4 to hand
out for small group work. The plenary group will work in four small
groups. Make sure you have a copy of one of the four case studies for
each participant.

6. Prepare four matrices with the following information on them:

Each matrix is made of six flipchart sheets on their sides and pasted together.

Household activities

Preparation

J F M A M J J A S O N D

Reproductive

Productive

Community maintenance
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Step 1. Session introduction
1. Introduce the session learning objectives and activity, using the flipcharts

you have prepared.

2. Highlight the links with the previous three sessions. In Sessions 1 and 2,
participants saw that households are complex and take many different
forms. One approach to households is that they are best understood as
‘clusters’ or ‘networks’ that contain different gender and economic
interests. People within the household co-operate to secure the liveli-
hood of the household, and they compete/bargain to secure their inter-
ests within it. In doing this, household members carry out activities of
different types. Session 3 introduced the main elements of the livelihoods
framework – activities, assets and capabilities – and their dynamic rela-
tionship with the external environment. Session 4 looks at household
activities in more depth, taking into account household differentiation
and the factors that make one household more secure than another.

3. Remind participants about the three categories of household activities
they learnt about in Session 2 – productive, reproductive and community
maintenance. Ask participants for examples of each category of activity
to make sure they understand. Provide your own examples if necessary.

Step 2. Households activities and time activity

Purpose: To identify and categorise the activities of four households,
to map their activities onto a calendar, and to examine their activi-
ties and relative livelihood security.

1. Break participants into four groups. Each group will work with a different
case study (Case Studies 3, 4, 5 and 6 in Chapter 4). Give each group a
prepared matrix. Give the members of each group a copy of the relevant
case study. Give each participant a copy of the activity guide.

2. Explain what participants must do in their small groups:

• read the case study handout for their group

• identify all the activities of that household and write them on cards

• cluster the cards under the different headings on the matrix until they
have agreed on how to allocate all the activities

• map the different activities on the calendar, distinguishing between
those activities that happen daily, those that are frequent, and those
that are tied to specific seasons. Activities that happen daily are
marked on the calendar as a single line across the months. Frequent

Household activities

Facilitation
1 hour 40 minutes

1
10

90

2
10

90
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activities are marked by the estimated number of times these things
happen in a month. Seasonal activities are marked in the months that
they take place. Gender-specific activities can be colour-coded to
identify gender divisions of labour over time.

3. Break participants into small groups to do the activity and hand out the
relevant case study copies.

4. Reconvene the plenary and ask groups to display their matrices side by
side. Arrange the matrices from the simplest set of activities to the most
diverse.

5. Ask the group with the simplest activity set to report back first. Then ask
the other groups to report back on additional activities that their case
study households undertake, and who undertakes them.

6. Facilitate a discussion to identify the factors that limit the range of pro-
ductive activities each household can carry out. Refer back to the house-
hold triangle and discuss the relationship between the activities that the
household is able to successfully carry out and:

• the nature of its resource base

• the capabilities of its members

• the opportunities and constraints in the external environment.

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:

• analysed the activities of four rural households ranked by local people
across a scale of well-being from wealthy to very poor

• categorised the activities into reproductive, productive and community
maintenance activities

• mapped the activities in time using a seasonal calendar

• compared the activities carried out by the different households and
reflected on their relative livelihood security.

What to do
1. The facilitator will allocate you to a group and will give you a household

case study, cards, a prepared matrix and two different colours of marking
pen. Choose somebody in your group to facilitate the activity and some-
one to record and report on the group’s work.

2. Carefully read through your case study.

3. In your group, discuss all the activities which the different members of
the household undertake and write each one on a separate card. Some of
the activities happen during certain seasons.

4. In your group, sort and cluster the cards under the three headings on the
prepared matrix.

5. For each different activity ask ‘when does this activity place?’ Decide
which activities happen daily, which happen now and then, and which
only happen at certain times of the year. Mark daily activities on the
calendar by drawing a line right across the calendar. Mark seasonal
activities in the months that they take place. If a particular activity is
gender-specific, colour-code it – one colour for activities carried out by
men and another colour for activities carried out by women.

Household activities

Activity Guide: Analysing household
activities


