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Summary

Purpose

This session examines the capabilities and assets that complete the household ‘triangle’ that was
introduced in Session 3. In this session, participants identify the capabilities that enable households
to make optimum use of their asset base. They explore the range of assets to which different house-
holds have access. They also examine how having access to a range of assets contributes to liveli-
hood security. At the same time participants start to identify the factors that limit people’s ability to
sustain their livelihoods.

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

• apply the conceptual framework to identify capabilities and differentiate between different house-
hold assets

• clarify how household capabilities enable household members to effectively utilise their assets

• identify differences in access to control over resources between and within households

• identify a range of limiting factors that contribute to household vulnerability.

Activity overview
This session consists of two linked activities:

• In Activity 1, participants analyse and compare case study households to identify the capabilities
and assets that each household uses to secure its livelihood.

• In Activity 2, participants identify the different factors that limit the livelihood options of the case
study households and make them vulnerable.

After the activities, participants reflect on how they would do this kind of analysis differently in the
field to reflect the reality and priorities of local people.

Session components and time required
The ‘key ideas’ section introduces ideas and debates around how assets and capabilities fit into the
livelihoods framework. 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 session 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. Case Study 7 and Case Study 8 in Chapter 4 have been prepared for this session, but it is
possible to choose case studies from the videocassette, to use other case studies from Chapter 4, or
develop your own case studies.

The session will last about 41/2 hours, depending on what case studies you use.

Session 5:

Capabilities and assets
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Capabilities and assets

Key ideas

Session 3 introduced the livelihoods framework and made the linkages
between the capabilities that people draw on to utilise assets and develop
activities to meet their livelihood objectives. In this session we deepen our

understanding of the capabilities and assets and the connections between
them. Overall the session is designed to highlight the range of different

assets on which people depend. It highlights how having access
to diverse resources and the capabilities to use them are

important factors in determining livelihood security.
The case studies also show how factors in the

broader environment enhance or limit
people’s livelihood options.

Human capabilities – the key
The livelihoods framework is centred on people so we need to

look at people first and the capabilities that they possess. In this book,
we treat human capabilities as being different from other types of asset.

Household capabilities are the knowledge, skills and abilities that the
household draws on to secure its livelihood. These may include:

• specialised local knowledge about the environment

• specific production and entrepreneurial skills

• ability to labour which in turn is related to level of education and health
status

• abilities to find and use information to plan and innovate, manage, cope
and adapt.

Capabilities enable the household to transform its assets into livelihood activi-
ties. Different livelihoods frameworks use different terms for this. The DFID
framework, which describes five ‘capitals’, calls capabilities ‘human capital’.

1

Whatever term or framework you use, it is the capabilities of the household
members – their combined knowledge, skills, state of health and ability to
labour or command labour – that enable them to make best use of their
assets and engage in different livelihood activities.

Understanding assets
When we introduced the livelihoods framework in Session 3 we saw that there
were different ways to define and categorise assets. We saw how the DFID and
Oxfam frameworks group livelihoods assets into five types of ‘capital’:
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1. Human capital: skills, knowledge, ability to labour…

2. Social capital: ‘social resources which people draw upon in pursuit of
their livelihood objectives’,

2
 social networks, organisations…

3. Natural capital: land and natural resources…

4. Physical capital: farm equipment, shelter, infrastructure…

5. Financial capital: income, credit, claims, savings, cattle…

See the complete DFID and Oxfam livelihood frameworks on pages 5 and 7.

The ‘five capitals’ can be quite difficult to distinguish
from one another. The household triangle refers to
‘capabilities’, ‘assets’ and ‘activities’. Capabilities in
the household triangle are the same as ‘human capital’
in the ‘five capitals’ approach. Treating capabilities as
a separate element emphasises how central people are
to the livelihoods approach.

In this book we prefer to cluster the remaining four sets
of assets (social, physical, financial and natural) into two
simple categories – social and material assets, an ap-
proach which was pioneered by Chambers and Conway.

Social assets

Social assets are ‘intangible’ – you can’t touch them or
see them. They are the benefits that come through
relationships with people and institutions and access
to resources that are determined by local rules and
conventions.

People are able to make claims on family members or
the state. They may be entitled to a loan of cash, seed
or ploughing oxen from family and relatives. They can
claim their rights and demand support such as drought
relief, basic services, pensions or disability grants from
the state. Claims may also be made on the basis of
power and position. A traditional leader may require
households to contribute labour on his fields, or may
demand some form of payment before granting a
household access to particular resources.

People gain access to resources through local tenure and resource manage-
ment systems. Research into ‘environmental entitlements’ indicates ‘access

The ‘five capitals’ approach to assets

The ‘household triangle’ approach to assets
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to and control over natural resources are socially differentiated’.
3
 These

systems determine the rights of individuals and households to a wide range
of resources such as common grazing, forest products, marine and river re-
sources, game, medicinal herbs, grasses for weaving and thatching, firewood,
water and residential and arable land. Gender and age will determine the
nature of claims and access that a particular social system will provide.

Material assets

Material assets are tangible. You can see them and touch them. They can be
quantified (counted and measured). They are the actual physical things which
people own, control or have access to, including land, water, money, credit,
livestock, seed stocks, farming equipment, tools, natural resources, and infra-
structure such as roads, electricity, water and sanitation.

Control and access
Case Studies 7 and 8 in Chapter 4 show that not all households have the same
control or access to resources. Some households have access to more land.
Others have may have more reliable sources of income like pensions. It is also
clear that members of the same household do not have equal access to or
control over resources.

Limiting factors
It is not sufficient just to list material and social assets. We need to understand
more about quality of the assets and the factors which may limit (or enhance)
people’s abilities to fully use them. The dynamic interplay between assets,
capabilities and activities and the extent to which they are limited by the vul-
nerability context lies at the heart of the livelihoods framework.

Applying the concepts to two real situations
In this session, the assets and capabilities of households in two very differ-
ent contexts are compared. There are differences in access to, and control
over resources of different households and household members in the two
locations. Two case studies have been prepared for this session, but it is
possible to analyse other case studies:

• Case Study 7 on page 297 is about three households in Winterveld, a peri-
urban area 40km north of Pretoria in South Africa.

4
 This case provides a

historical background to the area which locates the households within a
broader social, economic and political context.
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• Case Study 8 on page 306 is about three households in Mukemu village in
Sinde District in Southern Zambia.

5

The case studies show how the circumstances of the households have
changed. Understanding change over time is very important for understand-
ing livelihood trends and livelihood sustainability.

You have the option of using/comparing different frameworks as the basis
for analysis. We suggest that you are consistent and use the household
triangle. However, you may want to experiment with using the ‘five capitals’
as your framework for analysis. If you want to compare the results that the
different frameworks deliver, you can get two groups to use the household
triangle and two groups to use the five capitals.

Read the household profiles and the analysis critically. You may want to add
other factors or categorise them in a different way. At times you will want
more information to deepen your analysis. There is no ‘right answer’. The
important thing is that when you work with households in a community,
local people must be the ones using the framework to identify and prioritise
their assets and capabilities. They are also the ones who need to identify
limiting factors as they see them. It is their reality that counts.

SUMMARY OF CASE STUDY 7: WINTERVELD, SOUTH AFRICA

Winterveld is a peri-urban area that is a product of apartheid planning. Residents have access to
urban areas and the economic opportunities these generate, but they must spend several hours
travelling to get there. Winterveld has been badly affected by retrenchments and unemploy-
ment in the South African economy. This has in turn affected the viability of informal sector
livelihood activities. Many of the wage-earning households have moved out of the area, leaving
more marginal households behind. Many of the households which remain depend on state
pensions. Agriculture and natural resources seem to play a very limited role in people’s liveli-
hood strategies with the exception of the poorer Mozambican households who co-operate
around the vegetable-growing project. Household capabilities and resourcefulness are very
important for survival. Household and family relationships show a mix of competition and co-
operation. The households demonstrate how resources within the household are unevenly dis-
tributed. Livelihood strategies of women from poor households in Winterveld can involve start-
ing relationships with many men, or depending on sex-work for income.

Co-operation is essential but it is fragile. Insecurity and vulnerability are major parts of people’s
lives. Tenure is insecure and local government is unable to cope with the competing interests
and deliver infrastructure. The combination of these factors contributes to people’s dependence
on the ‘grey economy’ and trafficking in stolen and illegal goods. The diversity of the population
and the networks it has with other countries in the region make Winterveld an important distri-
bution point.



102Learning about livelihoods

SUMMARY OF CASE STUDY 8: MUKEMU VILLAGE, ZAMBIA

Mukemu village is small and remote. Households rely on a range of different capabilities and
assets for the their livelihoods. Key capabilities include knowledge of farming and natural re-
sources while social assets like relations of trust and reciprocity between households, function-
ing governance and tenure systems facilitate access to resources. Most households have very
limited economic and financial assets and are cash-poor. However, the households with live-
stock, sufficient agricultural equipment and seed stocks are in a stronger position to achieve
food security. All the households in the case study are vulnerable to drought which lowers
yields and limits livestock. In this instance, Food for Work and other types of aid programmes
provide an important safety net. The danger, however, is that people may become dependent
on the aid donor and relying on Food for Work instead of finding more effective drought mitiga-
tion measures.

Endnotes for Session 5
1

It does acknowledge however that human capital/capabilities ‘are required in order to make use of any of the
other four types of asset’ (DFID Sustainable livelihoods guidance sheets).

2
DFID Sustainable livelihoods guidance sheets.

3
Leach, Mearns & Scoones 1997.

4
These case studies have been adapted from Naidoo 2000.

5
These case studies have been prepared by Penny Ward based on work undertaken by CARE Zambia.
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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 capa-
bilities and assets

• 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 7 and Case Study 8 are recommended, but Case Study 1 and
Case Study 2 are shorter and have been used in previous sessions), the
videocassette (details below), or use case studies you have prepared
yourself. The choice of case studies will significantly affect the time
needed for this session.

Materials required
Flipcharts, photocopies (specified below), cards, pens for writing on
flipcharts and material to attach flipcharts to the wall and cards to the
flipchart. 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. Prepare a presentation on the ‘five capitals’ and the ‘household triangle’
ways of looking at assets, noting the differences. Prepare a flipchart with
the diagrams on page 99 for your presentation.

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 activity guides to hand out to every partici-
pant.

5. Participants will work in four small groups. Prepare a matrix for each
household that each group will analyse as follows, using up an entire flip
chart sheet so that there is enough space to attach cards to the sheet:

Capabilities and assets

Preparation
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If you want to compare the ‘five capitals’ and the social and material
asset approaches to analysing the same households, prepare one half of
the matrix sheets like the one above, and the other half using the ‘five
capitals’ headings.

6. Prepare the household case studies you have chosen. Develop your own
analysis of the assets, capabilities and limiting factors for each household
you select and make notes for yourself. There is no ‘right answer’. If you
choose Case Study 7 and Case Study 8, critically assess the analysis of
capabilities and assets that appear there. Make enough copies of the case
studies so that half of the group gets one case study and the other half
the second case study. Do not photocopy the analysis of each house-
hold. If you decide to use your own case studies, prepare them for
photocopying and make sure there are enough copies to hand out. 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:

Capabilities Limiting factors

Household information Social assets:
Access:
Claims:

Material assets:

Film Description Rating*

Mozambique:
Floods

If you used this film for Session 3, much of the ground will already have been
covered. ★★✩✩✩

Zimbabwe:
Moving on

There is not much direct information on household capabilities, although this
could be inferred. ★★✩✩✩

Lesotho:
Home-making

Many of the assets and capabilities of the household are clearly identified in the
film as are a number of limiting factors. ★★★✩✩

Zambia:
'Pruned'

The assets and capabilities of the Ngalande household are clear, as are a
number of limiting factors. ★★★✩✩

South Africa:
Legacies

The social and material assets of the Mhlongo household are not very clearly
identified in the film, although several are inferred. There is a clearer picture of
capabilities in this film

★★✩✩✩

* 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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This session will take about four hours, depending on how long and com-
plex the case studies are that you have chosen.

Step 1. Session introduction
1. Introduce the session learning objectives and activities, using the

flipcharts you have prepared.

2. Highlight the links with the preceding sessions:

• Sessions 1 and 2 looked at the concept of the household. Participants
saw that households are complex and take many different forms. One
approach to households is that they are ‘clusters’ or ‘networks’ that
contain different gender and economic interests. People within the
household both co-operate to secure the livelihood of the household
and compete/bargain to secure their interests within it.

• Session 3 introduced the main elements of the livelihoods framework
– activities, assets and capabilities and their dynamic relationship
with the external environment.

• Session 4 examined the range of activities undertaken by different
households and how some of these activities are seasonal or irregular.
Participants also saw that the type of activities a household under-
takes are linked to the assets which it can access.

• This session explores in more detail the assets a household has access
to. It also examines the capabilities a household needs to effectively
use those assets – information, knowledge, skills and labour power. In
the session participants apply the livelihoods framework to analyse
and compare the assets and capabilities of households in different
contexts. They also examine the factors that limit the household’s
livelihood options.

Step 2. Activity 1: Comparing assets and
capabilities

Purpose: To analyse and compare the capabilities and assets of
households from case studies.

1. Introduce capabilities and assets and the ‘five capitals’ and ‘household
triangle’ methods of defining assets, using the flipchart you have pre-
pared. Note that the ‘five capitals’ model categorises human capabilities
as a type of asset. Point out that whatever model participants use in the
field, the most important thing is that they must be able to identify the

Capabilities and assets

Facilitation
41/2 hours

1
20

170

50

20

2
20

170

50

20
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assets and the capabilities that people use to develop their livelihoods.
Understanding the different livelihoods frameworks may help to identify
assets and capabilities that might otherwise be overlooked. In this ses-
sion they will analyse and categorise the assets and capabilities of case
study households.

2. Break the participants up into four groups and hand out copies of the
case studies, Activity Guide 1 and a matrix sheet. Explain that partici-
pants must:

• read the background to the case study and the household profiles or
view the film

• identify the various assets and capabilities that each household de-
pends on for its livelihood and write these on cards

• put the cards under different headings on the matrix until the group
has agreed on how to allocate all the assets and capabilities. The
column headed ‘limiting factors’ will be used in the next activity.

3. Reconvene the plenary group and ask groups to display what they have
done side by side. Arrange the displays so that the households with the
least assets and capabilities are at one end and those with most at the
other.

4. Ask the groups to report on the households with the least assets and
capabilities first. Then ask the groups to identify the additional assets and
capabilities that the more secure households have.

5. Using your own notes, make suggestions if you see any gaps in the
analysis the groups have presented. Point out that there are no right
answers.

Step 3. Activity 2: Identifying limiting factors

Purpose: To build on the analysis of Activity 1 by identifying limiting
factors.

1. Explain that the analysis of assets and capabilities is not complete until
the factors that limit the ability of people to use their assets have been
identified. Identifying limiting factors helps to think about what can be
done to overcome them.

2. Ask the groups that dealt with particular households to identify key
limiting factors for each household in each category of assets. Groups
write the factors on cards and put them up on the matrix.

3
20

170

50

20
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3. Ask the group to identify limiting factors that are specific to certain
households, and those factors that apply to all the households in a place.
For example:

• Households in Winterveld all experience tenure insecurity. Neither
land owners or tenants have secure land rights. Both have problems
in enforcing them.

• Households in Mukemu are all vulnerable to drought, though some
are better equipped to deal with it than others.

4. Using your own notes, make suggestions if you see any gaps in the
analysis the groups have presented. Point out that there are no right
answers.

Step 4. Whose reality counts?

Purpose: To make participants aware that as practitioners they must
do analysis with local people.

1. Ask participants to discuss the following questions in pairs:

• Whose analysis has been done in these activities?

• Whose reality and whose priorities are reflected here?

• How would the analysis have been different if the people living in the
case study households had done it themselves?

2. Facilitate a plenary discussion about these issues. The point is that be-
cause participants are outsiders, they must be aware they can only do an
outsider’s analysis. The way local people themselves see their own situations
is far more important than the way any outsider sees the situation.

4
20

170

50

20
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Learning objectives
By the end of this activity you will have:

• identified, analysed and compared the assets and capabilities of selected
households

• grouped the assets and capabilities of each household into different
categories.

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

containing household profiles to analyse, cards and a prepared matrix
like the one below. Choose someone in your group to facilitate the
activity and someone to record and report back on the group’s work.

2. Carefully read through the background information on the case and the
individual household profiles. Identify key information about the house-
hold and write it in the household information box. This should include
the name of the household members, their age and sex, and so on. You
can sketch the household showing the relationships between household
members if you want to. Do not fill in the column labelled ‘limiting
factors’ in Activity 1. You will use this column for Activity 2.

3. Identify the capabilities and assets of each household and write them on
cards, one item per card.

4. Put the cards up on the matrix in what your group thinks is the best place
for each card.

5. Divide the social assets between assets that provide access, and those
which represent claims or entitlements.

6. Write a short statement for each household that summarises the key
assets on which it depends, and the key capabilities it has to use the
assets effectively.

7. Prepare to present your findings to the plenary group.

Capabilities and assets

Activity Guide 1: Comparing assets and
capabilities

Capabilities Limiting factors

Household information Social assets:
Access:
Claims:

Material assets:
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Learning objectives
By the end of this activity you will have identified, analysed and compared
the factors which limit the ability of household members to make best use
of their assets.

What to do
1. Go back to the households you worked with in Activity 1. Identify key

factors which limit the ability of each household to make the best use of
its assets. Write these down on cards and stick them to the matrix.

2. Identify the limiting factors that are specific to certain households, and
limiting factors that the households have in common.

3. Prepare to present your findings to the plenary group.

Capabilities and assets

Activity Guide 2: Identifying limiting
factors


