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Foreword
In August 2002 – a decade after the historic ‘Earth Summit’ was held in Rio
de Janeiro – Johannesburg will host the World Summit on Sustainable
Development. In spite of the achievements of the Earth Summit, notably
Agenda 21 and its conventions on climate change, biological diversity and
desertification, for the last ten years we have witnessed new challenges and
debates around sustainability. These reflect a world in which markets have
rapidly globalised and which is increasingly shaped by a ‘new economy’
driven by communications advances, trade liberalisation and economic
reform. They also reflect a world whose natural resources are under mount-
ing pressure, and whose climate continues to change, largely as a result of
uninformed or uncaring human action.

These trends have created wealth and opportunities for many. However,
especially in developing countries, they have widened the gap between the
rich and growing numbers of poor. As we look back on the past decade,
one of the most critical lessons we draw must be that our goal of sustain-
able development can be achieved only if we place at its centre the lives
and livelihoods of people, particularly the poor.

Livelihoods thinking, which has been around since the early 1990s but has
gathered pace of late, is one way of helping us to do this. It puts people at
the centre of a holistic understanding of how things work: how people
make a living, how the wider world impacts on them, and the impact their
livelihood activities have on the wider world.

Learning about livelihoods builds on and extends the considerable thinking
and policy development around livelihoods approaches. Drawing from its
southern African context, the package aims to make the theory and practice
of a livelihoods approach accessible to development practitioners. How-
ever, the learning pack goes beyond explaining the concepts that underpin
the approach. It includes ten engaging and participatory learning sessions
that provide a framework for training development workers. These sessions
make use of a wide range of case studies from southern Africa, including
five films. In keeping with the holistic nature of livelihoods, the print mate-
rial provides a set of notes and references on how to bring a number of key
development concepts – including gender, sustainability and disaster risk –
into the picture.

Learning about livelihoods also applies the livelihoods approach to the
project cycle, making it easier for practitioners to put the ideas into prac-
tice. While applying livelihoods to the project cycle is not new, Learning
about livelihoods takes this effort a step further. Selected steps in the project
cycle are augmented by learning and reflection sessions that refresh key
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concepts and methods and provide checklists of guiding questions. The
package aims to practically ground the framework and highlight its uses at
different scales from either sectoral or integrated district planning perspectives.

Central to the package is a commitment to participatory learning, based on
real experience. This priority is reflected in the creative interaction between
the facilitators’ guide and the five filmed case studies, drawn from across
the region. These stories illustrate the opportunities as well as the pressures
facing individual families in Lesotho, Mozambique, South Africa, Zambia
and Zimbabwe. The films underline the relationship between shocks (such
as retrenchment and cyclone conditions) and livelihood security, as well as
the impacts of ongoing stresses such as unemployment and HIV/AIDS.

As we look forward to the 2002 World Summit, the Learning about liveli-
hoods pack provides a timely and practical resource for those committed to
putting people at the centre of our vision for sustainability – particularly
those people who today hang precariously at its margins.

Diana Carney
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Learning about livelihoods is a guide to understanding and applying the
sustainable livelihoods framework. It provides practical ideas on how to use
this framework to inform development and project planning at different
scales. This package is not intended to be a definitive training framework on
livelihoods, or the last word on this complex topic. Rather, it represents a
contribution to the field; it is a work in progress written by development
practitioners and participatory educators who have worked with the liveli-
hoods framework in a wide range of contexts.

The package comprises a facilitator’s handbook and filmed case studies
from five southern African countries. The handbook contains ten training
sessions which build understanding of the factors that make poor families
vulnerable, as well as their inherent strengths. It then explores how these
insights could be applied in practice. It also includes extensive references to
further print and Internet information sources.

The five film documentaries, each about ten minutes long, show some of
the pressures facing people living in precarious circumstances across south-
ern Africa. These case studies, drawn from Lesotho, Mozambique, South
Africa, Zambia and Zimbabwe, (see the map on page xvii) show the im-
pacts of retrenchment, flood risk, recurrent drought, HIV/AIDS, violence
and political instability on individual households and their communities.
The films can be used for the training sessions in this book, or they can also
be used as a stand-alone training resource.

An overview of
Learning about
livelihoods



xviLearning about livelihoods

Why this package?
Sustainable livelihoods has been a prominent theme of research and aca-
demic writing over the last ten years. In the past few years, different devel-
opment actors have begun to mainstream the concept into policy and
programme design. However there is still much that is misunderstood about
the concept and its practical implementation.

A number of different livelihoods frameworks have been developed.
1
 These

frameworks share many of the same fundamental concepts, but use different
terms and emphasise different aspects.

The package builds on the work of livelihoods practitioners to:

• provide a practical and accessible livelihoods framework that synthesises
and simplifies other livelihoods models

• develop a common language which will be understood by policy makers
and fieldworkers

• present a range of tools, methods and approaches to conduct livelihoods
analysis.

The package will help you to understand and apply the livelihoods frame-
work. In the process you will:

• examine gender and power relations within and between households,
communities and localities and explore how these relations are influ-
enced by age and ethnicity

• identify how households use their capabilities to draw on assets and
resource entitlements, and engage in diverse livelihood activities that
contribute to household livelihood security

• assess the factors and trends in the local and wider environment which
contribute to the relative vulnerability and livelihood security of different
households

• locate local livelihood strategies and the different ways that people cope
with vulnerability in a broader context of policies and institutions.

You will also be introduced to practical ways of carrying out livelihoods analy-
sis and how to use the livelihoods framework as a way to monitor development
impacts. You will draw on methods that combine appreciative inquiry and
problem analysis. Appreciative enquiry is based on building on existing
strengths and assets instead of focusing on weaknesses and shortcomings.
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Who this package is for
This package has been written for development practitioners, trainers,
managers, planners and fieldworkers in the non-governmental, governmen-
tal and consulting sectors. This group will find the package an invaluable
resource for strengthening the effectiveness of their development initiatives,
especially those that are targeted at communities at risk.

Although Learning about livelihoods focuses on examples from southern
Africa, development workers who are active in other parts of the world will
also find the materials useful. The print and film materials are also impor-
tant resources for international development education programmes.
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An overview of Learning about livelihoods

Chapter 1: Introduction to the livelihoods framework

The opening chapter provides a basic introduction to the livelihoods frame-
work, and a short overview of different tools, methods and approaches
commonly used to apply the framework. It also highlights questions com-
monly asked by development managers about the livelihoods framework
and what is involved in implementing it.

Chapter 2: Workshop sessions

The second chapter consists of ten training sessions. Each training session is
subdivided into different sections that provide:

• background information on key ideas and concepts

• guides to preparing for and facilitating the session

• prepared learning activities.

The ten training sessions introduce different aspects of the livelihoods
framework. Each session builds on the previous one to clarify elements of
the framework. This does not necessarily mean that the sessions must be
done in the same order as they are presented in this book. Facilitators can
mix and match sessions to suit the situation. Sessions can also be adapted to
cater for different levels of knowledge and experience among participants.

Session 1: What are households?
The livelihoods framework places a lot of emphasis on understanding the
household, how households differ from one another, and how they relate to
each other. Examining households helps us to understand different ideas
about well-being and different levels of vulnerability and resilience.

The first session explores different ideas about households. Different people
use the term ‘household’ to mean different things. Before a livelihoods
analysis can be done in a community, it is essential for the local people and
the planning team to develop a shared definition of ‘household’. This will
help to make sure that analysis is a good basis for development planning.
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Vulnerability refers to the characteristics that limit an individual, a household,
a community, a city, a country or even an ecosystem’s capacity to anticipate,
manage, resist or recover from the impact of a natural or other threat (often
called a ‘hazard’ or ‘natural trigger’.

Resilience is a measure of the household’s ability to absorb shocks and
stresses. A household with well-diversified assets and livelihood activities can
cope better with shocks and stresses than one with a more limited asset base
and few livelihood resources.

Session 2: Inside the household
Session 2 introduces some gender concepts and looks more deeply at what
happens inside the household. Household livelihood strategies involve
allocating roles and deciding who does which sort of work, how household
income is spent, and who is prioritised for education. Who is responsible
for the various activities of the household? What role does gender and age
play? The household is a bargaining space where household members
negotiate important decisions that affect their livelihoods. How does gender
and age affect this bargaining process? How are these decisions taken? Who
benefits from them?

Gender refers to socially-constructed roles for males and females (as opposed
to sex, which denotes the biological distinction between males and females).
These roles, which are learnt, change over time and vary widely within and
between cultures.

Session 3: Introducing the livelihoods framework
This session introduces the ‘household triangle’ of assets, capabilities and
activities. Household members use their capabilities and their assets to
carry out activities through which they gain their livelihood. Livelihood
opportunities can be enhanced or limited by factors in the external environ-
ment. These factors determine the vulnerability context in which house-
holds have to operate.

Assets are the resources used for gaining a livelihood.

Capabilities are the combined knowledge, skills, state of health and ability to
labour or command labour of a household.

The vulnerability context is the range of factors in the external environment
that make people vulnerable.

GENDER

VULNERABILITY

RESILIENCE

ASSETS

CAPABILITIES

VULNERABILITY
CONTEXT
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Session 4: Household activities
This session focuses on how households combine a range of activities to
secure their livelihoods. It introduces the concept of livelihood diversity and
deepens understanding of the different kinds of activities that households
undertake. Activities of households vary according to the time of year and
respond to external shocks and stresses.

Shocks are sudden events which undermine household livelihoods. These include
retrenchment, the death of an economically active household member, as well as
the impact of hazards such as drought, floods or other extreme weather events,
which are often made worse by mismanagement of the environment.

Stresses are ongoing pressures which face households and individuals. These
include long-term food insecurity and limited access to essential services such
as health or water supplies. Another stress is degrading the natural resource
base, something which may force people to travel further and further for fuel
and other natural resources.

Session 5: Capabilities and assets
This session examines the role of assets and capabilities in household
livelihoods. Assets and capabilities are closely linked to household liveli-
hood security. For example, a household may have assets but not have the
capability to use them fully. A household may have capabilities to engage in
livelihood activities, but not enough assets to use these capabilities fully.
Session 5 looks at the range of assets and entitlements which different
households have access to. It shows how having access to a wide range of
assets is a key factor which contributes to household livelihood security.
The session identifies the capabilities that enable households to make the
best use of their asset base and the factors that limit people’s ability to
sustain their livelihoods.

Entitlements are resources which people have the right to access.

Session 6: Access, power and control
Age, gender and other factors affect the access and control that different
members of the household have over key resources in a household. Session
6 explores the power, control and influence that different members of the
household have over the assets, activities and capabilities of the household.
It gives a brief background to development approaches that have tried to
address women, gender and development. The session also explores how
livelihoods shocks and stresses may impact on power and control inside the
household.

SHOCKS

STRESSES

ENTITLEMENTS
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Session 7: The external environment
This session examines how the livelihood options of a household are en-
hanced or restricted by factors in the external environment. It looks at the
impact of the local context on the household before analysing the effects of
larger forces at provincial, national and global levels. It is necessary to
continually monitor the changing external environment to be able to under-
stand the pressures and opportunities that inform household livelihood
strategies. When planning with people to help to strengthen their livelihood
security, they need to become aware of the links between their local situa-
tion and the wider environment.

Session 8: The vulnerability context
This session focuses on how changes in the external environment affect
individual households and the people within them. It deepens understand-
ing of the concepts of differentiation, relative vulnerability and resilience. It
refers to the impacts of changes that take place over time and shows the
variety of ways that households try to adapt to their vulnerability context. It
is important to have an in-depth understanding of the different elements that
make up the vulnerability context to be able to identify interventions that
will have a lasting, positive effect on household livelihood security.

Differentiation is the process of exploring differences between things, for
example, between households.

Session 9: Exploring sustainability
This session gives some depth to the concept of sustainability. It examines
different definitions of sustainable development and how to assess liveli-
hood sustainability. It introduces different criteria and indicators to measure
livelihood sustainability and monitor progress towards more sustainable
development.

Sustainable development meets the needs of the present generation without
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.

DIFFERENTIATION

SUSTAINABLE
DEVELOPMENT
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Session 10: Livelihoods and disaster risk
The final training session introduces the concept of disaster risk and relates
this to livelihoods. It assists people to identify strategies to reduce disaster
risk and promote livelihood security.

Each session includes references to where facilitators can find more in-
depth information on a topic.

Chapter 3: Practical livelihoods analysis and planning

The purpose of livelihoods analysis is to help improve development field-
work. Chapter 3 introduces a generic livelihoods assessment planning cycle
– the basic steps to be taken when preparing for and implementing a liveli-
hoods analysis, and how the findings can be used in planning a develop-
ment intervention. The chapter begins with an overview of the livelihoods
assessment planning cycle. As with all planning processes, the process is
never straightforward – it does not always go from one step to the next. You
may have to go back to certain steps to make sure that everything is prop-
erly in place before you can go forward. At certain stages, two or more
processes may be taking place at the same time.
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Part 1: From the conceptual framework to fieldwork methodology
Part 1 links the livelihoods framework to the project planning cycle.

Part 2: Site selection
This explores how to choose the sites where you will conduct livelihoods
analysis as part of a development process.

Part 3: Selecting secondary data
In this part you identify potential sources of secondary data to provide
background information on the sites you have selected. You must then
decide what sort of data you need for the planning process.

Part 4: Determining entry strategies
Once you have selected your sites and collected some background informa-
tion about them, the planning team needs to decide on the best entry strat-
egy. Who do you need to talk to? How can the team ensure that the voices
of poor and marginal households are not silenced by more powerful and
vocal interests?

Part 5: Building the team: Fieldwork principles, behaviours and approaches
In this part team members orient themselves and refresh key fieldwork
principles, behaviours and approaches. The team needs to reflect on some
of the dos and don’ts of working with people on the ground, and it must
prepare properly to do the fieldwork.

Part 6: Initial assessment
Part 6 is about how to plan and carry out an initial assessment of the situa-
tion. This introduces a range of tools and methods that can be used to:

• develop guiding questions

• identify community issues

• determine stratification and differentiation

• reveal different household assets, livelihood activities and capabilities

• isolate key influences that shape the vulnerability context.

This step reviews some of the participatory research methods that can be
used to collect qualitative and quantitative data. It examines how to de-
velop household profiles using semi-structured interviewing (SSI).

Stratification in this context refers to the fact that households have different
levels of well-being.STRATIFICATION
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Qualitative data has to do with qualities rather than with things that can be
measured or counted.

Quantitative data has to do with quantities – things that can be measured or
counted.

Part 7: Analysing the information
This part examines how to make sense of the information collected through
different participatory activities. The livelihoods analysis team brings to-
gether secondary data and information from fieldwork to see key trends and
the connections between different issues. At this stage the team needs to be
particularly aware of its biases. It needs to re-examine how it saw the issues
and problems at the beginning of the process. The team must make sure it
reflects the assessment findings back to the community in an open-ended
way so that local analysis can take place.

Part 8: Making the linkages (1)
Now that the planning team and local stakeholders have the information
before them, they need to consciously make the connections between local
trends and factors that are influencing them in the broader environment.

Part 9: Reflection, vision and prioritisation
This part explores the process of reflecting back and analysing the informa-
tion that has been synthesised from fieldwork and secondary data with local
people. Who develops the criteria and indicators that are used to assess the
information and prioritise issues? Professionals should not substitute their
ideas for the analysis of local people. They should also recognise the limita-
tions of narrow problem-based analysis. Appreciative planning approaches
can enable people to develop a vision, priorities and ideas about key inter-
ventions, building on existing strengths.

Part 10: Proposal development
Strategic planning that builds on the vision and priorities of Part 8 must be
done to develop a proposal for the start-up phase of the initiative. The start-
up phase requires a baseline study (see Part 11) to provide more in-depth
information about the priorities which have been identified. Once the
baseline study has been completed, the detailed programme objectives and
outcomes can be specified together with key indicators of success.

Part 11: Start-up: Baseline research
Once the proposal for the start-up phase of the initiative has been ap-
proved, the baseline study can be conducted. A baseline is a detailed,
tightly-focused study in a few selected areas that researches targeted house-
holds and people within them. The baseline deepens the knowledge base
and enables targeted interventions to be made. It also provides useful
information for future monitoring and evaluation purposes.

QUALITATIVE DATA

QUANTITATIVE DATA
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Part 12: Making the linkages (2)
Once in-depth research has been carried out, the team and local
stakeholders need to revisit how the wider environment affects local liveli-
hoods and vulnerability. Once these links are clear, local people and the
development agency can use them to lobby for policy changes.

Part 13: Programme implementation
This part briefly summarises how key intervention ideas are refined with the
stakeholders and a detailed intervention plan is agreed.

Part 14: Participatory monitoring and evaluation
The final part examines how the data from the baseline livelihoods analysis
and household profiles can provide important information for a monitoring
and evaluation framework. This data enables the team to select indicators
that will measure the impacts of development initiatives.

Chapter 4: Southern African case studies and support materials for using the
Learning about livelihoods films

The final chapter is a case study appendix with household and locality
profiles from different countries in the region. These can be used as an
additional training resource.

Finding the information you want
Development managers and practitioners who to know the basic key concepts
of livelihoods and vulnerability should read Chapter 1 and the ‘key ideas’ parts
of the sessions in Chapter 2.

Training facilitators and participatory educators who want to introduce the
livelihoods framework can use and adapt the sessions in Chapter 2. These
sessions can be combined to make up a course, or they can be interspersed
with fieldwork activity so that trainees can test what they have learnt in be-
tween sessions.

Practitioners responsible for planning and carrying out livelihoods assessment
will find a suggested livelihoods and vulnerability assessment planning cycle in
Chapter 3. This cycle is backed up by participatory research methods and
useful fieldwork tools.

An overview of the films
The five films highlight different circumstances in which people develop liveli-
hood strategies and cope with hazards and risk in southern Africa. Facilitators
will need to view all the films first before using them in training and learning
sessions. The films also provide opportunities for facilitators to develop their own
activities that reflect on different aspects of the situations they portray.
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Home-making
Their half-built home in the capital Maseru stands as a symbol of the shock to the
Thlabeli family’s livelihood – the recent retrenchment of the father of the house
from the gold mines of South Africa.

Examining their household more closely, it becomes apparent that the family
have been diversifying for some time, by buying, building on and renting out
rooms. Mrs Thlabeli’s income as a teacher has been a solid but unrecognised
element in their income since the time of their marriage. Who then is the home-
maker?

At another level, their household sustains, and is sustained by, the labour of an
outsider, a young woman called Matsepa. She is one of ‘the girls who arrive on
lorries’ from the rural hinterland in search of work. Matsepa’s situation is com-
mon in southern Africa – an underpaid female domestic labourer, often a family
member, whose plight is often ignored by governments and NGOs.

Mr Thlabeli’s involvement in a selling scheme raises questions about a different
kind of vulnerability when people are desperate for an income. Perhaps naïve in
this area, Mr Thlabeli is entirely clearsighted on more political questions. As a
dedicated labour union activist, he is well-informed and articulate about the
reasons for retrenchments on the mines. He speaks for migrant workers through-
out southern Africa when he asks whose ‘house’ they have in fact been building.
That of South Africa, where they must leave when their contract expires? Or that
of their home country, where their taxes have ensured them no services or social
security at all?

Floods
Where is the logical place to focus resources in order to ensure livelihood
security and alleviate poverty? Experience points to risk resilience rather than
emergency ‘relief’. But what happens when a huge unexpected ‘natural’
disaster strikes? The devastating floods of 2000 raised that question in Mo-
zambique in dramatic terms.

This documentary looks at different levels of impact and response, from the
Langa family from Polana Canico in Maputo, where the houses of 200 resi-
dents disappeared overnight into gaping ravines, to Mr Singh, a recent South
African investor. While both were affected by the floods, their vulnerability
and resilience differed enormously.

Legacies
Makhosi is a man in his early twenties, recently returned to his rural home. He is
suspected of murdering a young woman during an armed robbery. Taking the
case into his own hands, Makhosi reveals the major threads twisting through the
social fabric of this northern part of KwaZulu-Natal province in South Africa. In
the process he uncovers his ability to take charge of his own life and future.

Makhosi reflects on the prevalence of violence in his society – to him, it seems
that youth are just following in their elders’ footsteps by taking up guns. This
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area’s history of conflict started with Bambatha, who was the leader of the last
traditional war against European settlers a century ago. Since then, this part of
KwaZulu-Natal has been scarred by land dispossession, and by factional con-
flicts between political parties that continue today.

Violence has become a way of life, especially when people see such limited
economic possibilities in the area. Thembelephi died, after all, for the sake of a
little money from her mother’s tuckshop. While the youth scorn agricultural
work because it is ‘dirty’, older women like Thembelephi’s aunt, Mrs Mhlongo,
generate a living for their families from a wide range of farming, craft and mar-
keting activities.

Mrs Mhlongo believes that young women’s lives are severely limited these days:
boys can get away to try to find work in the cities, but a girl’s main hope is that
the boy who makes her pregnant will stand by her. Young girls become mothers
while they are still at school. And these days, an unwanted baby is not the only
danger – this province has the highest HIV/AIDS rate in South Africa.

But Makhosi’s actions symbolise the potential for the so-called lost generation to
take action to change their lives. After the guilty boys are identified at a commu-
nity meeting, Makhosi and his friends visit the village that the real murderers
came from. This causes instant panic. Everyone assumes they have come for
vengeance. But, just as Makhosi hopes to lead his peers back to agriculture as a
hope for the future, he wants to turn his back on the violent legacies of the past.
‘Don’t worry’, he tells the villagers. ‘Go home. You don’t have to sleep in the
hills any longer.’

‘Pruned’
Retrenched from the autoelectrical workshop of a mine in Kitwe on Zambia’s
Copperbelt, Peter Ngalande compares his past and his present, and his own
situation with that of his peers.

The Copperbelt was the source of the country’s wealth for a long time.
Ngalande was ‘pruned’ – his job was taken away after the new MMD govern-
ment took over from Kenneth Kaunda’s United National Independence Party
in the early 1990s. By 2000, Kitwe reflects the wave of privatisation that has
brought South African fast food franchises to all the main centres, and South
African mining enterprises to the helm of the copper mines.

While many people who had been retrenched got into debt, drinking and de-
spair, Ngalande feels he had an advantage in that his wife had been selling in the
market all along, and so he was able to join her business, travelling far out of
town to buy produce at cost, for Mrs Ngalande to resell in the marketplace. Such
profits are under threat. Small local traders cannot compete with the prices that
the new international businesses charge. Crime is spreading – Peter was held up
at gunpoint and robbed. The family trading business is vulnerable – a car acci-
dent in which he lost bags of rice almost wiped out their capital.
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The buffer for their trading business has been a small piece of land where the
family grow food for the table and the marketplace. They would invest more into
it if they had any legal right to the land, but they bought it ‘under the table’ years
ago. Land title is a key issue for Copperbelt communities. Since the mines have
been privatised, it is no longer clear which land is owned by the mines, and
which land falls under the jurisdiction of the traditional leaders.

Generations of mine employment have left most people ignorant of farming
methods, and of the effects of regular droughts. However, Ngalande believes
the land to be the most reliable fall-back.

Moving on
The Mapeta family were forced to move three times during the past 50 years,
each time to increasingly marginalised environments.

Eva Mapeta is a young single mother who left for the city like most of her peers
but returned, pregnant, as opportunities dried up in the urban areas of Zim-
babwe. Child of the second of her headman father’s three wives, Eva outlines the
family tree and the family fortunes. The younger generation send money to
support the parents and the younger children.

Eva’s great-aunt, Doren Mapeta, is the one who can best remember their previ-
ous home, and she takes Eva and her mother Joyce to see it. Water was plentiful
here, and the community grew wattle as required by the government of the time.
Their success, Doren speculates, may have prompted their removal.

Things were much more difficult in the new area of Bende, where the Mapetas
and the rest of their village were resettled in the 1960s. Another elder, Caleb
Mandipaza, remembers how the springs dried up as trees were cut down. In the
1980s, he remembers, it became even more difficult when a camp for refugees
from war-torn Mozambique was established nearby. Up to 55␣ 000 refugees lived
there, putting pressure on the natural resource base.

It was elders like Caleb Mandipaza and Doren Mapeta who spearheaded the
conservation effort, recalls Joyce Mapeta. She outlines the spring rehabilitation
programme that the community is now involved in, and new methods such as
permaculture, which NGOs have brought to the village.

What of the future? Do the environmental and income-generating activities offer
hope for the future of this rural area? Eva admits that her first choice is a job in
town as soon as her son is old enough, but Great-Aunt Doren feels that her
community is satisfied now and wouldn’t accept another move.

Endnotes for the overview of the book
1

See Session 3 for a more in-depth discussion of different livelihoods frameworks that have been developed
by agencies such as CARE, the UK Department for International Development, Oxfam and the United
Nations Development Programme (UNDP) and how these frameworks have been modified and adapted in
southern Africa.


