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This chapter              deals with the livelihoods planning cycle.
1
 It focuses on the process

of planning and the methods used in carrying out a livelihoods enquiry and summarises the steps in

preparing proposals for key interventions. The chapter briefly touches on implementation,
2

monitoring and evaluation, topics which are beyond the scope of this book. Although the project

cycle presented here has been drawn from experience, it is not a blueprint. Like any model, it generalises

the broad steps in the project planning cycle and is therefore just a guide to action. Every real-life situation

is unique and the project planning cycle will therefore have to be different in every case.

Note also that different practitioners go about doing livelihoods analysis and planning in different

ways. They may use different terms to describe similar processes. They may prefer using certain

methods and the order in which they do things may be different to the way it is presented in the

planning cycle. The important thing is that we ‘experiment, learn and share’.
3

You will find practical suggestions, tips on methods and reflections on fieldwork practice for every

step of the livelihoods planning cycle. Parts 1–6 include some learning session ideas that you can

use with your field team.

Chapter 3:
Practical
livelihoods analysis
and planning
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Part 1: From the conceptual framework to
fieldwork methodology

Summary
1. Recapping the livelihoods framework.

2. Introducing the livelihoods planning cycle.

3. Learning session ideas.

Going to ground
So far this package has explored different aspects of the livelihoods frame-
work. It has examined the concept of the household, gender, power and
stratification. It has examined how household members build on their assets
and capabilities to develop livelihood strategies. It has examined how
structures and processes in the local and broader environment strengthen or
undermine these strategies. It has also introduced the concept of vulnerabil-
ity and explored what it means for a livelihood to be sustainable. These
concepts have been introduced into the controlled environment of a train-
ing workshop. The task is now to apply these concepts on the ground and
show how livelihoods analysis can be integrated into different types of
planning from micro projects through to district and programme planning.

The livelihoods planning cycle
The basic livelihoods planning cycle should be seen as a guide to the
planning process, not a rigid map that tells you what each step should be
and the order of all the steps. As you get more experienced in applying
livelihoods planning methods, you will discover what works best for you.
You may be:

• using livelihoods analysis as your primary planning tool for targeted
local area planning

• adapting an existing holistic planning methodology such as integrated
development planning at district level to highlight livelihoods and vul-
nerability dimensions

• planning with a sectoral focus like health where the plan can benefit
from an understanding of livelihoods and vulnerability.



222Learning about livelihoods

Elements of the cycle
The first part of the planning cycle involves selecting the sites where you
will carry out livelihoods assessments. This will not be difficult if you are
planning at local level with a specific group of households. However, if you
are working at district level, or with a particular sectoral focus, you will not
be able to carry out an in-depth livelihoods assessment for every area. You
will need to develop criteria to help you choose the most appropriate areas
in which to carry out your assessment.

Once you have selected your areas you will need to put together the team
who will carry out the analysis. You will need to select team members who
can best meet the demands of the particular situation. This may involve
selecting people with particular PRA

4
 or gender skills. It may involve identi-

fying people with specific local, content or policy knowledge.

Once you have selected your sites you need to start building up what you
know about the areas in which you will be doing planning. This involves
collecting secondary data – information from reports, development plans
and census statistics, and summarising key elements will help your initial
assessment in the field.
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Before you can get started with your fieldwork in selected sites you will
need to develop an entry strategy. This involves identifying who the key
stakeholders are, deciding whom you will speak to, and deciding how you
will negotiate the planning process with local people. When you develop
your entry strategy, you may find that an area you have selected is not
suitable after all and you will then have to go back a step to reassess your
site selection.

Your initial assessment is likely to involve a combination of different PRA
activities. These help you:

• develop a historical understanding of the area and the different forces
that have shaped it

• identify issues of gender, age and power and how these are reflected in
local institutional arrangements

• discover how local people define well-being

• understand the range of assets, activities and capabilities that create
different livelihood strategies

• develop categories of well-being and rank sample households

• assess the key aspects of the vulnerability context – risks, hazards and
trends

• identify connections between local level issues and factors which affect
them that originate from the broader environment.

Once you have done the fieldwork you will need to further analyse the
results. This will involve identifying the key trends from your secondary
data, linking it with the findings from different fieldwork activities and
making the micro-macro linkages.

All the information needs to be summarised in an accessible way and a
methodology developed for co-analysis and reflecting back the findings to
the people you are working with. The purpose of this reflection is to enable
joint analysis of the findings and to create the space to make changes and
adjustments. Once there is agreement on the findings from the initial assess-
ment, you can begin activities that enable people to prioritise the issues and
develop a vision for the future.

The vision and priorities provide the framework for more detailed strategic
planning and proposal development. Once this has been completed and
approved you reach the start-up phase, where strategies to address liveli-
hood and vulnerability priorities are put into practice.

At this stage you will need to carry out a baseline study that involves in-
depth targeted research with specific households. The baseline deepens
knowledge in priority areas and helps to define, specify and target
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implementation strategies for maximum impact. It can also provide data for
future monitoring and evaluation activities.

Your research findings may need to be supplemented by further micro-
macro analysis that targets particular policies and institutional arrange-
ments. The findings of this analysis may suggest areas for policy reform and
advocacy that can form a separate (but parallel) stream to local-level liveli-
hood initiatives.

While you implement programmes and strategies, you apply participatory
monitoring methods that will enable projects to be improved and redirected
if necessary. Once they are complete, you evaluate their impact on local
well-being and how well they have reduced vulnerability.

Learning session ideas
You may want to run a learning session with your team or in your organisa-
tion that introduces the livelihoods planning cycle. Here are some ideas on
how to design and run the session.

1. Introduce your objectives and key learning outcomes.

2. Break participants into groups if you are working with more than eight
people. Give each group a set of different coloured cards and ask them
to design a livelihoods planning cycle and express it as a flow chart.
Challenge them to go beyond showing the cycle as a linear sequence of
steps. Ask participants to show backwards and forwards linkages and
parallel processes within the cycle.

3. Ask the groups to report on and compare their flow charts. This exercise
gets people fully engaged with how best to put livelihoods planning into
practice.

4. Discuss the differences in approach to livelihoods analysis when it is
done by an organisation that has a sectoral approach (for example,
health or water), and when it is done by an organisation that does not.

5. Introduce the livelihoods planning cycle from this session. You can put
the different steps on cards, present it using an overhead projector, or
animate it using a computer and a digital projector. Highlight and dis-
cuss any major differences between this planning cycles and the ones
that the groups have developed. Adapt the cycle to meet the needs of
your organisation or team.

6. Conclude the session by highlighting the importance of conducting
holistic analysis before planning targeted interventions. Note that the
best interventions are those that will have the greatest impact with rela-
tively little input.
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Conclusion
Remember that a phase-by-phase description of the cycle can create the
impression that planning is a linear process. It is not. There are points in the
cycle where there are important backwards and forwards linkages between
different steps. Sometimes you may need to go backwards before you can
go forwards.

Part 2: Site selection

Summary
1. Orientation.

2. Site selection criteria.

3. Recognising your biases.

4. Learning session ideas.

Orientation
You have decided to conduct a livelihoods and vulnerability assessment to
identify the most appropriate development interventions. Now you must
decide where to undertake the analysis and with whom to do it.

This may be easy if you are already working in specific locations and have
developed relations of trust with local people. If so you can skip this section
and move on. However if you are planning on a larger scale, or entering a
new area, you will need to decide on the most appropriate sites to conduct
the livelihoods analysis. You will also need to think about how many house-
holds you want to engage with and how you will select them.

Start by familiarising yourself with the area. Collect maps and other second-
ary data (see Part 3 below).

The checklist below indicates some of the issues you can think about to
help you choose appropriate sites for analysis. Be selective about what you
choose to investigate from the listing below. If you try to investigate every-
thing it will be expensive and time-consuming and there is a real danger
that you will collect more information than you can use.

Site selection criteria
You need to be clear about what factors will guide your selection of areas
for initial assessment. Do you want to identify areas that may be ‘typical’ of
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living conditions in a place (that is, a representative sample)? Or do you
want to identify areas that have unique features that you select because they
combine particular assets or are particularly vulnerable or are subject to
particular hazards? You will probably do a bit of both in your investigation.

The table below provides some guiding questions to help you to identify
and map broad features and trends in the study area. The area may be small

Social, political, institutional Economic Biophysical

•

•
•

•

Civil society, institutional
development
What institutions are there?
Local, formal, informal, NGOs?
Which are working well?
Are there particular areas with
strong institutions?
Are there particular areas that
seem to be institutionally weak?

•

•
•

•
•

Economic activities and trends
What are the main economic activities?
Formal, informal and ‘grey’ (illegal)?
What are the key trends?
Are there particular areas or sectors
noted for economic growth or decline?
What is driving the growth or decline?
How sustainable is the economic
growth path?

*

*

*

Biomes/ecology
What are main vegetation types –
forest, grasslands, woodland,
coastal, semi-desert, etc?
Are there particular ecosystems
that are sensitive? River systems,
wetlands, estuaries?
Are there areas of particular
biodiversity? Natural forest,
fynbos, montane ecosystems?

•

•

•

Conflict
Are there particular areas
associated with political or
social conflict and instability?
What are the pressures
contributing to the instability or
conflict?
Who are the actors?

•

•

•

Employment
What are the formal employment/
unemployment figures?
What definitions of these terms are
being used?
What are the main livelihood strategies
of those without formal jobs?

*

*

Catchments
Where are the main catchment
areas?
Are there particular downstream
impacts resulting from
developments higher in the
catchment that affect stream flow
or water quality?

•

•

Education
Which areas are well-served by
schools and other educational
institutions?
Which areas are poorly
serviced?

•
•
•

High potential land
Where is the high potential land?
How is it being used?
Who has access to it?

*

*

*

Climate
What are the main climatic
zones?
What are the key features of
each? Rainfall? Temperature?
Frost? Snow?
What data is there on climate
change? What are its impacts?

•

•

•

Governance
Which areas have strong and
accountable governance?
Which areas are characterised
by co-operative relations
between different arms of
government?
Which areas have dual
governance systems (traditional
authorities and local councils)?

•
Land uses
What are the main land uses in the
area? Settlement, arable, grazing, forest,
woodland, mining, parks or others?

*

*

Degraded land
Are there particular areas of land
that are degraded?
What are the key features of
degradation? Erosion? Invader
species? Loss of palatable
grazing? Loss of biodiversity?
Deforestation?

•
Health and health services
What are the key health trends?
Infant mortality, immunisation,
malnutrition, HIV/AIDS, malaria,
bilharzia, occupational health,
life expectancy?

•
•
•

•

Migration patterns
Are there clear patterns of migration?
What is known about rural-urban links?
Is there reverse migration from urban to
rural areas?
What is driving migration in either
direction?

*
Energy sources
What are the main sources of
energy in different areas with and
without electricity? Which areas
have electricity?
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and the issues clearly focused. Or you may be dealing with a large district
that has many different sets of circumstances in it. If you are working at
district level, it can help to have an initial workshop to map material assets,
identify key trends and select areas for livelihoods assessment. You can
invite people from different disciplines and sectors to the workshop and
encourage them to collaborate in the analysis of the area.

Social, political, institutional Economic Biophysical

*

*

*

Land tenure and land rights
management
What are the different land tenure
systems?
How do people get access to land
for settlement and production?
How are land rights transferred and
inherited?

*

*
*

Minerals and mining
Where are the mineral
deposits?
Where are active mines?
What is their estimated
productive life?

*
*

*

*

Forest resources
Where are the areas of natural forest?
Where do people benefit from access
to forest resources?
Where are forest resources being used
unsustainably?
What are the forces driving
unsustainable use?

*

*

Population
What is the overall population of
the area?
What is the age profile?

*

*

Road and transport network
Which areas are well-served
by road and rail links?
Which areas have poor
transport infrastructure?

*

*

Groundwater
Which areas have good/poor
groundwater sources?
Are there areas where the quality of
groundwater is at risk?

*

*

*

*

Poverty
What existing research has been
done on income and expenditure
patterns?
How do these researchers define
poverty?
What poverty indicators do they
use?
Which are the areas with the
highest concentrations of the
chronically poor?

*

*

Service levels
What levels of service are
provided? Water, sanitation,
electricity, roads, rubbish
removal?
Are there significant
variations from area to area?

*
*
*

Marine resources
What marine resources are available?
Who has access to them?
What contribution do they make to
local livelihoods?

*
*

*

Settlement and housing patterns
Where do people live?
Do they live in planned or
unplanned settlements?
What sort of housing is in place?

*
Targeted development areas
Are there particular areas
that have been targeted for
development? Development
corridors? Spatial
development initiatives?
Historically disadvantaged
areas?

*

*

Parks and protected areas
Where are the national parks and
protected areas?
Are there areas where co-management
of natural resources are taking place
that provide benefits to local
communities?

*

*
*

Social services
What social services exist? Old age
pension, child support, disability,
veteran benefits?
How many people qualify?
How are pensions and benefits
distributed?

*
Telecommunications
Which areas have good/
poor telecommunications
infrastructure?

*

*

*

*

*

Hazards/state of the environment
What are the main hazards affecting
the environment?
Which particular areas are disaster-
prone? Drought, flood, storms or fire?
What measures are in place to reduce
risk and vulnerability in these areas?
Which particular areas are
experiencing pressures on natural
resources?
Where are the main pollution risks and
what are the potential sources?
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Recognising your biases
Throughout the site selection process do not forget that this initial analysis
will most probably be dominated by the views and assumptions of outsiders
– people who do not live in the communities you select and whose knowl-
edge of them is limited. It is important to make this explicit and to be aware
of the biases of the selection team before carrying out the initial assessment
that will focus on listening to what local people have to say.

Learning session ideas
You may want to run learning sessions with your team or in your organisa-
tion to develop site selection criteria and do a rapid appraisal of trends.
Here are some ideas on how to design and run the session.

1. Introduce your objectives and key learning outcomes.

2. Hand out copies of the checklist above to working groups. Ask the
groups to prepare their own list of site selection criteria that are appropri-
ate for the areas where your team plans to work. Encourage the groups to
amend criteria, add new criteria, and leave out what is not useful. You
can ask working groups to concentrate on certain groups of criteria, or
ask all groups to work on the entire list.

3. Reconvene the plenary and ask the groups to report on and compare
their amended checklists. Develop a consensus list.

4. Get large-scale base maps of the area in which you plan to work and
acetate or tracing-paper overlays. Convene three groups to map key
features and trends of the area under study on the overlays. Group 1 can
map social, political and institutional aspects. Group 2 can map the
local economy and Group 3 can focus on the biophysical aspects. Select
particular issues from your site selection criteria that you want to map.

TIP
It helps if you prepare a clear legend for your maps and provide symbols for people to map
different features. These symbols can be drawn by hand or you can prepare symbols to stick onto
the maps. Make sure you concentrate only on mapping the most important things.

5. Once you have completed the mapping activities in groups, you can put
the overlays onto one map and see what trends emerge. If there is too
much information on the overlays, circle areas where many different
issues come together. Take this information, write it onto a new overlay,
and analyse the trends.
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6. Once you have a better sense of the trends and clear selection criteria,
you will be in a better position to select sites for the livelihoods enquiry.

7. Before closing the activity reflect on whose knowledge (outsider knowl-
edge, ‘expert’ knowledge, local knowledge) has informed the analysis and
identify any biases that may have an impact on the process at a later stage.

Conclusion
Careful site selection is essential for livelihoods analysis to contribute to
development planning.

Part 3: Selecting secondary data

Summary
1. Primary and secondary data.

2. Likely sources of secondary data.

3. Targeting secondary data collection.

4. Learning session ideas.

Primary and secondary data
At this point you will have selected sites where you will conduct an initial
assessment. The assessment will provide you with primary data – informa-
tion that comes directly from the people you will be working with. The data
will be derived through different PLA activities and semi-structured inter-
views with selected households.

Secondary data comes from research, reports and statistics that have already
been compiled on the study area. Some of these materials will be pub-
lished. However, much of the information will be unpublished – so called
‘grey literature’ – which you will probably have to get directly from govern-
ment departments, academic research organisations and NGOs.

Likely sources of secondary data
What information is likely to exist about a rural area? How reliable and
up to date will it be? Can it help you anticipate future trends and devel-
opments? To answer these questions, do a quick scan of who works in
the area or provides services to it and identify the different types of
documents they produce.
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Government departments and local councils

In almost every country there will be census information on population,
income levels and household size. There may be information on rainfall
and weather patterns that goes back several years. There will be maps of
soils, vegetation, minerals and other features.

There will be government departments responsible for land, health, agricul-
ture, water affairs, forestry, roads and other relevant areas. These depart-
ments produce policy documents and legislation. They write reports on
their activities. They also prepare plans for the future.

For example, you may be able to get information on the number of land
reform projects being undertaken in a particular area. You may be able to
get access to the planning documents and research that was commissioned.

The health department will conduct health surveys from time to time. Clinic
records will provide important information on child health, immunisation
and major health factors like HIV/AIDS. The department which deals with
water affairs will have information on catchments and groundwater and
current and future levels of service delivery.

Local councils may provide very valuable sources of information. More and
more planning and development functions are being decentralised to dis-
trict and local government in southern Africa, but this is very uneven across
the region. For example, in South Africa local government authorities are
responsible for preparing integrated development plans. These plans con-
tain a long-term 20-year development vision and a detailed five-year plan
that is reported on and adjusted every year. Preparation for these plans
involves a fairly detailed situation assessment that brings together sources of
existing information.

The problem with much of the information from government sources is that
it may be difficult to isolate information on the particular area or locality
where you will be working. Information may apply to a wider area than
your proposed study area.

As with all sources of information, you need to be aware that information
contained in reports and plans is not always accurate. Because these docu-
ments reflect government performance over time, officials may tend to
overlook problematic areas or to exaggerate favourable trends.

The government gazette and government websites

These will contain relevant policy documents and legislation for key depart-
ments. You may need to commission a review of policy and legislation that
impact on livelihoods. The scope of the review could expand rapidly if not
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carefully managed. In rural areas, policy on land tenure and land rights
management should form a key aspect for review.

Local and international NGOs

Identify local and international NGOs with current or past programmes in
the area. They are likely to have collected important information that will
be of use to your enquiry. On the whole, NGO reports and project evalua-
tions are likely to contain more critical content and cover information that
government reports will ignore.

Academic research

This can provide detailed and locally appropriate information that com-
bines a survey of the literature, archival sources and survey data. Try to find
out about research organisations, universities, NGOs and individuals who
may have done research into the area. Library catalogues, particularly those
of national libraries and tertiary education institutions, will alert you to
relevant books and monographs that may have been published. Lists of
theses and dissertations will alert you to formal academic research for
postgraduate qualifications that may have been done. Indexes to journal
articles can help you find academic articles on the subject. Because aca-
demic research is required to acknowledge its sources, bibliographies of
academic studies will provide lists of sources which may be useful to you.
The catalogues of many large libraries are on the Internet. The US Library of
Congress and the British Library are examples of libraries which have
massive collections of publications from all over the world whose cata-
logues can be searched online.

5

Newspapers and magazines

The press, magazines and other publications can also provide important
sources of information. While references to academic journal articles can
usually be found in subject indexes, most newspaper and magazine articles
are not indexed in this way. However, publications have their own archives
which they may allow you to visit. Many publication archives can be
searched over the Internet. Large libraries keep collections of newspapers
and magazines and article indexes for research purposes.

Historical information

Archival materials can provide fascinating insights into the history of an
area. If you know that an area has been subjected to a particular upheaval
like forced removals or enforced land use planning, there may be valuable
archival reports that can inform your current enquiry. Be aware than archi-
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val reports usually represent official views. However, commissions of en-
quiry or records of local disputes can record the voices of ordinary people.
Oral history projects can also be an invaluable source of information.

Interviews with key informants

Interviews with key informants – people who have worked in the area for
many years like NGO fieldworkers, researchers, extension workers and
health officials – can provide valuable information and help you find pub-
lished and unpublished information for your enquiry.

Targeting secondary data collection
There are many potential sources of secondary data. Obviously it would be
very time-consuming and expensive to try and review all data sources. You
need to be selective about your sources. Rather than collecting information
just because it is there, first clarify what information you need and how you
will use it once you have got it.

The livelihoods framework provides some signposts for secondary data
collection. You will want information on:

• the local asset base – people, land, natural resources, water, climate,
infrastructure and services

• institutions that govern people’s access to resources

• local economic activities

• key trends shaping the vulnerability context – seasonality, variability,
shocks and stresses.

Learning session ideas
You may want to run a learning/planning session with your team to develop
a secondary data collection strategy.

1. Introduce your objectives and key learning outcomes.

2. Start by asking team members for definitions that distinguish between
primary and secondary data.

3. Briefly profile the area where you will be working. Ask team members to
identify the different types of secondary data they will need and how
they plan to use this data to inform different aspects of the livelihoods
enquiry process.

4. Ask participants to identify possible data sources for each type of data
that they will need. Team members can prepare a matrix that lists data
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types down the left and possible sources of the information running
across the top.

5. Discuss team roles with respect to data collection, synthesis and analy-
sis. Who will be responsible? How will information from the secondary
data feed into the initial assessment and the analysis of micro-macro
linkages?

6. Conclude by preparing terms of reference for the persons responsible for
secondary data collection that specify key data categories and sources as
well as a time frame and budget. Specify the outcomes of the data col-
lection process.

Conclusion
Secondary data makes an important contribution to identifying guiding
questions for the initial assessment and adds value to the analysis of issues
and trends once the initial assessment has been done.

Part 4: Determining entry strategies

Summary
1. Why an entry strategy is important.

2. Who do you meet with?

3. Reflections on participation.

4. Negotiating the livelihoods enquiry process.

5. Learning session ideas.

Why an entry strategy is important
Now that you have identified sites to conduct livelihoods assessments
you need to develop a clear entry strategy. An entry strategy is a plan of
how you will engage with people in the area. It helps to identify whom
you should meet with to explain who you are and why you are there,
and, if things go well, to negotiate how the livelihoods analysis should
be carried out.

It is important to clearly think through your entry strategy. Paying attention
to detail, being alert to power relations and protocols at the beginning can
have a big impact on how smoothly things will go later.

Your entry strategy is likely to be determined by how much contact you
have had with people in the area. In most cases, the entry point will be
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fairly clear. If you work for an NGO that is expanding into a new area, your
entry usually comes on the basis of a request. If you are part of a local
council structure, you will have a political mandate for the planning proc-
ess and elected or appointed local representatives to relate to.

No matter where you start from it is good practice to critically assess your
entry point and provide clear answers to the following questions:

• How do you introduce yourselves?

• Who do you meet with?

• How do you ensure that you hear all the voices – not just the loudest?

• How will you avoid raising unrealistic expectations?

• How will you respond to questions about the likely results of the process?

There are no standard answers to these questions. Your approach will be
determined by the context that you are working in.

Who do you listen to?
You will be meeting with and listening to people who will be acting in
different capacities. You will meet some people in their official or repre-
sentative roles who represent an organisation or institution. You will meet
others who are part of interest groups. Once you start with initial assessment,
you will also meet members of households on their own and in groups.

Working out who to meet with
can be made easier by asking
people to identify formal and
informal organisations and
institutions that operate in the
research area and using a Venn
or institutional diagram to
capture their relative impor-
tance and relationships to one
another. By varying the compo-
sition of the group, different
organisations may be identified
and their interrelationships and
relative importance will be
interpreted differently.

Example of a Venn diagram of institutional relationships
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Reflections on participation
Participation is a very common term in development and planning literature
that has become quite loosely used.

During the 1970s the many failures of top-down, expert-designed develop-
ment projects programmes made people realise that effective participation
is a critical success factor in development planning and implementation.
Participatory approaches aim to ensure that the priorities and knowledge of
local people inform and direct local development initiatives. At the same
time they recognise that local people are the ‘critical participants and
central actors’ who should be at the centre of the development process.

Despite what some people have called ‘a paradigm shift’, many different
types of ‘participation’ are practised. At one end of the scale are processes
of ‘managed consultation’. These are designed to ensure that local people
express ‘support’ for what the outsiders wanted to do in the first place.

Historically, academic and development research has involved outsiders
first defining the research questions and then investigating these with local
people. Once the investigation is complete, the researchers usually with-
draw to analyse their findings and write up the data. Many researchers,
particularly those using participatory action research methods, are critically
assessing this type of process, describing it as ‘extractive’. They are trying to
develop processes which empower and promote self-mobilisation, and
which are genuinely flexible and adaptive. Participatory action research
methods are not just being used so that local people can better inform
outsiders. They are also being used by people to independently analyse
their own situation.

In preparing to carry out livelihoods analysis, you need to think carefully
about the role and function of participation. Given that you have a ready-
made conceptual framework and an enquiry methodology that you want to
apply, you could be quite far down the road of the traditional extractive
research paradigm.

Your challenge is to use the framework in an adaptive and flexible way as a
means to enable local people to frame the guiding questions and evoke
structured and systematic listening by outsiders. Even though you have a
theoretical framework, it is best to use it as a reference point rather than a
game plan. As Robert Chambers has expressed it:

The new imperatives are to sit down, listen and learn, to be
patient, to respect… to learn not to interview, to know when not
to speak and when not to be present, to empower local people,
to enhance their confidence, to enable them to define, express
and analyse their reality.

6
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This may seem obvious but it is surprising how easy it is to ignore these basic
precepts in our practice and retreat to the traditional divide of ‘us’ and ‘them’.

From participation to action

By itself participation is not a ‘magic bullet’, nor is it a guarantee of good
results. As Jo Abbot points out:

Participation is not a panacea for community development, nor
a substitute for careful preparation, long-term planning, con-
structive dialogue and sustained interaction. Participatory tools
and methods can only initiate what should be a long term but
beneficial process of joint analysis, critical reflection and capac-
ity strengthening for both insiders and outsiders.

7

Negotiating the livelihoods enquiry process
As you start to engage with people there are other general issues to be
aware of:

• Do not assume that people will automatically want to participate in the
process. Given that virtually every policy and project requires ‘participa-
tion’, many people have become weary of participating in processes
designed by others.

• Do not assume that people will automatically trust you. Local history
plays an important role in shaping the attitude of people to outsiders. It is
important to gain insights into local history before making your entry. It
may be that local people associate ‘planning’ with increased develop-
ment control, loss of land rights or restricted access to resources.

• It may be that some of the terms you use inadvertently echo planning
jargon from a previous era that evokes hostility or suspicion. For exam-
ple, in South Africa the land reform programme requires people to set up
legal entities to hold the land that they acquire. One of the options is to
form a trust. For many older people the term ‘trust’ is associated with the
South African Development Trust set up under the notorious Land Acts
that resulted in land dispossession.

• It may be that there are hostile attitudes to councillors based on previous
corruption or misuse of authority. You have to actively demonstrate
through your attitudes and approach that you are acting in good faith.

• Do not assume that people in ‘communities’ think the same way and
share common interests. Communities comprise different interests that
can come into conflict. Different people have different priorities and
opinions. Some are more powerful than others and are better able to
control processes and capture resources. There may be substantial
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differences in the development priorities and issues put forward by
different gender and age groups.

Learning session ideas
You may want to run a learning/planning session with your team to develop
an entry strategy prior to conducting your initial assessment. Here are some
ideas on how to design and run the session.

1. Prepare a short case study that summarises what you know about the
areas that you plan to work in.

2. Stick four flipchart sheets together to make a large sheet of paper so that
your group can prepare a Venn institutional diagram. You will need one
of these for each small group you work with.

3. Ask your team to identify the different interest groups, formal and infor-
mal organisations that they know are active in each area and locate them
in relation to one another using the Venn. If you are planning an assess-
ment in more than one area, break your team into groups (numbers
permitting) or choose two areas that contrast with each other and do a
comparative analysis.

4. Once the Venns have been prepared, ask the team to develop an entry
strategy that specifies who you will talk to, how you will ensure gender
representivity and how you will reach agreement on what will be in-
volved in the livelihoods assessment process. The team should also
explore how it will deepen its knowledge of local organisations once in the
field and how households will be selected for more in-depth analysis.

5. In the discussion that follows ask people to critically reflect on the entry
strategy and make recommendations for changes.

Part 5: Building the team – Fieldwork principles,
behaviours and approaches

Summary
1. Who should be in the team?

2. Orientation for the members of your team.

3. Appreciative enquiry vs. problem solving.

4. Reflective practice.

5. ‘Optimal ignorance’.

6. Learning session ideas.
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Who should be in the team?
The composition of your team is critically important. Ensure that at least
two members of your team are from the local community and that you
consciously make the space to hear and respect what they have to say
throughout the livelihoods enquiry process. Make up your team to consist
of equal numbers of men and women. Select people for their ability to
engage with different social groupings ranging from the youth to traditional
authorities. Think carefully about which team members will do what.

Once you are working in the community, be sure to ask who the local
experts are and involve them as key informants from the outset.

Orientation for the members of your team
You will need to build your team and ensure that all team members have a
clear understanding of the livelihoods framework. You may need to conduct
a training and orientation process for the team as part of your preparation
for engagement with specific communities. But by itself a shared under-
standing of the framework is not enough. Perhaps the most important thing
that characterises the successful team is its attitudes and behaviours in the
field. A team may contain people who have good technical skills, but this
does not necessarily make them good fieldworkers.

Orientation involves developing the right behaviours and attitudes to carry
out a livelihoods enquiry. As discussed earlier, people are at the centre of
the livelihoods framework. This means that people we work with must be
treated with respect. If they agree to participate in the livelihoods analysis,
we must ensure that they give informed consent. We must be sure that
community members know what the conditions for engagement are. They
must be aware that they have the right not to participate, and the right not
to answer questions.

The team must ensure that it can cross-check the information it collects to
make sure it is accurate. The team must be gender-aware and understand
the importance of disaggregating data to be able to recognise differentiation
between households and gender and age differentiation inside households
(see Session 6).

We must recognise that not everyone is literate. We must therefore make
sure that the methods we use make good use of visualisation techniques.

We must be clear about who owns the information that is generated by the
livelihoods enquiry. Very often outside researchers assume that they own
the information. The team must be aware that it is local community mem-
bers or the relevant local government structure that will own the informa-
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Problem solving Appreciative enquiry

Identification of problems and ‘felt needs’ Appreciating and valuing the best of what is

Analysis of causes Sharing visions – imagining ‘what might be’

Analysis of possible solutions Determining capacities people wish to build over time –
‘what should be’

Action planning (treatment of the problem) Formulating strategies to build people’s capacity to achieve
‘what will be’

Basic assumption: An organisation/community is a
problem to be solved. We should do less of something
that we do not do well

Basic assumption: A community or organisation is a mystery
to engage with. We should do more of what works

tion that they have provided. The team should plan to formally hand over
the information as part of its programme.

However professional and experienced the team may be, all its members
must be committed to joint learning and analysis. This is probably one of
the most difficult things to achieve. No one person knows all the answers;
in fact local people may know far more than ‘expert’ outsiders do about the
situation, and only they know how they see the priorities for development.
When carrying out livelihoods analysis you must beware of unconsciously
using the community to provide the information so that your team of outsid-
ers can analyse it.

8

Make sure you take active steps to avoid doing this. People themselves
should provide the data and contribute their analysis of it. Outside experts
must ‘unlearn’ what they have been taught, let go of their biases and pre-
conceptions and be open to learn from local realities each time they facili-
tate an assessment.

There are points in the process where outsiders may work independently.
For example, analysing connections between micro and macro issues may
require a specialist policy analysis which requires knowledge that local
people may not have. However, at every stage what you do must be re-
flected back, discussed and amended by the people you are serving.

Perhaps most importantly, organisations must have a commitment to con-
tinue working in the community in which the assessment will take place.
Unless this is done, livelihoods analysis will be reduced to just another kind
of ‘development tourism’. It is this commitment that makes the initial selec-
tion of sites so important.

Appreciative enquiry vs. problem solving
The concept of appreciative enquiry was introduced in Chapter 1, as well
as how it is different to problem-based analysis. The table below highlights
the difference between the two approaches in more detail.

9
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By focusing on successes we are reminded of high points and achievements
of the past. This creates the recognition that we are all capable of greatness
and achieving something good. We all have concrete examples to draw on.
It also shapes our perceptions about what is good and grounds them in our
own realities. This is the opposite of continually relying on imported models
and values. Appreciative enquiry enables us to move away from simply
listing what we ‘lack’ so that we avoid becoming overwhelmed by prob-
lems. It enables us to imagine more clearly what it is we want to do and
how we can make it happen.

The key assumptions of appreciative enquiry are:

1. In every community, organisation or group something works.

2. What we focus becomes our reality. If we focus exclusively on problems
they can ensnare us. If we focus on strengths and things that we take
pride in this becomes a foundation to build from.

3. Reality is created in the moment and there are multiple realities. Our
past does not automatically dictate our future. Not everyone understands
and experiences things the same way.

4. The act of asking questions of an organisation or group influences it in
some way. If we focus on problems and things that don’t work people
are influenced to cast themselves as victims.

5. People have more confidence to plan for the future (the unknown) when
they carry forward the best parts of the past (the known).

6. It is important to value differences. Diversity can create strength rather
than division.

7. The language we use creates our reality. Terms and concepts must be
able to be communicated across language barriers. This requires that
they be adapted and that meanings are localised.

The results of conducting an analysis using a problem-based approach and
one using appreciative inquiry are often very similar. However, the major
difference is that the appreciative approach increases group confidence.
People are often more inspired by looking at their past successes than by an
analysis of what is wrong.

Reflective practice
Irrespective of which planning approach you use, your team must plan to
spend time to reflect on what they are doing. Reflection is not just to criti-
cise and identify problems. It is to affirm and highlight where things have
gone well. For example, the team may successfully adapt existing methods
or develop an innovation. Reflection allows us to record this learning and
embed it in future processes.
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We are aware that things can go wrong and that mistakes will be made.
Mistakes in themselves are not a problem. What is more important is that
we ‘embrace error’ and that it allows us to learn from our practice, or as
Chambers expresses it, to ‘fail forwards’.

Reflection enables us to be self-conscious of our roles, attitudes and behav-
iours. It enables the team to work better together and interact more effec-
tively with local people. The team facilitator needs to build in time and
tools for structured reflection.

‘Optimal ignorance’
Every team member brings with himself or herself a certain amount of
‘baggage’ (ideas, beliefs from before that get in the way of being able to see
things as they are). Sometimes this is the baggage of professionalism or
experience that comes with embedded assumptions about what is ‘really
going on’ or what the best interventions are. A good team has to find ways
to ‘unpack’ its own baggage and leave it behind before engaging with local
people. The livelihoods team also has to be particularly aware of how it
interprets the information that it obtains. Researchers and social scientists
often make the worst mistakes when they try to interpret the meaning of
what they observe. Team members need to accept the fact that all explana-
tions are likely to be incomplete, approximate and open to being contested.

Rather than being inhibited about being an outsider it is better to seize the
opportunities that it offers. As an outsider there is nothing wrong with
asking ‘stupid’ questions. Very often the ‘obvious’ is not as obvious as it
might seem. Open questions rather than directed enquiry, optimal igno-
rance rather than statements of expertise open the door for local people to
actively take control and provide the analysis.

At another level, optimal ignorance means that you don’t need to find out
every little thing in order to have enough information for people to be able to
make a good decision. In fact you will probably get what you need from just
20% of all the available information. This is sometimes expressed as the ‘80:20
principle’ which says most of the results come from the first 20% of input.

Learning session ideas
You may want to run a learning session with your team to highlight key
behaviours and attitudes needed for fieldwork. Here are some ideas on how
to design and run the session.

1. Obtain copies of the IDS films Coping with change: PRA in Nowherestan
and Who holds the stick: PRA attitudes and behaviour. Select one or two 20-
minute film clips then hold a group discussion around three core questions:



242Learning about livelihoods

• What did the film confirm for you about appropriate attitudes and
behaviours for fieldwork?

• What did the film highlight that was new?

• What are the three most important behaviours you will practice
during your next fieldwork exercise? Why do you think they will be
helpful?

2. Introduce the main ideas informing appreciative approaches.

3. Pair up members of the team. Ask each pair to describe a fieldwork
exercise that went particularly well. Pairs should explain:

• Why fieldwork went well.

• What made it successful.

• How they felt about the process.

4. In the plenary share some examples and then identify common themes.
Ask people to identify similarities and differences between each exam-
ples and to highlight any particular differences that are interesting or
significant.

5. In the discussion that follows, explore how you could replicate these
experiences in future. Use a flipchart or cards to start sentences ‘We
will…’ and ask each person to complete two recommendations.

6. Prepare a short input on the key differences between appreciative
enquiry and problem-based approaches to planning. Once you have
introduced the two approaches, facilitate a short discussion around three
questions:

• Which of the two approaches best describes our current fieldwork
and organisational practice?

• How will the results of appreciative inquiry differ from those of prob-
lem-based approaches?

• How can we apply appreciative enquiry methods in our fieldwork?

Conclusion
The team’s approach and behaviour when working with people on the
ground goes a long way to determining the depth of information gathered
during the initial assessment. A team that combines flexibility and methods
that enable them to listen actively is most likely to be effective in the field.
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Part 6: Initial assessment

Summary
1. Identifying guiding questions.

2. Visualising the enquiry approach.

3. The starting point.

4. Ensuring reliability of qualitative data.

5. Matching methods with purpose and context.

6. Community maps and models.

7. Social maps.

8. Asset mapping.

9. Transects.

10. Institutional mapping.

11. Timelines.

12. Seasonal calendars.

13. Ranking well-being using stress calendars and category rankings.

14. Selecting households for semi-structured interviews.

15. Semi-structured interviewing.

16. Guidelines for interviewing.

17. Examples of case study interviews.

18. Resource flows and flow analysis.

19. Gender analysis.

20. Assessing vulnerability, risks and hazards.

21. Learning session ideas.

Identifying guiding questions
Now after a great deal of preparation, you are in a position to plan and
conduct the initial assessment. How do you identify guiding questions and
combine different participatory methods into an approach that will provide
an assessment of livelihoods and vulnerability and create a foundation for
planning?

The livelihoods framework helps us to know what sorts of information we
will need but we need to agree on what questions to ask and which will be
the most appropriate ways of discovering and analysing information.
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We need to identify broad questions that will help us understand the different
components of the livelihoods framework and the relationships between them.

Questions might include:

• What are the main activities that people rely on to make a living, and
how are these changing over time?

• What are the most important assets and resources used to make a living?

• Which human capabilities enable people to turn their assets into liveli-
hood strategies or benefit from other sources? Who has these capabilities
and who does not?

• How do local people define relative well-being? What are the character-
istics of a good life? Do men and women define these characteristics
differently?

• What formal and informal systems enable people to get access to assets
and control how they are used?

• How does the external environment influence livelihoods in positive or
negative ways.

• What are the most likely shocks and stresses to the main sources of
livelihood?

• What are the main hazards and risks to which people are exposed and
how are these changing over time?

• How does vulnerability vary for people in different well-being categories
and how does their vulnerability change over time?

• What are the best opportunities for poor people to have more secure and
sustainable livelihoods?

Visualising the enquiry approach
The enquiry approach can be visualised as a filtering process. Different
kinds of qualitative data are put through a funnel to obtain a distilled cupful
of useful information that contains the answers to the questions above.

The shape of the funnel also reflects the broad sequence of methods used as the
livelihoods enquiry proceeds. We start at the mouth of the funnel to gain a
broad understanding of current social, economic and institutional realities.
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The starting point
Participatory mapping and modelling of the area is a good way to develop
an initial understanding of ‘the big picture’. This process will highlight other
guiding questions and lines of enquiry that can be explored in more depth
in later activities.

Broadly speaking, the initial assessment starts with open-ended, non-threat-
ening activities that involve groups of local people. As things progress and
as trust is developed, the team can engage with more sensitive issues like
defining well-being and ranking households according to local definitions.

Once people have clustered households into different categories of well-
being, the methodology shifts to enable more in-depth livelihoods analysis
with households selected from the different categories. This element of the
initial assessment draws on semi-structured interview techniques to develop
more detailed and gender-disaggregated profiles. The interview process may
also highlight broader questions that require further investigation.

Towards the end of the initial assessment process, households can be
reclustered to identify shared priorities and rank different options.
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Ensuring reliability of qualitative data
The methodology used for the initial assessment must consciously ensure
that the data it obtains will be as reliable as possible. This means that at
least three different techniques must be used to investigate each guiding
question and findings must be cross-checked by consulting different
sources. This cross-checking technique is known as triangulation.

Matching methods with purpose and context
Select your investigative tools and methods carefully to avoid the liveli-
hoods enquiry process from degenerating into a mechanical rollout of
participatory tools and methods. Every tool you use must be used for a good
reason and it must be appropriate to the context you are working in. Re-
member that the results of the various activities will reflect who participated
in them. You need to have a conscious participation strategy for each
method that you use. Depending on what you are trying to achieve with
each activity, you will choose a suitable group of people to take part. If you
want a result that reflects the community as a whole, you will choose a
group that is as diverse as possible. If you are trying to find out more about
the perspectives and needs of particular groups within the community, for
example, women or youth, you will choose suitable focus groups.

Community maps and models
You have a choice of methods for the different kinds of mapping activities.
These start with simple participant-controlled mapping and modelling using
local materials. Maps may be drawn on the ground. These maps have the
advantage that they can include key features in three dimensions. Valleys
and catchments can be dug into the earth and hills and mountains mod-
elled from clay or stones. However, such maps can easily be damaged by
wind and rain or trampled by livestock in between sessions.

Maps may be drawn on paper. They can also be painted with fabric paint
onto calico. These maps have the advantage that they can be rolled up and
used again or be hung on a wall. Maps can also be prepared using a
‘flexiflan’ – a felt board which is used with prepared symbols of different
types of household structure, crops and livestock. The back of the symbols
is made of material which sticks to the board. Coloured wool of different
thicknesses and colours can be used to mark boundaries and roads.

Base maps for sketching and enquiry purposes can also be developed from
large-scale aerial photographs or orthophoto maps. This has the advantage
of incorporating scale – something that can be difficult to interpret from
sketch maps and models. The place on the earth’s surface which is shown



Practical livelihoods analysis and planning247

in a map can be pinpointed using a handheld global positioning system
(GPS) unit. Sophisticated Participatory 3-Dimensional Modelling (P3-DM)
techniques have been developed which transfer local knowledge from
sketch maps into three-dimensional models and maps which are referenced
to satellites.

10

While P3-DM has many potential applications, there are important con-
straints and ethical considerations to be aware of. These also apply to
mapping tools in general. As Jo Abbott

11
 and others have observed ‘they

turn local knowledge into public knowledge’ and in the process local
people can transfer the power that their knowledge of the local environ-
ment gives them. The knowledge that they transfer can be misused to
enable outsiders to extract resources or increase control.

Social maps
At this point you have agreed with local people what the boundaries for the
livelihoods enquiry are. These boundaries will have both spatial and social
dimensions. They may be defined as a village, an informal settlement, a
ward or a district. They may be defined by particular people participating in
a project within an area, or specific resource users.

You will need to adjust the scale of the mapping activities that you do
according to the social scale and focus of the livelihoods enquiry. The
bigger the area you have to cover, the less accurate and relevant you will
find the information you have gathered.

Social maps provide a social geography of the area. They provide a base
map that plots households and key infrastructure such as roads, bus and taxi
ranks, schools, clinics, shops, churches, burial sites, sites of cultural impor-
tance and administrative areas. Depending on the size of the area they
cover, social maps may include individual households as well.

Once the base map is in place, it can be used as a basis for detailed and
focused enquiries. You could identify households that contain:

• wage earners

• children under five

• pensioners

• disabled persons

• retrenched workers.

You could identify households that:

• are headed by single women

• have livestock
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• are engaged in non-farm economic activities

• have buried someone under 40 in the last three years.

Social mapping is very versatile and can be used in many different ways. It
works best when you are alert to the different social categories and issues of
importance that local people define while being clear about what you want
to find out.

Asset mapping
Asset mapping and social mapping are closely connected and in some
cases their data will overlap. Asset maps highlight key materials resources
used by local people. These could include:

• water resources such as springs, streams, rivers, dams, windmills, tanks
and taps

• land uses (highlighting arable land, grazing areas, settlement areas, forest
and woodland areas, eroded or degraded areas)

• land covers (detailing what is actually on the land – grassland types,
planted pastures, crops of different types, indigenous forest, exotic plan-
tations and so on)

• natural resources with economic and food value (medicinal herbs, mush-
rooms, fruit trees, game, fish, marine resources, bees, clay, sand, building
materials, thatching grass, grasses for weaving, wood for carving).

TIP
Note that land uses and land covers will vary by the season. Asset maps done at a particular time
of year can be linked to seasonal calendars and historical timelines that highlight key trends and
changing patterns of land use and cover.

Asset mapping can be done at different scales. Maps can identify assets
used by selected households or they can identify the asset base of a com-
munity or even a district.

Transects
A transect is an investigative mapping tool where the team and selected key
informants walk predetermined routes across the area under study. The
routes are planned to traverse settlement areas, fields, rivers, woodlands
and grazing. The team maps the lie of the land and notes the changing land
uses and availability of resources as they go.
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The transect is informed by a set of guiding questions. For example, it can
also be used to investigate how natural resources are managed, or who has
access to certain resources and how this is controlled.

It can be useful to walk the same transect with separate groups of men and
women to record the different issues they highlight and explanations that
they give. This can contribute important information to a gender analysis.
Walking the transect with key informants representing different resource
users can also provide important perspectives and may reveal conflicting
resource priorities.

Some PRA practitioners have started to use digital cameras for recording
aspects of the transect map. They take digital pictures at key points along
the transect. Once the transect is completed, they download the pictures to
a laptop computer and print them out. The team annotates the pictures with the
notes from the transect and mounts them as a visual display. They can then
discuss aspects of the transect with other people who did not participate.

Institutional mapping
This deepens the information obtained from the initial social and asset
mapping activities. Institutional mapping reveals the range of formal and
informal organisations that influence people’s lives and captures local
perceptions of their relative importance and relationship to one another.
Otherwise known as Venn diagramming, the activity involves working with
different stakeholders or focus groups to identify different organisations and
the ways in which they affect the focus group members and the community
at large. (See the example on page 234.)

Focus groups first make a list of organisations they consider to be important.
Then they rank them into three or four categories of importance. Focus
groups write the name of each organisation onto prepared circles cut from
cards of different sizes. The bigger the circle, the more important the institu-
tion. Once all the circles have been labelled, the group organises them on a
sheet of paper in order to map their institutional relationships. Once every-
one has agreed on the picture of the way the institutions are related, the
group sticks the cards onto flipchart sheets. Different groups often interpret
the importance of different institutions in different ways. These different
perspectives can be explored further in discussion.

Institutional mapping contributes information for analysis of what the liveli-
hoods framework calls ‘transforming structures and processes’. It highlights how
local people view the role and effectiveness of different institutional players and
it helps identify ways in which different players could change their policies or
practice to better support the people they are supposed to serve.
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Timelines
You can use timelines in different ways. They can provide a history of key
events that have shaped the life of the community. You can use them to
identify and analyse trends over time. Understanding the dominant trends
contributes important information to the assessment of the vulnerability
context.

Timelines can be prepared in different ways. You can set them up as open-
ended ways of recording and organising information in time. Participants
can generate information from answering the question ‘What are the key
events in the history of this community?’ Another way of doing this is to use
timelines to focus on specific questions and identify trends over a set period
of time. Examples of such questions are:

• When did you experience droughts, flooding or large-scale livestock
losses over the past 20 years?

• What has changed in the availability of jobs over the last ten years? How
has the type of work of most people you know changed? What differ-
ences can you see between someone who was retrenched in 1990 and
someone who is retrenched today?

• What changes have you seen in the use of different household energy
sources (firewood, paraffin, electricity, gas) over the last ten years?

• Who has died over the last three years? How old were they? Have there
been any changes in the number of deaths? If yes, why do you think this
is happening?

Timelines can also be used to track the impacts of different policy or pro-
gramme initiatives.

Seasonal calendars
Seasonal calendars are a form of timeline. They focus on how people’s
livelihood activities and access to assets change over the year. If the calen-
dars are gender-disaggregated they provide important information on gen-
der roles and divisions of labour. Calendars contribute to a more detailed
and nuanced understanding of vulnerability. They can be used with groups
or with individual households.

People use an annual calendar and record the start and finish of the differ-
ent activities that make up their portfolio of livelihood activities. If people
are involved in growing crops, they record the different stages that each
crop goes through from ploughing, planting, tending seedbeds, cultivation,
irrigation, harvest, threshing and other post-harvest operations. They can record
the changing crop prices and demand for certain commodities over the year.
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Where people have livestock, they record the breeding, calving/lambing
and livestock management cycles on the calendar. They can also record
changes in the grazing regime and when their animals require supplemen-
tary feeding. They can record high-risk periods when ticks or particular
animal diseases occur.

If people depend on natural resources, they can highlight the changing
availability of different resources throughout the year. They record the
changing availability of certain fruits, edible and medicinal plants, thatching
and weaving grasses, fish and marine resources. Calendars also record
trends over the year as they relate to household food stocks, casual labour
opportunities, cultural events and so on.

The calendar provides useful background information for activities that
record resource flows into, between and out of households. They can
highlight networks of reciprocity and exchange.

Ranking well-being using stress calendars and category
rankings

Ranking households is a very important activity. We need to understand how
community members identify and understand differences between households.
We need to find out what the different indicators of relative well-being are and
how they differ for different kinds of household within the community.

Understanding differences between households and relative vulnerability
helps us to:

• Improve our ability to target poor and vulnerable households in program-
ming. Projects that have little understanding of socio-economic differ-
ences tend to target ‘upwards’. This is because more secure households
are often easier to work with and they tend to be more dominant and
voice their needs more clearly.

• Ensure that activities selected or initiated by projects address household
livelihood and food security concerns of the poorest households.

Livelihoods practitioners differ over when the best time is to discuss well-
being in the livelihoods assessment process. Some prefer to introduce the
concept of well-being early in the process. As this is a sensitive and poten-
tially invasive area, it is often better to wait until you have gathered other
information through different mapping and profiling activities. These activi-
ties provide pointers for how to approach the issue of well-being and may
have already revealed different categories of vulnerability.

There are several different ways of doing well-being ranking. One way starts
by asking people to define the factors or indicators that characterise ‘a good



252Learning about livelihoods

life’. These definitions usually capture a wide range of criteria that may
differ substantially between different households and localities. They are
also likely vary between men and women of different ages. They often
include the health of the household members, how well they eat, their
education, access to employment or social benefits, the different assets,
resources and means of production to which they have access. But indica-
tors of well-being are not just measures of material things. Often they reflect
how people feel about their lives and the extent to which they have equality
of opportunity, dignity, respect and freedom. In places that have a history of
conflict and instability, an important element of a good life may be peace.

Once people have agreed on the criteria and indicators that define well-
being the next stage of the process is to carry out a well-being ranking to
identify different socio-economic groups within the community.

There are a number of ways that this can be done. One way is for people to
select two groups to carry out the initial ranking. These groups work inde-
pendently of each other with the social maps developed at the start of the
process where different households were plotted and named. They discuss
each household and assign it to a well-being category. They mark the
categories with coloured stickers or some other coding. Households with a
red sticker are the most vulnerable. Households that have a high degree of
well-being have a green sticker. There can be different colour categories in
between and different shades of the same colour.

Once both groups have finished, they compare their rankings and discuss
any households that they did not agree about in order to reach a consensus
ranking.

Another way to do the ranking is to write all the household names onto
cards and ask the groups to rank households clustering those most vulner-
able with least well-being on one side and those that have the highest
degree of well-being on the other. Other households will be arranged across
the middle. With this method it is easy to make changes to the rankings and
group households into well-being clusters. However, because this method is
very text-driven, it will alienate people who are illiterate. It also separates
households from their spatial context, something which can make the
ranking more difficult for the group.

Another option is to use a stress calendar. This involves drawing a 12-
month calendar (or finding out other ways in which people divide up the
year) and asking participants to fill it in. Using the calendar as a base,
participants record answers to the following questions:
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• When are men most ‘happy’ during the year and why? (Happiness in this
context is a generic term to indicate well-being.)

• When are women most ‘happy’ during the year and why?

• When are men most ‘unhappy’ during the year and why?

• When are women most ‘unhappy’ during the year and why?

• When is your income (cash, crops and other resources) highest during
the year?

• When is your expenditure (cash, labour, contributions in kind) highest
during the year?

• When are men and women most and least busy during the year? What
are they busy with?

You can add quantitative data by finding out how many people in the group are
‘happy’ or ‘unhappy’ at different times. Once people have answered these
questions, you can ask them to describe what the characteristics are of house-
holds that appear to be ‘happy’ and those which appear to be ‘unhappy’.

Then ask for descriptions of households that are ‘happy all the time’, ‘some-
times happy’, ‘always unhappy’ and so on. It helps to identify three to five
different categories of well-being. It is important that everyone understands
and agrees on the reasons or criteria that identify the different categories.

Spend time developing a description of a household in each category. Ask
participants to list the main indicators that differentiate the households.
Once participants have generated their own list of indicators, you can look
for other indicators that might be relevant. These might include housing
type and condition, children, health, levels of education, clothing, cooking
method, energy sources, food consumption, type and variety, livelihood and
income generating activities, sources of support, social safety nets and so on.

Once the different categories have been developed, you can ask partici-
pants to indicate which category they fall into by standing in a group next
to the particular well-being category. Then ask the group to discuss whether
everyone is in the right group. By consensus, certain people may move up
or down a category. If there are disputes, these can be referred to the group
as a whole, or addressed through other dispute resolution mechanisms.
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Example of a stress calendar – Manganeng village, Northern Province, South Africa

Summer: (4 happy)
(November, December,
January and February)

Autumn: (8 happy)
(March and April )

Winter: All unhappy
(May, June, July and

August)

Spring: All happy
(September and October)

•

•
•
•

•

Reasons for being
happy
Relatives and friends are
back home
It is the festive season
Lots of rain
Lots of opportunities for
casual labour
Jubilation because
children have passed
and they are moving to
a higher grade

•

•

•
•

•

Reasons for being happy
Consuming own crops
like maize and pumpkins
until May or June
No bills to pay as all the
debts were settled in
summer
Plenty of rain
Lower temperatures and
shorter days
Less illness because
nutrition levels are quite
high

•

•
•

•

Reasons for being
unhappy
It is too cold and
people cannot afford
winter clothing like
jerseys and school
tracksuits for their
children
No wood and water
It is time for harvesting;
this is an
uncomfortable time for
the women as they live
in shanties in the fields
There is a high
incidence of first and
second degree burns

•
•

•

Reasons for being happy
Winter is over
It will start raining again
and the landscape will
look beautiful
Crops and vegetables
will start to grow again

•

•

Expenses
Money is spent on
buying ‘niceties’ as it is
the festive season, and
on school fees and
uniforms, travel to visit
relatives in other
villages and monthly
contributions to
different social clubs
Paying for water and
electricity

•

•

Expenses
Hiring labour to harvest
crops
Church trips

•
Expenses
Buying coal, extra
clothing and corrugated
iron to repair houses as
it will be too cold to
live under dilapidated
roofing

•
•

Expenses
Buying seeds from shops
Hiring labour to prepare
the fields

•
•

Income-generating
activities (IGAs)
Remittances
Starting new projects

•
IGAs
Selling crops •

•

IGAs
Selling coal
Selling traditional beer

•

•
•

IGAs
Making traditional stoeps
(traditionally paved
outside areas)
Selling crops
Living off the pension
monies of the elderly

Generally people were quite happy in autumn and spring because they are
eating their own produce and there is plenty of wild fruit. Both groups were
unhappy in winter because it is too cold and people cannot afford winter
clothing like jerseys and shoes. Although winter was an unhappy season for
all the people, they managed to find coping strategies like:

• fetching wood for other people as a source of income

• women plastering other people’s compounds for money

• pensions – these make life better in all seasons because it is money that
can be counted on every month.
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In summer some people were happy and the others were unhappy.

Reasons for being happy included:

• relatives and migrant workers are back home so there is money

• there is availability of casual employment on farms

• people have access to plenty of clean water because it is the rainy season.

People who are unhappy in summer give the reasons as being:

• families who do not have migrant worker members do not have a source
of income

• people cannot afford school fees, uniforms and festive season entertain-
ment.

Example of well-being ranking category profiles – Mvenyane Village, Eastern Cape, South Africa12

Unhappy/struggling households In between households –
sometimes happy & sometimes

unhappy

Very happy households

•

•

Community level
60% of community
Group level – wattle project
participants
26 participants (84% of group)

•

•

Community level
25% of community
Group level – wattle project
participants
5 participants (16% of group)

•

•

Community level
15% of community
Group level – wattle project
participants
0 participants

•

•
•

•
•

•

•

•
•

•

•
•

•
•

•
•
•

Housing
Starting to fall apart – not
repaired
Only one house
Same room used for cooking and
sleeping
Children
Sent away to relatives
Used to look after relatives’
livestock
Taken out of school to work
Education
Only attend school up to
Standard 1 (Grade 3)
Schooling paid for by relatives
Adults are illiterate
Clothing
Clothes are worn and repaired
Fuel and cooking
Use firewood collected by self
Borrow candles and matches
from relatives
Lamps do not have glass
Do not return borrowed items
Food and crops
Borrow food from others
Own food lasts two months
Weak from hunger and can’t
work

•

•

•

•

•
•
•
•
•

•

•

•
•
•

Housing
Plain house, but in good
condition
Education
Able to pay for children’s
education
Fuel and cooking
Have stoves or use firewood and
fire to cook
Use candles for light
Food and crops
Always have food
Eat twice a day
Eat meat twice a month
Grow vegetables and maize
Have money to buy food
Assets
Own something valuable but it
needs repair
Have livestock – small numbers of
pigs and chickens
Income generation
Steady income from pensions
Given credit at shops
Have temporary jobs working for
‘happy’ households – driving,
building houses and so on

•

•
•

•
•
•
•

•
•

•
•
•

•

•

•

•
•

Housing
Beautiful house – easy to see
people are happy
Education
Able to send all children to school
Children have two uniforms
Fuel and cooking
Have a kitchen
Have a wood stove
Use gas and paraffin for light
Lamps have glass
Food and crops
Eat three times a day
Eat meat every day with rice, samp
(cooked maize kernels) and salads
Have snacks
Grow own food and sell surplus
Buy food in town – seen carrying
shopping bags
Grow potatoes, cabbage,
vegetables, maize
Hire tractor and plough to prepare
fields
Buy manure for fields
Assets
Own transport
Have livestock – sell milk and
products
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Mix and match methods

The methods described above can be adapted and combined. They can be
scaled up or down according to the needs of the enquiry. For enquiries that
cover larger areas, it will be necessary to rank houses by their locality and
have groups familiar with the locality to do the ranking. This creates the
possibility that definitions of relative well-being will change significantly
from area to area. It will be important to analyse the factors in the locality
that contribute to differences in the definitions.

Selecting households for semi-structured interviews
Now that the well-being ranking is complete, you need to decide which
households to select for carrying out semi-structured interviews that will
identify the composition of the household, the assets and capabilities that
they possess and the livelihood sources and activities they depend on.

Most development initiatives specifically target poor and ultra poor house-
holds. Clearly households form these categories must form a major part of
your selection. However, you will also want to interview a selection of
households that are better off in order to:

Unhappy/struggling households In between households –
sometimes happy & sometimes

unhappy

Very happy households

•
•

•
•

•

•

•
•

•

•
•

•
•
•

•
•

Eat once a day
Eat white vegetable and meat
from hunting
Rely on attending village feasts
Only grow vegetables
Assets
Have land, but no money to buy
seeds, fences – livestock get into
fields and eat crops
No money to hire a tractor or
plough
Prepare land by hand
Wattle has invaded fields – don’t
clear lands regularly
Have no large livestock
Income generation
Sell firewood
No work – no money to buy food
Attitude
Not confident
Not motivated
Get discouraged easily and don’t
rely on self
Rely on others more
Regarded by others as lazy

•

•

•

•

•

•

Have a bit of extra money – go to
Durban to buy clothes and re-sell
locally
Use own livestock to pull trees for
others for money
Work on ‘Working for Water’
projects
When things are bad, they sell
livestock or go to ‘happy’
households for help
Attitude
Spend money unwisely and go
into debt
Try hard to live well

•

•

•

•

•
•
•
•
•

•

•
•
•

•
•
•

Own other farms
Income generation
Everything the household owns
generates money
Able to plan activities and make
more money
Have money left over each month
to buy things
Have other sources of income
Husbands are migrant workers
The wives run spaza shops13

Sell vegetables, milk, livestock
Get to town easily – have bus fare
or own transport
Attitude
Never go begging – others rely on
them
People are happy, not stressed
Walk confidently
Consulted for advice and respected
by others
Always active and making money
Attend meetings
Go to town regularly and meet
people who can assist them with
information
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• understand why they have been ranked in this way

• examine the sustainability of their livelihoods and their vulnerability to
risks and hazards

• examine possible sources of conflict that may emerge from targeting
poor and ultra poor households in subsequent development.

The number of households you select will depend on the scale of the
assessment, the research budget and the time available. One way to
choose which households to interview is to ask participants at the well-
being ranking to identify 2–3 households that best represent each well-
being category. The team then approaches the household head for per-
mission to carry out interviews within the household, usually starting
with the household head.

Semi-structured interviewing
What is a semi-structured interview? A commonly used definition of a semi-
structured interview (SSI) is ‘a guided conversation in which only the topics
are predetermined and new questions or insights arise as a result of discus-
sion and visual analysis’. It is the flexibility and adaptability of the SSI that
distinguishes it from a formal questionnaire-type interview which is re-
stricted to preset questions. While the SSI appears to be an informal conver-
sation it should be:

• well structured, defined and planned in advance

• guided by clear goals and a checklist of issues

• interactive – people being interviewed can ask questions too.

The team members need to define and agree their roles before carrying out
the interviews. Who will ask questions? How long will the interview take?
(The duration of the interview should be agreed with the person being
interviewed.) What time of day will be best to conduct the interviews? Will
translation be needed? How will people respond to your making notes
during the interview? Will they be uneasy about having the interview taped
using a sound recorder or video camera? Will this inhibit what they may
say? Will you be able to make notes while the interview is in progress or
will you have to wait until the interview is over? What will happen to the
record of the interview? Will the person interviewed get a copy of your
transcript? Who else will get access to it? Will you mask the identity of the
households that you interview?
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Guidelines for interviewing

Judging:
• cross-check and verify information

• collect information from more than one independent source (don’t
accept the first answer).

‘Triangulation’:
• be aware of the influence of your own preconceived ideas and prior

experience which can blind you to taking certain information into
account.

Probing:
• ask sensitive questions

• ask for examples

• verify information and follow up on issues identified in the interview

• peel away the ‘layers of the onion’ – get to the root of the issue by asking
probing questions.

Recording:
• note the ‘sub-text’ – what was not said but could have been communi-

cated through body language or facial expressions

• specify the context in which the interview was held – place, date, time,
who with, how discussion was conducted (these factors can have as
much influence on results as the questions themselves)

• note personal impressions/interpretations and direct quotes – these liven
up a report

• make diagrams and drawings and include them in your report.

Very important: Much fieldwork information is lost because it is not re-
corded. If you manage a team, ensure that the people tasked with note-
taking are well-trained. Monitor the quality of interview notes throughout
the process. Ensure that these are written up as soon as possible after the
interview has been concluded. Detail is lost with every day that passes
between the time the interview was conducted and when it was written up.

Checklist of questions – household case studies
You need to develop and agree a checklist of questions to provide the
foundation of your interview process. The checklist below provides a basic
sample. Add or delete questions according to your needs.
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TIP
If you have a digital camera, ask if you can photograph household members and their dwellings. The
pictures can be easily attached or integrated into the interview report. When people get a copy of the
interview, this can be included in a family album.

• Interviewer’s name

• Date, time, location, project

• Name and surname of household member

• Household well-being category

• Marital status

• Age

• Relationship of interviewee to household head

• Number of adults in household

• Number of children in household (and ages)

• How long each member is permanently resident in household (move-
ment/migration)

• Education levels of all members of household

• Structure and type of house – describe/sketch or photograph dwellings
on the site

• Material assets – including livestock, land, furniture and equipment

• Livelihood activities by age/gender – divide into productive, reproduc-
tive and community maintenance activities (see Session 4)

• Social activities – capabilities (see Session 5)

• Resource flows into and out of the household (see pages 265 and 266)

• Patterns of expenditure
14

• Control of income and decision making (see Session 6)

• Meals per day – include frequency and type of protein eaten

• Stresses and shocks experienced recently

• Coping strategies

• Impact of development initiatives on their lives

• Land ownership/access

• Social assets – involvement in institutions/community organisations

• Social status – leadership roles

• Movement between the categories of well-being – has household been
better off or worse off in the past and how/why did this happen?

• Access to services – water, sanitation, electricity, community infrastructure
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• Health – status, behaviour, access

• Energy sources for cooking, light or other

• Transport – for school, market, work and social purposes.

Core elements of good note taking15

As a rule of thumb for every day you spend in the field you will need to
spend two days writing up.

Preparation phase
• If you are working in a team, discuss clearly how roles will be divided

(facilitator, note taker, logistics person, observer and others).

• Agree on a common set of headings for notes so that all note takers are
able to produce high-quality, detailed records, for example:

• context – location, date, time and so on

• attendance – who was present – gender, age, numbers

• names of facilitator, note taker, observer and others

• methodology

• results – findings and discussion, special themes, for example, gender
issues, leadership, human rights…

• inclusion of copies of diagrams produced – with title, location, date
and authors.

• Cross-check this outline with the outline of the final report – are all
topics covered adequately and do people understand what information
must be recorded and why?

• Allocate time and resources for report writing – set deadlines and allo-
cate clear roles and responsibilities for notetaking, section writing and
overall editing of the report.

During fieldwork
• The note taker and the facilitator should sit close together to enable

communication and clarification if necessary.

• Record the date, starting and ending times and describe the location.

• Record who is present (age, gender, number of participants – and fluc-
tuation in numbers of people present during the exercise – when people
arrived or started to leave and so on).

• Record who in your team takes notes, facilitates and observes.

• Record what happens, what is said and what is drawn or sketched.

After fieldwork
• Provide honest feedback to the facilitator – what went well, what didn’t

go well, any recommendations for future exercises or repetitions of the
same exercise.
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• Cross-check information from exercises repeated with different social
groups: women and men; the elderly, youth and children; worse off and
better off; landless and landed and so on.

• In conjunction with the team, the note taker should analyse what the
process (discussion and diagramming) has thrown up, and identify
ambiguous and unclear issues.

• Use these issues to plan the next step in the fieldwork – remember that
this should be done with a team of local people.

• Read through your notes – often this will remind you to add new infor-
mation that you had forgotten to include during the exercise.

• Establish a filing system to keep notes and diagrams in a safe and easily
accessible place.

• Type or write up notes neatly each day, this helps make the final report
writing less time-consuming and difficult.

• As note taker/report writer it is your primary responsibility to contribute
to the final report. This is a serious responsibility. Eventually your words
will be relied upon as the main record of the event.

Examples of case study interviews

Sokhulume village, Northern Province, South Africa

LETTA MBONANI – ‘UNHAPPY’ HOUSEHOLD

Letta is 40 years old. She is married and has eight children. Her eldest is a son who is 23
years old. He dropped out of school after completing Standard 4 (Grade 6). All her other
children still attend primary school, except the youngest, who is only two years old. How-
ever, neither she nor her husband ever attended school.

The Mbonanis arrived in Sokhulume in
1992, having been forced to leave the farm
that they were living on when the owner
sold the land. Her husband, who is 53
years old, now works in a dairy on a
nearby farm. He gets R225 per month. He
walks to work early each day and gets
home late at night.

The family live in two one-roomed dwell-
ings. The houses have corrugated iron
roofs, mudbrick walls and no windows.
Letta cooks on an open wood fire in the
yard. They have very basic furniture – a

Layout of the Mbonani property
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bed and two chairs. They hang their clothes on hooks on the walls. The house has an
electricity connection, which is used for lighting only.

The Mbonanis eat pap
16

 with milk for breakfast. Letta’s husband gets given two litres of milk
per day from the dairy. At night they eat pap with beans or pumpkin. At month end they
have money to buy onions, potatoes and tomatoes.

Letta has two chickens and a cow. She also grows vegetables in a small garden during the
rainy season. The vegetables help to provide the family with extra food in summer. The
children also benefit from the school-feeding scheme during term.

Letta’s children do not do anything to support the family financially. But they do help to
collect wood from the nearby wattle plantation and water from the communal village taps.
The children collect approximately 150 litres of water/day. It is stored in a 50 litre drum and
refilled 2–3 times/day. The household does not have a latrine. They use the wattle planta-
tion nearby the house.

When her family is sick, they attend the weekly mobile clinic that comes to the village on
Thursdays. Letta regularly gets supplements for her children from the nurses. Her children’s
immunisation cards revealed that all her children were underdeveloped for their age, espe-
cially the youngest baby, who has to have weekly check-ups.

Letta does not get on with her neighbours and she does not have contact with her father
and his two wives. She does not belong to any societies or groups in the village. Occasion-
ally she goes to church in the next village, but the R5 fee for transport prevents her from
attending more regularly. During hard times she goes to her sister to borrow food or money.

JOHN SKOSANA – ‘UPPER MIDDLE’ HOUSEHOLD

John is married. He lives with his wife, Letta, four children and three grandchildren. All
John’s children have completed Std 10. His eldest son, John Jnr, (35 years old) is now a
builder and helps to support the family. His eldest daughter, Sophie, (32 years old) works as
a casual employee on a chicken farm in Balmoral. Sophie has two sons aged 14 and 7.
They attend school and are in Standard 7 (Grade 9) and Sub B (Grade 2) respectively. John’s
youngest son, William (25 years old) works for a taxi owner in Bronkhorstspruit. He drives
and does odd jobs for the taxi owner. The youngest daughter, Betty (22 years old) is attend-
ing computer training classes at the Academy of Learning in Bronkhorstspruit. She also has
a four-year old son who attends pre-school in Sokhulume.

All of John’s children, except Betty, live away from home during the week. They come
home at weekends. Only John, Letta, Betty and the grandchildren live in Sokhulume all the
time. Betty pays R200/month in taxi fares to go to and from Bronkhorstspruit every day.

John Jnr helps to support the family financially. Sophie buys clothes for her children. Some-
times she brings chickens home with her at month end. William uses his salary to pay for
his driving lessons. Letta sells vegetables to earn a little extra money. Both she and John are
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Layout of the Skosanai property pensioners. They each get R500/month. They
use this money to pay the grandchildren’s
school fees, Betty’s taxi fare and to buy food,
coal and electricity. They recently had to pay
R800 to register Betty on the computer course
and to buy her books. They had to borrow this
money from John’s brother, who owns a spaza
shop. They are paying him back, but the debt is
straining the household income. Letta feels that
it is worth it, because she has always wanted
her children to attend college.

The Skosanas own two cows and a calf. They
also look after numerous chickens for Letta’s
sister. They have 60 peach trees and a vegeta-
ble garden. In summer they sell fruit, pump-
kins, tomatoes and vegetables from the garden.

For breakfast they eat milk and pap with tea. They used to have bread, but cut it out, as it is
too expensive. For dinner they eat pap with vegetables or beans. Sophie buys chickens and
‘runaways’ (chicken feet) cheaply from the farm where she works, so they eat meat at least
two to three times a week.

John used to work for a building company. He used his construction skills to build his own
house when the family moved to Sokhulume in 1990. The house is large – it has five rooms
and a large kitchen. There are also two other dwellings on the property, in which John Jnr
and Sophie live. The house is made of mudbrick and plastered with concrete. The floors
are concrete and polished. Some of the bedrooms have carpets. The roof is corrugated iron.
A wire mesh fence surrounds the property. Two metal gates open onto a gravel driveway
that leads up to the house.

They also own a wood stove, fridge, television set and a bicycle. The house is connected to
electricity that powers the household appliances. They spend R40/month on electricity.
R100 is spend on firewood every two months. They have a pit latrine in the yard. The
grandchildren collect approximately 200–300 litres of water/day from communal taps. The
water is stored in a large 100-litre container that is refilled 2–3 times/day. The water is free.

Letta belongs to a burial society. She also weaves grass mats, but these are purely for cul-
tural events and she does not sell them. The Skosanas are related to Chief Skosana, the
village leader.

SOPHIE NAMGUNI – ‘MIDDLE’ HOUSEHOLD

Sophie is 48 years old and is married. She has six children and one grandchild. Her eldest
is a daughter, Marta, who is 20 years old. She has completed Standard 5 (Grade 7) and has
a son who is 8 months old. Sophie’s youngest child is 21/2 years old. Four of her children
attend school.
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Layout of the Namguni property Sophie’s husband is disabled. He was involved
in a car accident at work and it left him crip-
pled. He now tries to get light piece-work but
the pay is not good. Initially he got a disability
allowance of R500/month. But his disability
papers have to be renewed every two years.
When they expired, Sophie was not sure where
to go to get them renewed, so they have not
received the allowance for the past six months.

Sophie cuts grass and makes brooms that she
sells in Ekangala and Bronkhorstspruit. Sales
are slow, but the prices are better in town. In
Bronkhorstspruit she sells brooms for R7.00
as opposed to R5.00 in Ekangala.

Sophie uses this money to support the household. However, since the disability allowance
stopped she has not managed to cover certain expenses, such as school fees. She owes the
primary school R60 (R20 x 3 children) and the secondary school R30. She also has not
been able to buy second-hand school shoes and uniforms for her children this year.

For breakfast the family has tea with sugar. For dinner they eat pap and wild morogo.
17

 In
summer Sophie grows pumpkins which help to supplement the household’s food supply.
Sophie cooks on a open wood fire in a basic kitchen. Candles and paraffin are used for
lighting. She spends R10/month on electricity. Her children help to collect water from
communal taps. They use about 100 litres/day. The Namguni’s have a pit latrine.

The house is made of mudbrick and plastered. The kitchen has a thatched roof, but the
bedroom-living room dwelling has an iron roof. Sophie has basic furniture, such as beds,
sofas, chairs and a table. The only livestock they own is a cow.

The Namguni’s moved to Sokhulume in 1990. They lived on a farm nearby, but when the
foreman started a strike, relations with the farmer deteriorated and many families moved
away. She feels that her life has declined since they left the farm. The farm pay was poor,
but the conditions were better there. Her husband received a monthly wage and mielie

18

meal. The women were also allowed to follow the harvester and collect the leftover maize
cobs. These they sold for extra cash. The farmer also allowed them to cut thatching grass
for free. Now she has to pay to cut grass to make brooms, as well as give half the cut grass
to the landowner. She can’t afford to pay the school fees and her husband is unemployed.
However, she is planning to go to the mobile clinic to ask for advice regarding how to
renew his disability allowance. This extra cash would help her family to survive.
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Resource flows and flow analysis19

The understanding of how resources flow into and out of a household or a
community is fundamental to livelihoods analysis. During the fieldwork process
you need to focus attention on how households, and individuals within a
household, can directly control or gain access to various types of resources.

Four basic concepts are important in understanding resource flows:

1. Resources are not the same as money. People may produce some food for
consumption, and some for sale. They may buy some food and essential
items, but may also earn other food and non-food items by doing piece-
work. Try to understand all sources of resources, not just money.

2. Livelihood sources are not the same as livelihood activities. If we ask
about activities, people may mention farming, jobs and other things. If
we ask about sources, they might be more likely to mention social assets,
including claims like pensions, remittances, loans or gifts from family
and neighbours, and other inflows for which they don’t really get in-
volved in an activity as such. This means we need to think about activi-
ties and assets together, since some inflows are directly linked to social
assets. Try to understand sources of inflows, not just activities.

3. There are different levels of resources – they can be controlled by an
individual, by a family, or by communities or governments or others.

4. Resource flows in and out change over time – in different seasons of the
year, and from one year to the next. Rain-fed agriculture is seasonal in
most places, and usually brings in relatively large amounts of produce or
money in a short space of time. Expenditure also varies throughout the
year: in many countries in southern Africa, the high expenses around
Christmas and New Year festivals are immediately followed by the need
to pay school fees. Some seasons bring more illnesses, or are associated
with pre-harvest hunger. We need to understand these seasonal changes
in flows, so we can understand times when people have greater access
to resources, and when they have higher demands. This can help plan
how to match availability with needs. Also, some sources or uses of
resources become more and more important to someone’s livelihood
over the years, or become less and less important. For example, some-
one may start up a micro business that brings in only a little money, but
that gradually grows and becomes the most important source of money
for the family. Alternatively, another person may lose his or her job, or
cattle may die, and the family will have to find completely different ways
of surviving. Expenses change over the years as well: for example, the
birth of a child can brings many expenses, which fall away after the
child moves away from home. Try to understand seasonality and long-
term trends.
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Note: Several of these issues should have already been picked up from the
seasonal calendar activities. Livelihood activities can be divided into five
general types: production; processing and exchange; reproduction; social
and community; and consumption. Once these are understood, it is easier to
understand the flows of resources in and out of a household. Inflow-outflow
analysis provides the foundation for learning about other key issues, such as:

• relative value or different sources of inflows

• criteria for deciding which sources are important

• finding out about who influences and controls various activities and
sources.

Gender analysis
Most of the investigative activities you use should have conscious gender
dimensions to them. Gender analysis should be both integral to everything
that you do as well as having a specific and independent focus.

Most of the methods discussed above capture gender specific information.
They provide information on gender roles within the household, how
women and men spend their time, what they value and prioritise, how they
contribute to different productive, reproductive and community manage-
ment activities.

The information you collect will indicate how women prioritise their practi-
cal gender needs – water, electricity, access to health care, education and
training – and the extent to which these are being met. The institutional
analysis and transects will highlight issues around gender differentiated
access to resources. How do men and women get access to land? What are
the laws and customs surrounding inheritance? How are women repre-
sented in local decision-making structures? How strong is their self-organi-
sation? How are their roles affected by HIV/AIDS?

As you come to review the secondary data and make linkages between the
local situation and the broad development and policy context, you will
develop a sense of the gender thrust of policy and development initiatives
(see Session 2) and how far they go to create an environment in which
women can begin to meet their strategic gender needs.

Initiatives to create livelihood opportunities and reduce vulnerability also
need to be subjected to a gender screening to identify unintended conse-
quences that might flow from them.
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Assessing vulnerability, risks and hazards
This section draws heavily on the draft World Food Programme (WFP) Guide-
lines for Assistance to Disaster Mitigation released on 15 August 2000.

The document views vulnerability analysis in terms of how disasters and
hazards affect food security. However, its approach to vulnerability assess-
ment and disaster mitigation measures is directly congruent with the liveli-
hoods framework. The programme identifies a set of key principles that
should inform disaster mitigation and vulnerability reduction strategies:

• Is the development focus on people and their livelihoods?

• Is the proposed development strategy or intervention based on a thor-
ough understanding of the effects of disasters on different groups and of
the particular causes of their vulnerability?

• Does the strategy represent a holistic, multi-hazard approach to vulner-
ability and risk?

• Is there clear national policy and commitment to disaster mitigation? Is it
based on decentralised, community-based implementation?

• Is mitigation integrated in development thinking and planning, and in
planning for relief and recovery?

• Has the strategy been developed and agreed on an inter-sectoral and
inter-agency basis? Are there arrangements for inter-sectoral and inter-
agency co-ordination in implementation?

• Are there mechanisms for an ongoing review and surveillance of risks,
and for prompt response to warnings?

The document states that the purpose of vulnerability analysis is to provide
a basis for the government at macro level, local authorities and communi-
ties at local level, and assistance agencies to define strategies and draw up
feasible, prioritised, cost-effective plans of action to reduce risk and vulner-
ability, and to enhance preparedness; and monitor the effectiveness of
measures taken and changes in risks and vulnerabilities. This analysis must:

• identify the risks and vulnerabilities affecting different areas and
populations, particularly people who are already poor and food-inse-
cure, and how risks and vulnerabilities might be changing

• determine which risks and vulnerabilities are the most important and
reducible, and estimate the likely effectiveness and costs of various
feasible reduction measures

• identify early warning indicators relevant to (and feasible in) the local
situation
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• identify indicators of – and mechanisms to detect and measure – changes
in risks and vulnerabilities, hence the effectiveness of any mitigation
measures taken.

What is involved in vulnerability analysis?

According to these draft guidelines, the analysis of vulnerability comprises
two main elements which are then brought together:

1. Hazard assessment and mapping.

2. Analysis of effects and the causes of vulnerability.

The results are mapped to show the areas which have been, or are likely to
be, affected by specific hazards. The vulnerability analysis provides the
basis for formulating a mitigation strategy and then for developing specific
programme activities.

Clearly, the district is a useful unit of analysis for holistic vulnerability
assessment that can result in a mitigation strategy with inter-agency support.
If you are working at a local level, your findings with respect to specific
hazards and risks need to be linked with local disaster mitigation strategies.

Learning session ideas
You may want to run learning sessions with your team to examine the
process of conducting the initial assessment and to practice using different
methods. There are many possible options for doing this. Below an activity
is suggested to get the team to think through the entire assessment process
and two other activities that expose them to using particular tools.

Sample learning session: Thinking through the initial assessment process

1. Start by getting your team to map out how they see the sequence for carry-
ing out the initial assessment. How long will it take? Who should it involve?

2. Ask the team to develop a flow chart or a planning matrix that will
clearly identify the different activities that will make up the initial assess-
ment. The matrix should identify the flow of events, how long each step
will take and the tools and methods that are likely to be used to discover
information at each stage.

3. Get the team to present their proposals for the initial assessment process.
Ask questions about it. Highlight the strengths, search for gaps, discuss
other sequencing options, critically assess time requirements and make
improvements

4. Explore team roles. Who will do what at each stage of this process? Who
will introduce and facilitate activities? Who has the most experience in
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the team in using these tools? How will the team be structured to build
capacity of less experienced members? Who will make notes? Who will
translate if this is needed? What roles will the community members of
the team play at each stage? What gender and power messages is the
team sending out through the way it organises itself and the role that it
plays? Will these help or hinder the initial investigation?

5. Examine and refresh each of the tools that you plan to use. Focus on
tools that you have less experience of. In particular you may want to
role-play semi-structured interviewing techniques and develop the
interview and note taking skills of your team members.

Sample learning session: Note taking

1. Clarify the objectives of the session.

2. Ask participants to brainstorm the characteristics of a good note taker.

3. Hand out resource materials on core elements of good note taking (see
the relevant sections above).

4. Go through notes and compare these with the findings of the brainstorm,
adding points as necessary.

5. Practice SSI and note taking by forming groups of four. One person will
be interviewed, one will act as interviewer, one will take notes, and the
fourth will observe the process and provide feedback to the interviewer
on his or her technique.

6. Give the note taker 15 minutes to clean up the notes before presenting a
summary of the interview. The other three participants comment on what
the note taker has left out.

Sample learning session: Modelling inflows and outflows

The objective of this session is to role-play making a diagram of inflows and
outflows from and between households. Ask for a volunteer from your team
to facilitate, another to take notes, others to serve as informants (three
women, or three men).

1. Use the household profiles provided in the section above on SSI as a
basis for the activity. Create three groups of informants and distribute one
profile to each group. Ask informants to read the profiles and do a role
play of the role of one member of the case study household. Explain the
profile of livelihoods categories to informants, especially the profile for
the category they were assigned to.

2. Ask informants to think about people like themselves, and to mention the
main sources of cash this year. List these sources on pieces of paper (for
example, employment, sale of goods, own production, claims, other).
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3. Repeat with the main sources of food and list on pieces of paper.

4. Some sources will be repeats from the previous step, for example,
some food is bought with cash that was discussed above; other food
comes directly from various sources.

5. Repeat with main sources of other goods and list on pieces of paper
(again, some will be purchased, other goods may come directly from
various sources).

6. Gradually build up a web of flows of resources into the household.

7. Shift the focus – if these are main inflows, then how are resources
used? Ask informants to list main ways in which the resources are
used. (For example, they may be consumed in the household, spent,
invested in production, given away or used in some other way.) List
the resource uses on paper and make a web of outflows and repeat
the steps applied to the inflows.

8. Present the flow diagrams and discuss what seem to be most impor-
tant sources of inflows. Also, what seem to be the most important
purposes for outflows?

9. Finally, ask participants to explore how they think people in the
community will perceive this sort of questioning. What negative
things might the team expect, and what can be done to avoid these?

Conclusion
Part 6 has covered a lot of ground. Given the range of tools and methods
that can be used for the livelihoods enquiry, it is easy to lose sight of
why we are using them and how they relate to the livelihoods frame-
work. When you design the initial investigation, it helps if you specify
how each step of the process and each method that you use relates to
the framework. This will help ensure that you stay on track and that the
information that you collect will be relevant and appropriate.

Part 7: Analysing the information

Summary
1. The convergence of field and secondary data.

2. Using the livelihoods framework to structure and present your
information.
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The convergence of field and secondary data
At this point information from fieldwork and secondary data converge. Now
that you have completed the fieldwork for the initial assessment, you have
to extract the key issues from the different activities and combine them with
information from the secondary data you have collected. You have to
synthesise the information and organise it in a form that can be reflected
back and discussed by the community you have been working with.

Team members who have been part of the whole process can see the ‘big
picture’ that emerges from the combination of different participatory assess-
ment activities with interest groups and key informants as well as the vari-
ous SSIs that the team has carried out.

While your team has made every attempt to visualise information from
fieldwork sessions it is probably still true to say that the charts and maps
that have been developed still have the most meaning for the people who
drew them. The information from the various activities has to be trans-
formed into new knowledge for the group.

Your key challenge is to organise the information that you have obtained in
a coherent way, while avoiding the pitfalls of seeing what has emerged in
terms of your own values, assumptions and biases. Here the framework
comes to your assistance. It provides a basis for organising your data. You
do not have to retrace your fieldwork sequence.

Using the livelihoods framework to structure and present your
information

The framework asks what the activities revealed about:

• The area’s history.

• The people who live there and how they define a good life.

• What works in the community and what makes people feel proud.

• The range and strength of local institutions and their relationships.

• The capabilities that people have and display.

• The range of assets on which people depend.

• How people utilise their assets and transform them into livelihood activi-
ties, their relative contribution of different activities and resources to
household livelihoods, and how these activities and contributions vary
across different categories of well-being.

• The extent to which access to these assets and activities is filtered by
gender and power relations.
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• The differentiation that exists between households in the community, the
factors that characterise different categories of well-being and the rela-
tive proportions of people in different categories.

• The factors that contribute to the vulnerability context, the key shocks
and stresses, risks and hazards and how they affect the sustainability and
security of livelihoods of people in different categories.

• The ways in which people cope and adapt to manage changes in the
vulnerability context.

• The sustainability implications of current livelihood strategies and pat-
terns of resource use.

The framework provides the means to thread the various pieces of informa-
tion together and provides the hooks to make analytic connections between
them. So far, however, we have only concentrated on the left box that
frames the locality and its immediate context. Now we have to explore the
linkages between what was discovered in the field and how larger forces in the
district, provincial, national and even global environments impact upon them.


