
In semi-arid regions, women are not 
necessarily victims or powerless: 
they are often diversifying their 
livelihoods and increasing their 
agency

The five-year ASSAR project (Adaptation at Scale in Semi-Arid 
Regions, 2014-2018) uses insights from multi-scale, 
interdisciplinary work to inform and transform climate adaptation 
policy and practice in ways that promote the long-term wellbeing 
of the most vulnerable and those with the least agency.
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RecommendationS
01

We see that, at times, women are increasing 
their sense of agency, which makes them 
critical agents for adaptation.

When planning risk management strategies:

Don’t assume all women are victims.
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Women’s increasing agency can lead to the 
renegotiation of power relationships which 
are essential for managing risk and improving 
wellbeing in a more equitable and inclusive 
manner.

Consider power relations explicitly.

• Improving access to jobs and resources,   
 concurrently with other forms of support for 
 domestic tasks (e.g. childcare, improved access 
 to water). 

• Supporting productive assets (e.g. land, 
 equipment).

• O�ering support services and mechanisms that 
 incentivise cooperation.

• Providing direct access to information.

• Working with men and governments to 
 challenge social norms.

Support processes that increase 
agency, capacities and long-term 
wellbeing by:
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Providing better access to social support, 
education and technical skills, along with 
alternative sustainable livelihood 
opportunities. 

Help people to avoid risky or 
illegal livelihoods BY:

Livelihood diversification is often promoted as 
an adaptation and risk management strategy, 
yet what people diversify into is critical.

Also, the unintended consequences of diversification are 
rarely considered. While it may increase incomes, it does 
not always improve resilience or enhance wellbeing. 

To counter any negative outcomes, regulated labour 
laws, improved infrastructure, improved social 
protection, and the provision of safety nets should 
accompany livelihood diversification efforts.



Livelihood diversification does not always 
lead to enhanced resilience or wellbeing.

Women and men 
sometimes choose risky 
livelihoods out of 
desperation, which 
impacts negatively on 
their long-term health 
and safety.

"I knew I was HIV positive when I got pregnant with my first-born child. When 
business was not good, I decided to have sex for money. Once in a while I do casual 
work like weeding on farms but because I am sick and weak, I can't work everyday.”
(Abida, woman with two children, Isiolo, Kenya)

“I moved to work in this brick kiln with my entire family. My two children and my 
husband work with me, but the conditions are di�cult and my health is su�ering. 
The rest of our family is far, so no one can help me with minding the children or 
lending me money to go to the doctor. Although we earn a bit more than at home, 
our poor health and the children’s compromised education does not make up for it”. 
(Shubha, married woman, Gulbarga, India)

Home to hundreds of millions of 
people, the semi-arid regions of 
Africa and India are particularly 
vulnerable to climatic and 
non-climatic impacts and risks. 
To adapt to such dynamic and 
challenging environments, 
people may shift or diversify 
their livelihoods. Doing so can 
affect people’s agency, status 
and resilience in both positive 
and negative ways. 
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OUR FINDINGS

In semi-arid regions, women are not 
necessarily victims or powerless: 
they are often diversifying their 
livelihoods and increasing
their agency

Women are enhancing their position in terms of 
economic contributions and social status.

Women's increased 
exposure to information and 
new networks as a result of 
working outside their 
homes, in addition to their 
new sources of income, is at 
times increasing their 
agency and voice.

“I survive from selling local produce from my land and vegetables from the Etunda 
Irrigation Scheme. I am an entrepreneur. I sell marula juice, marula nuts, ground 
nuts, beans, thatching grass and livestock fodder that I gather from my land and 
wild fruits. I do all this by myself.”
(Ndeuhala, Ndongona widow, Omusati Region, Namibia)

“In the past, I used to farm, but I stopped when I joined a singing group 10 years 
ago. We are a successful group of 32 members and perform at many weddings and 
events – sometimes up to 10 events a month. This brings in enough money 
for me to support myself and help my daughter care for her three children.” 
(Ayah, older separated woman, Isiolo County, Kenya)

But in many cases, men remain in charge of 
decision-making.
Men are often still in charge 
of the family’s income and 
how it should be used. And, 
where there has been a shift 
to cash crop farming, women 
are not consulted anymore, 
as it is now seen as an aspect 
of financial planning.

“When my wives get their income, they usually bring it to me and I help them make 
a decision on how to spend the money. Though, I show my wives my income,
I always take the final decision on how the money is spent. In my absence, my 
younger brother becomes the head of my household.”
(Saanuo, married man, Lawra District, Ghana)

Livelihood diversification sometimes leads to 
feeling overwhelmed and stretched for time.
Workloads have increased 
for both men and women, 
and everyone has less 
leisure time. However, 
when domestic chores and 
parenting roles remain 
unchanged, women 
become disproportionately 
burdened by the extra 
workload. 

“Because of the shift to growing pomegranate, our work day has extended...we do 
not have time to celebrate festivals or even to meet each other.”
(Social extension worker on behalf of a group of women, Borban, Maharashtra, India)

“I have to work on my husband’s farm before I can work on my own groundnut 
farm. In the dry season I am also involved in petty trading to support household 
food security and have limited time to rest.”
(Grace, married woman, Upper West Region, Ghana)

“Since my borewells kept failing and the income from my farm decreased, I now 
commute for eight hours every day, six days a week to work as a gardener in 
Bangalore. On weekends, I work on my farm.”
(Mohan, male smallholder farmer, Kolar, Karnataka, India)

“Since our farmlands have shifted from subsistence to cash crops, our 
responsibilities have increased. But our husbands take all the decisions about crop 
selection, market transactions or land use, and we have gone from being farmers to 
being labourers on our own land.”
(Women from Maharashtra, India)
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