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v

Ireland has a proud history in relation to development cooperation. This history 
commenced with the development work pioneered by Missionary orders which 
has been complemented and built upon by NGOs and by the Irish Government’s 
own programme; Irish Aid. One of the Missionary orders with which I have had 
the pleasure of knowing well during my many years in Africa is the Missionary 
Sisters of the Holy Rosary (MSHR); the Missionary congregation that helped cre-
ate the development organisation in Nigeria that is at the very heart of the story 
set out in this book. Health and education has been the core work of MSHR for 
decades in Africa. These were services that were much appreciated and for which 
there was an unending demand among the communities where it worked. I have to 
say I availed of these health services myself when I had a near death experience 
with malaria in Zambia in 1996! Thanks to Sr. Lucy and Dr. Vincent in Monze  
I am still of this world!

The Second Vatican Council (1962–1965) posed a clear challenge to those 
working in development such as MSHR which resulted in a greater and wider 
engagement with rural disadvantaged communities, primarily comprising peasant 
farmers. This was facilitated by a number of groups initially in Ireland, (particu-
larly Gorta) that were keen to support novel ideas as a means of tackling the root 
causes of hunger, famine and disease—a new way of extending the hand of part-
nership and friendship.

But Ireland does not work alone in the development-sphere. Irish organisations 
partner with a host of other agencies, both national and international, as well as the 
private sector. We have a long history of working with our neighbours across the 
water in Britain and further afield. The Department for International Development 
(DFID) has provided much support for grass root development agencies in the 
Global South, including those from the Catholic Church. These days it is almost 
fashionable to be cynical concerning the value of development aid. Critics of aid 
single out and focus on examples of bilateral support provided to governments in 
the Global South who then mismanage or misappropriate the funds. It seems that 
all it takes are but a few examples of such bad practice to tarnish the whole of an 
aid programme.

Governments, including Ireland and Britain, and many others provide  development 
assistance through a number of systems. This includes funding for grass roots 
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organisations, most of them non-governmental in nature, with long histories of 
 working at the level of communities. But working through governments, with the 
appropriate controls in place, ensures that work at grass roots levels is sustainable. I 
remember well from my days in Zambia, as I criss-crossed the country and visited 
many congregations living and working far from the capital Lusaka. The messages 
I brought back to the capitol were clear. We need government systems to work. Our 
schools need trained and motivated teachers, thoughtful curricula, and good manage-
ment. These can only be provided by effective governments!

I know that MSHR has been involved in a number of research projects in 
Nigeria providing the centre-point—the plot as it were—for the story of this book. 
Gorta was also involved in supporting work related to those projects. It demon-
strates how synergies in development can produce impacts greater than the sum 
of the parts, and here are the lessons learned vis-a-vis the Sustainable Livelihood 
Approach (SLA).

We in Irish Aid and indeed Misereor have been delighted to be effective  
partners contributing not only financially but more particularly with evaluations,  
discourse and advice that we hope gave rise to a form of true partnership that has 
become the heartbeat of the on-going but ever changing interventions. If any les-
son was particularly learned it was one that reinforced the compelling need to 
ensure that beneficiaries took the lead (the “driving seat”) in deciding how and 
what was done in all interventions. Development must be owned, locally and 
nationally by the individuals, communities and governments of the partner coun-
tries. Otherwise it is simply not sustainable. Over 35 years I understand that 
350,000 people were reached. What a tremendous achievement.

It is my great pleasure to introduce this book and the work that the authors have 
carried out over many years. It is especially important that they share the knowl-
edge gained in relation to what works in addressing what seems almost insur-
mountable poverty. There is no “magic bullet” to reducing poverty, addressing 
hunger and achieving “development”. That is a conceit better left to the headline 
writers and the plethora of authors with ideologies or other solutions to peddle. 
Communities are complex and the causes of poverty are many. Hence interven-
tions designed to help people have to work within this mosaic of components and 
interactions rather than pretend they do not exist. There have been many failures in 
development but let us not forget the numerous successes that have been and are 
still occurring. There is good news emanating from Africa and the statistics under-
pinning this news are available for anybody who cares to look.

The SLA was born out of a desire to ensure that progress in human  
well-being was lasting. At its heart lies a sensible preposition—that there is a need 
to understand the complexity of societies in order to make interventions on liveli-
hoods optimally effective. The authors provide an honest and refreshing—warts 
and all—analysis of that process and set out some of the wider implications for 
development practitioners. There are always new challenges; that is why there is 
no ‘end point’ in development. Indeed the human race will continue to develop 
as long as it survives. Learning is intertwined with development—the latter can-
not happen without the former. Excellent ideas have to be modified in the light 
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of learning following experience. SLA is no different in that regard and it is my 
belief that the experiences set out in this book will help the development commu-
nity become even more effective.

This publication will be of great value to all those interested in the ‘doing’ of 
SLA, be they development students, researchers, teachers or practitioners. That list 
includes organisations such as my own. While SLA can be seen as an approach to 
research, it was developed primarily as a means as a tool to support intervention. 
Moving from SLA (but still using it as a base) to the critical contemporary ques-
tion of Sustainable Lifestyles gives much room for thought regarding individual 
and collective responsibility for sustainable living on this planet over the coming 
generations.

Director General
Brendan Rogers

Irish Aid 
Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade 

Dublin 
Ireland
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The authors of this book have much experience working in rural development in 
Africa. One of us—Nora McNamara—began an organisation called the Diocesan 
Development Services based in Idah at the conclusion of the Nigerian Civil War in 
1970. Idah had been a frontline town in that war and DDS had a mandate for help-
ing the rural poor, of which there were many, and it was inevitable that this would 
revolve around agriculture. Idah and its surrounds lacked any industry which could 
provide employment and what had existed was destroyed by the war. The vast 
majority of households in the area depended upon agriculture for their survival. 
The other author—Stephen Morse—first came out to Nigeria in 1980 and worked 
with Nora in DDS for much of that decade. In those days the fashion was very 
much ‘Integrated Rural Development’ (IRD); the bringing together of agriculture 
as a source of income alongside other services such as education and health care 
as well as infrastructure such as roads and water provision. Women featured heav-
ily in IRD, not least because they were a significant source of income to support 
household livelihood. Major development donors such as the World Bank were 
heavily promoting and ‘doing’ IRD, and at the time was difficult to think of any 
other way or working.

IRD has long since evolved in many directions, not least because of the growth 
in urbanisation and a lessening of the focus on agriculture by many aid agencies 
during the 1980s and 1990s. Fashions changed and new themes such as good 
governance, accountability and stakeholder participation became dominant in 
aid agencies. These are certainly not incompatible with IRD, of course, but it is 
odd how fashions surge and wane and how lessons and experiences are forgotten. 
IRD had always been associated with ‘projects’; a more micro-scale intervention 
planned for a discrete period of time and resource. Projects also began to wane 
as the focus shifted to programmes; longer term interventions. However, the 
central idea of IRD—bringing together many aspects of importance to the poor 
rather than focussing on but one—has shown resilience and does make a lot of 
sense. A sole focus on agricultural production without any consideration of how 
the produce would fare in markets where prices are unpredictable or the education 
of children or the supply of good quality water to help maintain the health of the 
household makes little sense. Even getting produce to markets requires roads. In 
the late 1990s a new form of integration came into being known as Sustainable 
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Livelihoods. It was an amalgam of many influences, and IRD was just one of a 
number of influences in this new wave, but sustainable livelihoods rapidly gained 
in popularity amongst development practitioners, researchers and policy makers. 
Sustainable livelihood has a strong focus on people and it is context neutral in 
the sense that it could apply to both rural and urban households, and the inclu-
sion of the term ‘sustainable’ taps into a strong theme of making sure that what 
we do now does not damage future generations or restrict their livelihood choices. 
Sustainability was very much the theme of the 1990s and its popularity persists to 
this day, largely because like integration it makes a lot of sense.

This book is about sustainable livelihoods in practice, or more accurately the 
framework that was developed to operationalise it—the Sustainable Livelihood 
Approach (SLA). The authors have tapped into their long experience in working 
in development, but more importantly the long-lasting relationship they have had 
with the people in DDS. Nora has long since left the organisation she initiated but 
it does mean that she is well known to them and is trusted with their stories and 
secrets. Steve also worked for DDS for a time in the 1980s and 1990s, and the 
bonds are strong. This long-lasting relationship has allowed the authors to have 
access to the workings of DDS and in particular its attempt to make SLA work in 
the context of a series of interventions it was planning. The authors were some-
what on the periphery of all of that but were intrigued nonetheless by the ways 
in which SLA was put into action and, more importantly of all, the reasons why 
DDS did it and what they sought to gain. The process took two years and provided 
lots of opportunity for discussion and reflection between the authors and the DDS 
staff, the participants and the village communities as a whole. New ideas emerged 
and the authors became more and more determined to write them down and pre-
sent them to a wider audience. The lessons of practice generated new knowledge 
and enhanced the wisdom that comes with years of experience and reflection, 
Indeed the experience and the outcomes were, at least to the authors, unique and 
not to be found in the SLA literature of which they were aware. This book is the 
authors’ attempt to share those insights and they hope that the reader will find 
them useful. The SLA described in some detail may be rooted in one place and 
time but in the views of the authors they can transcend such borders and help to 
inform SLAs for other places and times. Unfortunately it can be all too easy to 
reject ‘case studies’ as being of little wider relevance but the authors feel that there 
are insights from the DDS experience that can ‘travel’.

The authors would like to thank the staff of DDS for allowing such access 
and their permission to publish and share the findings and insights. They would 
especially like to thank Clement Agada, Moses Acholo, Gerlad Obaje, Remiguis 
Ikkah, Raphael Akubo and Stephen Okanebu. A special word of thanks to Chief 
Phillip Okowli and Chief John Egwemi who have travelled the DDS route with the 
authors since its inception; their insights and knowledge and love of their people 
was inspirational and their advice and good judgement contributed to good deci-
sion making. Reverend Sisters Monica Devine, Ruth Kidson, Madeleine Aiken, 
Denise McCarthy and Josie Burke must be thanked for their on-going interest and 
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support in the work of DDS and to Nuala O’Donnell for reading the chapters and 
providing suggestions for improvement.

The SLA described in the book was funded via a number of sources includ-
ing the Department for International Development (DFID) of the UK and Gorta 
(Ireland). The views expressed are solely those of the authors and do not necessar-
ily reflect the views of DFID, Gorta or indeed DDS.
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1.1  The Future of Sustainability

Sustainability is one of the defining words of our age. It implies a sense of longev-
ity—something that will last well into the future—and as a consequence it implies 
a resilience to the turbulence of our politics, economic systems and environmental 
change that seems to be so embedded within our world. These are powerful ideas. 
Who wouldn’t want to make sure that our generation doesn’t despoil the planet 
for future generations? Who would want to cheat on their kids? Even the most 
diehard climate change sceptic would hardly wish to destroy the habitability of the 
planet. Their issue is much more with the evidence that underpins claims that cli-
mate change is ‘real’ than it is with the central ethic that making the world inhabit-
able for human beings is undesirable. Given that sustainability means continuation 
into the future then it is perhaps no surprise that it has been around as long as the 
human race has been able to think about the future. The Nobel Prize willing biolo-
gist Gerald Edelman regards consciousness as being of two types (Edelman 2003), 
and in simple terms these are:

1. Primary. An ability to recognise ones present and recent past and makes links 
between them; a remembered present.

2. Secondary. An ability to go beyond what is included under ‘primary’ by think-
ing about the future; the plans an individual may have. Thus “Higher-order 
consciousness allows its possessors to go beyond the limits of the remembered 
present of primary consciousness. An individual’s past history, future plans, and 
consciousness of being conscious all become accessible. Given the constitutive 
role of linguistic tokens, the temporal dependence of consciousness on present 
inputs is no longer limiting” (Edelman 2003; 5521–5522).

Admittedly this is a biological vision of consciousness as it is clearly linked 
to evolutionary advantage. Hence the first of these clearly brings with it a com-
petitive advantage as animals can draw upon a remembered immediate experi-
ence to help handle a current challenge. Secondary consciousness is a major step 
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further than this as animals can make sense of a complex challenge not previously 
experienced. Self-recognition is often said to be a critical aspect for secondary 
consciousness and few species outside of humans have been shown to posses it. 
But while there is a further evolutionary advantage in developing a secondary con-
sciousness the future based upon a set of actions may not necessarily be totally 
predictable. Many actions do provide a predictable outcome; throw a stone in the 
air and it will come down. But other actions can create multiple and uncertain 
futures, even if some are more likely than others. Thus it is certainly true that there 
are some, including industrialists, scientists, politicians and business people who 
are beginning to question evidence that links some human activity to an inevitable 
and negative environmental impact. They argue that there is some ambiguity in 
predicted outcome, even if science suggests that there are some outcomes much 
more likely than others. Such interrelationship between what people do and the 
environment is a central aspect of sustainability; that what we do now should not 
cause harm to future generations. It is, for all intents and purpose, that sustainabil-
ity is the peak realisation of secondary consciousness as it projects the outcomes 
of action far into the future. But decisions made now in a multitude of endeav-
ours can have ramifications for economics, social change as well as the environ-
ment, and herein rests the ‘non trivial’ challenge for Homo sapiens. On the surface 
it might seem extraordinary that such heated debates can exist over the human-
induced increase in atmospheric greenhouse gases and impacts on climate. In 
part this debate exists because of the uncertain (in the sense of being 100 % con-
fident) prediction that comes out of the scientific evidence and in part because of 
the quite different vested interests from some of those involved. But if the doubt-
ing Thomas’s get it wrong then in the worst case scenario the human race could 
quite literally become extinct—so much for the evolutionary benefits of secondary 
consciousness.

The world has become so accustomed to fashions; the buzz words that gain 
popularity but disappear once leaders change and the world moves on. Is sustain-
ability in this category? That it is the buzz word of our age no one will deny but 
will it too have a specific life span—in other words is the concept of sustainability 
sustainable? The notion of a concept that is meant to encapsulate the notion of 
‘lasting’ and ‘enduring’ being condemned to the dustbin of history must surely be 
one of the ultimate ironies. At one level it is understandable that sustainability has 
found itself under attack. Not only do we have experience of ideas (and terms) 
becoming fashionable and then unfashionable but in the case of sustainability it 
can be viewed as a threat to our consumer society; an attack on the business as 
usual culture. Sustainability can thus be seen as a brake or obstacle; something 
that makes you think too much about what is happening now or indeed provides 
an awkward set of checks and balances. To some this is anathema as it can damage 
their present quality of life. They may argue that the planet is a naturally resilient 
place making it possible for our present day unscrupulous unthinking activities 
to be easily mopped up by Mother Nature. Some also see the term as being far 
more about the environment and not enough about our lives. People can’t reso-
nate with it (so they say) because it doesn’t matter to their day-to-day existence. 
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Most just want to survive (first) and prosper (second). Indeed the immediate hori-
zon for many is to live to the next day and the future could almost be a differ-
ent planet. Even for the more fortunate there are concerns such as keeping ones 
job, maintaining a life style, finding somewhere to live, educating children and 
dealing with such matters occupy most hours of each day. It is against this back-
ground that some have suggested replacing sustainability with a term that better 
resonates with the lives of many, such as maintaining/enhancing ‘quality of life’ or 
‘wellbeing’. Thus it is perhaps ironic that one of the problems of sustainability is 
that in the eyes of many it has become too associated with the environment—it is 
almost too green. The centrality of people in sustainability can easily be lost, yet 
sustainability is all about people. Indeed it is here where the central theme of this 
book—livelihoods—resides. Livelihood, of course, is a people-centred concept 
with the environment important for people’s livelihoods and indeed survival—a 
critical aspect of the mix. But there are other factors too in this mix for a sustain-
able livelihood besides the environment as sustainability comprises a multiverse of 
concerns.

1.2  The Multiverse of Sustainability

Given that sustainability is about us, it inevitably embraces and takes into consid-
eration all that we do, and by ‘us’ is meant everyone on the planet. While many 
often equate sustainability with a concern for the environment it is so much more. 
Trying to capture this within a diagram is not an easy task, even though the most 
commonly employed device is to see sustainability as the intersection of a series 
of three overlapping circles that symbolise the environment, the economic system 
and society. Figure 1.1a provides such an example of a sustainability ‘3 circles’ 
diagram. This diagram does have problems as a conceptual device for represent-
ing sustainability. For example, note how in Fig. 1.1a the circles are presented as 
being of equal size and this is meant to show how the three concerns are of equal 
concern. Yet in practice while the need for the three circles may be recognised the 
relative size or importance of the circles within sustainability can change depend-
ing upon one’s views. For example, some might regard the economic circle as 
the more important and so that circle would dominate the other two. In effect a 
reduction in the other two circles, but especially perhaps the environment, would 
be acceptable to allow the growth of the economic system. This is weak sustain-
ability; an acknowledgement that the environment circle is required but an accept-
ance that it can be ‘traded’ against growth in the other two, but usually economic 
growth. Others would see the environment as being the most important as it is the 
basis for our survival and hence consider the size of that circle as being non-nego-
tiable. This is what is known as strong sustainability. The polarity of weak and 
strong sustainability which involves the economic and environment circles appears 
to diminish the importance of the third circle (society), and indeed that circle is 
often the most under-represented in the sustainability discourse. This is perhaps 
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understandable at one level given that conflicts typically arise between the need 
to generate economic capital and the often negative impacts that this has on our 
environment. Yet in the 19th century it was the clash between the generation of 
economic wealth and society which attracted the most attention. Karl Marx and 
Friedrich Engels, two of the most influential social thinkers of the time, sought to 
highlight the struggle between the upper and lower classes as the former sought to 
increase its economic capital via the exploitation of the latter. This ‘economic cap-
italism’ or ‘capitalism’ for short was regarded by Marx as unsustainable (although 
he did not use that term) and he predicted that the working class would eventually 
succeed in instilling socialism and ultimately the result would be a classless soci-
ety where everyone was truly equal. One way of looking at this is a move from 
strong sustainability focussing on the ‘social’ to a strong sustainability focussed 

SUSTAINABILITY

sustainability

(a)

(b) 

Fig. 1.1  The 3 circles or pillars of sustainability. a Sustainability as the overlap (shaded) 
between three circles. b Sustainability as a 3 cornered table supported by three pillars
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on the ‘environment, with the drive towards amalgamating economic capital as 
the antithesis of each. This change in perspective helps to highlight a second issue 
with Fig. 1.1a; it evolves as our societies evolve. Our lives and indeed aspirations 
change as a result of many factors, such as globalisation, technology, the media 
and so on, and what comprise the circles as well as their importance evolve as a 
result.

An alternative conceptualisation of sustainability shown in Fig. 1.1b is with the 
three facets of sustainability presented as pillars of a three cornered table rather 
than overlapping circles. The assumption here, of course, is that if any of the pil-
lars are removed then the table falls. This seems to have a better ‘feel’ of what 
sustainability is about relative to its being presented as a mere overlap of interests, 
but still does not get around the problem that the pillars may not necessarily need 
to be of equal size. Thus, some argue, the table may still be propped up with a 
strong economic pillar and weaker, but adequate, environmental and social pillars. 
As long as the table doesn’t fall then all is well.

Clearly there is a limit to the imagery that can be used to present sustainability 
as both devices in Fig. 1.1 have their strengths and weaknesses. For all its faults, 
Fig. 1.1 does help to encapsulate the multiverse of concerns within sustainability 
and how they are inter-dependent, yet at first glance it also provides a daunting 
challenge for intervention. Indeed given the complexity in Fig. 1.1 and the fact 
that it changes over time it is perhaps not unsurprising that it comprises more a 
patchwork of interest groups promoting their own ‘bit’ of the diagrams than 
attempts to consider the whole. Even making predictions as to how this system 
will evolve is proving problematic. Of course this is not in itself unexpected. Marx 
for example suggested that the overthrow of capitalism and its replacement by 
socialism would be in the industrialised world but in fact it happened in the more 
agrarian-dominated economies of Russia and China. Marx based his prediction in 
part on what he regarded as an inevitable decline of the industrial working classes 
into poverty as a result of exploitation of their labour by the rich, but this failed 
to take into account changes in technology as well as the rise of liberal reform. 
Similarly the evidence-based predications of climate change as a result of human 
activities are denied by some who see this as a brake—a damper—on economic 
growth. But given the many challenges that humans face in basic requirements 
such as supplying adequate food and quality water for a growing population while 
at the same time ensuring that the planet does not become uninhabitable it appear 
there is little choice than to take all aspects of sustainability into account. But how 
can it be done?

Much has certainly been written about the meaning, origins and assessment 
of sustainability and it is not the intention of the authors to enter that fray here. 
The interested reader is referred to texts such as Bell and Morse (2008) and Morse 
(2010) that cover some of that territory, and there is an abundance of papers 
published in a variety of journals. But it can certainly be argued that the term is 
meaningless unless it can be put into practice, and it is here the challenges really 
begin. Action can be encouraged at all levels of society, from the individual to 
the nation state and indeed to global institutions such as the United Nations and 
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World Bank. At the smallest of these scales the phrase ‘think global and act local’ 
is often used with the understanding that if people can be encouraged to act in 
ways that encourage sustainability then this would ‘scale up’ and produce positive 
changes at the global level. With due deference to such considerations, this book is 
much more about the ‘local’ and its impact on sustainability than it is about higher 
scales; but the local is more than individual activity as it in turn can help to gener-
ate pressure on politicians, businesses and so on to also act for sustainability. After 
all, politicians depend upon votes and businesses upon customers. In due course, 
decisions made at higher scales of governance can influence what people do. Laws 
can be enacted that control actions, and policies can encourage or discourage cer-
tain activities. The larger and smaller scales are therefore inter-related.

1.3  Practicing Sustainability

One of the attempts to put sustainability into practice is to focus on livelihood. As 
noted above, this has the distinct advantage of connecting the concept to a notion 
with which people can resonate. Think of livelihood as a means of underpinning 
quality of life or wellbeing, and the connection is clear. Livelihood is not just 
about a means to survival but also about providing resources with which people 
can enhance and enjoy their lives. Rarely does one find the terms ‘sustainability’ 
and recreation and past times in the same paragraph let alone sentence, and this is 
regrettable. Unfortunately sustainability is often equated more with negative terms 
such as abstinence and austerity than with positives such as growth and enjoy-
ment. So the term sustainable livelihood can be a means of making the connect 
between our day-to-day lives and the means by which we can sustain all this into 
the future without damaging any one else’s prospects along the way. A refocusing 
of sustainability towards sustainable livelihood should provide the advantage of 
making it ‘real’ to people and exploring it in the light of people’s lives does make 
a great deal of sense. It is our way and means of living that drives our consump-
tion of the Earth’s materials.

Some appreciation of the increasing popularity of the term ‘sustainable live-
lihood’ can be gleaned from Fig. 1.2 which is a graph charting the use of the 
term within the topic and title of academic publications held on the ISI Web of 
Knowledge database. There are two parts to this graph, but the messages are alike. 
The first (Fig. 1.2a) is a simple count of the number of publications each year 
while the second (Fig. 1.2b) is an adjustment to allow for the number of pages 
in each article. The latter is designed to address any potential criticism that a 
simple count of articles can be inflated by short pieces such as book reviews or 
comments. Admittedly this analysis spans a somewhat limited group of special-
ised publications rather than the popular press, but even so it does provide an illus-
tration with regard to a growing popularity amongst the academic and research 
community. Whichever way it is assessed, the use of the term within the topic of 
the publication has accelerated since the early 1990s, a period that included the 
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United Nations Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED) held 
in Rio de Janeiro between the 3rd and 14th of June 1992. This ‘Earth Summit’, 
as it is known, was a major event and attracted 108 heads of state. It spurred 
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Fig. 1.2  Count of academic publications that include the term ‘sustainable livelihood’ in their 
title and/or abstract. a Number of publications. b Total number of pages in the publications in (a)
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the adoption of sustainability across the globe. In the recently (June 2012) held 
‘Rio+20’ conference which took place 20 years after the Earth Summit the final 
document agreed to by the attending Heads of State entitled The Future We Want 
includes the statement:

it is essential to generate decent jobs and incomes that decrease disparities in standards of 
living to better meet people’s needs and promote sustainable livelihoods and practices and 
the sustainable use of natural resources and ecosystems.
(The Future We Want; p. 5)

Indeed the term ‘livelihood’ appears no less than 12 times within the 49 page 
document. It seems that the notion of a sustainable livelihood is not going to go 
away, but the question is what is it? This question will form the theme of the next 
chapter but at this point it is necessary to make a few observations that will appear 
throughout the book.

Livelihood, of course, is a commonly employed word in English. The Oxford 
Dictionary defines it as “a means of securing the necessities of life” and its ori-
gins are derived from an Old English word lı̄flād ‘way of life’, from lı̄f (meaning 
‘life’) and lād (meaning ‘course’). The ‘hood’ part of the word livelihood was a 
later association. ‘Hood’ is used to denote a condition or quality, and also comes 
from an Old English word, in this case hād (meaning ‘person, condition, quality’). 
The word ‘sustain’ has its origins in the Old French word soustenir which in turn 
is derived from the Latin word sustinere (sub = ‘from below’ and tenere = ‘hold’). 
While both of the words have a long history and are now part of our everyday con-
versation, combining the two terms is a more recent event. Needless to say, even 
the Oxford Dictionary definition of ‘livelihood’ is ambiguous. Just what are the 
“necessities of life” that have to be secured?

Formal definitions of sustainable livelihood will be covered in Chap. 2, but 
Fig. 1.3 sets out some of the icons—images that may well be evoked in the mind 
of the reader when thinking about their “necessities of life”. These icons have 
not been linked to show consequence, but no doubt the reader can imagine how 
some of them may be connected such that one needs another. At the centre there 
is a classic icon for a household, defined in simple terms as a group of people 
living together under the same roof. This may, or may not, be the same as family 
but in this case it is; with a mother, father and two children. The main source of 
income for the household may well be paid employment (yielding financial cap-
ital), perhaps on the part of one or both parents, and some of the earnings will 
go to the government in the form of tax while part will pay for accommodation, 
food, clothing etc. The rest may be saved or invested. Here the family livelihood 
is founded upon paid employment, which in turn helps fund physical assets such 
as a house, car and so on, as well as investment in children’s education. The sal-
ary earned by the household will depend upon the skills and abilities of those in 
employment (human capital), and included here may well be their professional 
connections (social capital). But even this simple diagram raises a number of more 
complex concerns. For example, how stable is paid employment and what may 
influence that stability? Are there risks of redundancy? Will the government look 
to increase tax take, and how and for what are those taxes used? The purposes 
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for which the government uses that funding could indirectly help the household 
in ways that they can see; for example with investment in transport (roads, rail-
ways etc.), education and health care. But it may also be used to fund services 
which the household does not avail of in a direct sense (e.g. defence and foreign 
aid). Environment is absent from Fig. 1.3 as it is largely irrelevant in a direct sense 
for the family’s livelihood. Perhaps it is only apparent to the household through 
weather which may restrict access to paid employment or purchasing of supplies. 
Extreme weather events may also cause damage to property. These have implica-
tions for livelihood and this in part may be influenced by a variety of institutional 
contexts such as the government and the employer as well as insurance compa-
nies (for damage to property). Even though there are hidden complexities within 
Fig. 1.3 it is nonetheless a representation of livelihood in one place; here it points 
to a typical developed world context where livelihoods are largely founded upon 
paid employment. It is thus a highly contextualised picture of livelihood—a vision 
that may dominate in richer parts of the world but not everywhere. In other places 
the components of livelihood may be quite different to what is seen in Fig. 1.3 and 
have nothing like the familiarity of icons for a ‘western’ reader. Livelihood may be 
far more diverse, with little paid employment for household members. Financial 
income may be based upon sales of farm produce, highly seasonal in nature and 
heavily dependent upon environmental and market conditions. Therefore the 
relative simplicity apparent in Fig. 1.3 can be replaced with something far more 

Fig. 1.3  Some icons of livelihood
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complex. Yet for someone born and raised within the context represented by the 
icons of Fig. 1.3 it can be challenging to recognise and appreciate such unfamiliar 
pictures of livelihood.

It follows from the preceding that any attempt to understand livelihood and per-
haps intervene to make it more sustainable requires an approach that looks beyond 
the simple picture represented by Fig. 1.3. The essence may remain as households 
still have human, social, financial and physical capitals as these are broad terms, 
but what comprises them can vary as indeed can its institutional context and resil-
ience. Logic would suggest that what is required is a framework that allows these 
to be taken into account before suggesting improvements; a framework that could 
be applied to people wherever and however, they may live. This should help ensure 
that any attempts made to intervene so as to improve the sustainability of liveli-
hood would be based on evidence garnered from those meant to benefit rather than 
the whims and biases of those with the desire and power to impose. Put another 
way, such an approach facilitates a more evidence-based approach to intervention.

The Sustainable Livelihood Approach (SLA), the theme of this book, is, as one 
would expect from the title, all about people and their livelihoods. It is a people-
centric way to the being and doing of sustainable development. This may appear 
to be counter to points made earlier about the need for the three circles/pillars of 
sustainability, but SLA it certainly does not try to discount and reduce the value of 
the natural environment within which this livelihood exists. Beyond this avowed 
focus on people what is so special about SLA that warrants a book such as this? 
Well it can perhaps be summed up using the words of the International Fund for 
Agricultural Development (IFAD) which regards SLA as both a “framework that 
helps in understanding the complexities of poverty” as well as “a set of princi-
ples to guide action to address and overcome poverty”. This sounds like an ambi-
tious agenda—to not only understand poverty but also to help guide interventions 
to overcome it. Given such all-embracing, albeit somewhat vague statements, it is 
perhaps not surprising that SLA has obtained much popularity amongst develop-
ment practitioners and researchers, and so should be the focus of many publica-
tions designed to throw light on how SLA can be put into practice and lessons that 
have been learnt, than it has. This book is just part of that mosaic of experience. 
But while this sounds appealing what does this ‘understanding’ and ‘action’ entail 
exactly? IFAD sets out the principles of SLA as follows:

•	 Be people-centred. SLA begins by analysing people’s livelihoods and how they 
change over time. The people themselves actively participate throughout the 
project cycle.

•	 Be holistic. SLA acknowledges that people adopt many strategies to secure their 
livelihoods, and that many actors are involved; for example the private sector, 
ministries, community-based organizations and international organizations.

•	 Be dynamic. SLA seeks to understand the dynamic nature of livelihoods and 
what influences them.

•	 Build on strengths. SLA builds on people’s perceived strengths and opportuni-
ties rather than focusing on their problems and needs. It supports existing liveli-
hood strategies.
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•	 Promote micro–macro links. SLA examines the influence of policies and institu-
tions on livelihood options and highlights the need for policies to be informed 
by insights from the local level and by the priorities of the poor.

•	 Encourage broad partnerships. SLA counts on broad partnerships drawing on 
both the public and private sectors.

•	 Aim for sustainability. Sustainability is important if poverty reduction is to be 
lasting.

IFAD (www.ifad.org/sla/index.htm)
The reader can no doubt appreciate that this list covers much ground; spanning 
people, holism, dynamism and partnerships, let alone the need for sustainability. 
On the one hand it continues to be enticing as surely all these are indeed important 
for people, but it is also ambitious; it seems like a big ask to cover all in just one 
framework. Herein lies a conundrum with SLA. As both a framework and set of 
principles it says all the right things. It states that poverty is complex and for any 
intervention to succeed then it is necessary to understand what needs to be done 
and by whom. It says that people and institutions need to work together to maxim-
ise the chances of success. It also says that any attempt to improve matters for the 
poor must continue in terms of impact rather than be a once-off where the benefits 
disappear after a short time. Indeed it is impossible to criticise such core principles 
behind SLA, and this book will certainly not try to go down that road. After all, 
who can criticise the need to address poverty and improve the lot of many commu-
nities, probably still the majority of the world’s population that needs help? SLA 
is founded on well-meaning principles and it is quite right to set out the breadth 
of issues needing to be addressed for interventions to work. The challenges with 
SLA are not in its mission and principles but with its practice. It is here difficul-
ties arise, the reader may well expect this to be the case from a perusal of the list 
above and reflecting on how complex it would be to achieve any of these. Indeed, 
as this book will argue in later chapters, the SLA framework is, if anything, far too 
limiting and does not include enough.

The challenges involved in SLA will be set out in this book with reference to 
both the existing literature on the approach and also to a new and in-depth applica-
tion of an SLA in a rural area of Nigeria. These are placed together in an approach 
that can perhaps be summed up as ‘phronesis’, a term used by Aristotle to repre-
sent practical wisdom or a third form of knowledge between theoretical and prac-
tical knowledge. The Nigerian case study helps to highlight points already made 
in the literature, but also highlights and adds other issues that the literature does 
not cover well. Perhaps the use of the ‘case study’ approach towards SLA in itself 
raises issues, including the wider applicability of findings that emerge. However, 
the geographical location of the SLA in Nigeria is typical of the ‘place’ where 
many SLA’s have been done. Despite the fact that people everywhere have a liveli-
hood, whether they be in Lagos or London, SLA has predominantly been applied 
within the context of a developing country by people based in the more developed 
world resulting in an in-built polarity from Global North (the so-called developed 
world) to Global South (the so-called developing world). In the early 21st century 
such labels are rapidly becoming blurred as countries such as Brazil, Russia, India 
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and China (the BRICs) are fast developing economically even overtaking countries 
previously considered to be more ‘developed’. But the polarity referred to for SLA 
still has some meaning, even if it too is blurred.

Much the same point regarding the ‘place’ of SLA could perhaps be said of 
the rural focus of the Nigerian case study. Many SLAs, probably the majority, 
have been applied in the rural context most likely because that is where many 
of the poor in the developing world endeavour to earn their livelihood. But there 
is nothing essentially ‘rural’ about SLA and it could be applied in any context 
where people have a livelihood. If the Human Race does manage to colonise other 
planets then in a thousand years from now an SLA could be applied to miners 
on the planet Mars or tourism centres on the Saturnian moon, Titan with its lakes 
of hydrocarbons. Wherever they may be, people always need a livelihood even if 
in the future the human race had outgrown the need for money and thus finan-
cial capital no longer existed. Indeed there are many examples of SLAs applied 
in peri-urban and urban contexts in the developing world. This is certainly not 
to say, that the results of applying an SLA in such quite different contexts would 
be the same—it is more than likely that they would not—but the people living 
in these places would still have a livelihood that can be analysed. Even so, the 
Nigerian case study is a rural one and the outstanding feature of it, which often 
emerges in SLA is the diversity of its components and the varied interactions that 
go to make up livelihoods. This is especially so in a country which has undergone 
rapid change in such a short space of time—the country was ‘born’ in 1960 and is 
younger than both authors of this book.

Finally, there is the reason why SLA is being implemented in the first place. 
The process is not just for learning purposes but should be geared towards action. 
In the previous paragraphs the action is vaguely articulated in terms of helping 
to address poverty, but just how is this to be done and by whom? Indeed what is 
meant by poverty in the first place and who defines it? There are scale issues here. 
Is the SLA meant to generate benefits within a relatively small scale—perhaps for a 
village or maybe a group of households within a village—or is it meant to feed into 
something bigger such as proposed changes in national policy? In the Nigerian case 
study covered in this book, the SLA was designed to feed into changes intended for 
a relatively small scale; one small organisation working in one small region of the 
country. That is fairly typical of many SLA studies as they are often applied at such 
small scales, often within the context of a single project. But it does raise questions 
as to applicability for changes planned at larger scales such as the nation state.

1.4  Structure of the Book

The book has four more chapters. Chapter 2 will provide some background of SLA; 
its origins, its promises and its practice. All are inter-related, as origins have helped 
shape the promise which in turn helped form the approach in practice. This causa-
tion is reversible. Practice in development over many years has helped shape what is 
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needed to be known and thus helped to set out what is likely to be achievable as well 
as creating new ideas and theories as to what development means and how best to 
achieve it. In so doing, ideas constantly evolve and help drive new ways of practice. 
As will be shown in Chap. 2, SLA did not emerge from a vacuum; it evolved out of 
a series of approaches and ideas within development that evolved over decades.

Chapter 3 will set out some of the case-study context within which the SLA 
was applied. This includes the national (Nigerian) context but also the local one; 
the place where the SLA happened and indeed the institutions which facilitated 
it. Interestingly although as noted above the polarity of SLA has typically been 
developed (the ‘doer’ of SLA) to developing (the place of ‘doing’ the SLA) the 
case study introduces something of a novel polarity whereby the ‘doer’ of the 
SLA was a Nigerian institution. In this context ‘doer’ means those who thought 
of applying it, how it was to be applied as well as providing the resources for it 
to be done. Therefore it was not as such an SLA conceived and implemented by 
an outside (i.e. non-Nigerian) agency. Even with that caveat, the familiar North–
South polarity was still apparent albeit in more subtle ways. Chapter 3 will cover 
this background and provide the reader with a ‘feel’ as to the important actors and 
agencies that were involved in the SLA and the context within which they worked.

Chapter 4 sets out some of the results of the SLA as applied in the Nigerian 
case study. The results have been summarised in Chap. 4 although they are still 
quite detailed. The reader’s patience is requested at this point. The aim of the 
detail is to illustrate what can be found and the insights that emerge from an SLA 
and how these can be effectively utilised. While some of the material will be 
similar to those of other SLA studies there are also differences. This should be 
expected, as the findings of an SLA can be specific to the place where it is applied, 
but the case study also highlighted some more generic issues. The results will help 
provide the reader with a sense of how SLA works in practice and the practical 
difficulties that may be faced.

Chapter 5 will explore the lessons that emerge from the SLA literature and the 
case study, and use these to discuss what this means for the application of SLA 
and indeed the ideas upon which it is based. The North–South polarity of SLA 
will be returned to and this will help inform some of the theoretical failings behind 
SLA and how these can be addressed. The intention is certainly not to arrive at 
a ‘better’ SLA by tinkering around the edges but one which the authors think is 
more embracing of people’s lives rather than just livelihoods. Indeed SLA is used 
to illustrate some of the key issues faced in sustainability.

1.4 Structure of the Book
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2.1  Introduction

This chapter will seek to set out the definition, origins and structure of SLA. In 
Chap. 1 it was pointed out that SLA is founded upon the notion that intervention 
must be based upon an appreciation of what underpins livelihoods. However there 
have been other factors at play that led to SLA as we know it today. First it is 
important to note that SLA was devised from what can be called an ‘intentional’ 
approach to development. Development has many meanings and Cowen and 
Shenton (1998) have made an interesting case for two basic forms:

1. Immanent development (or what people are doing anyway): this denotes a 
broad process of advancement in human societies driven by a host of factors 
including advances in science, medicine, the arts, communication, governance 
etc. It is facilitated by processes such as globalisation (an international integration) 
which helps share new ideas and technologies.

2. Intentional (or Interventionist) development: this is a focussed and directed  
process whereby government and non-government organisations implement 
development projects and programmes (typically a set of related projects) to 
help the poor. The projects are usually time and resource bound, but have an 
assumption that the gains achieved would continue after the project had ended.

Both of these forms can and do occur in parallel, with ‘Immanent’ development 
providing a broad background of change in societies while ‘Intentional’ develop-
ment takes place as planned intervention. Thus, a country will be continuously 
undergoing ‘Immanent’ development as its public, private and ‘Third’ sectors 
gradually invest in infrastructure (roads, hospitals, water provision etc.), educa-
tion and training, consumer products and services. The same country may also 
be host to a number of development projects, perhaps funded by foreign-based 
agencies. These project(s) may draw upon local expertise and resources, perhaps 
even secondments from public bodies, and may work in tandem with immanent 
development taking place in the country. Thus the national government may be 
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investing in building and staffing of new hospitals, and a project may be funded 
by an international donor to help facilitate some aspect of this change. Similarly, 
the private sector may invest in new communication technologies such as a mobile 
phone network (immanent development) and in parallel a development agency 
may fund a project which explores how that new technology can be adapted to help 
with the delivery of a public service (intentional development). Projects within 
intentional development will typically have a ‘blueprint’ which sets out what has to 
be done, by whom and when, allied with some notion as to what the project is try-
ing to achieve with the resources and time at the team’s disposal. These objectives, 
methods and outcomes may be set out in formats such as a logical framework.

Immanent development has been around for as long as the human race but 
‘Intentional’ development is a newer process. Indeed it can be argued that inten-
tional development is largely a post—Second World War process that emerged 
from the ‘Bretton Woods’ institutions (named after the conference venue in New 
Hampshire where their creation was agreed). These institutions are best known as 
the International Bank for Reconstruction and Development (the World Bank) and 
International Monetary Fund (IMF). Both were born on 22 July 1944 and became 
operational in 1946. In the understandable optimism of those immediate post-war 
years a new president, Harry S Truman, came to power in the US following the 
death of Franklin D Roosevelt on 12 April 1945. President Truman won the next 
presidential election in 1948 in what is still regarded by many as the greatest elec-
tion upset in American history. In the first national televised inauguration speech 
on January 20th 1949 he made the following statement:

We are moving on with other nations to build an even stronger structure of international 
order and justice. We shall have as our partners countries which, no longer solely con-
cerned with the problem of national survival, are now working to improve the standards 
of living of all their people. We are ready to undertake new projects to strengthen a free 
world. In the coming years, our program for peace and freedom will emphasize four 
major courses of action.

One of the “major courses of action” was set out as follows:

we must embark on a bold new program for making the benefits of our scientific advances 
and industrial progress available for the improvement and growth of underdeveloped 
areas……. The United States is pre-eminent among nations in the development of 
industrial and scientific techniques. The material resources which we can afford to use 
for assistance of other peoples are limited. But our imponderable resources in technical 
knowledge are constantly growing and are inexhaustible. I believe that we should make 
available to peace-loving peoples the benefits of our store of technical knowledge in 
order to help them realize their aspirations for a better life. And, in cooperation with other 
nations, we should foster capital investment in areas needing development.

As well as optimism the speech also conveyed a sense of help and support 
for the poorer countries of the globe. One has to take care to put these intentions 
into the context of that era. This speech was delivered within a background of a 
growing’Cold War’ with the communist bloc, which in the coming years heralded 
much volatility and fear in the world. It is clear that the global engagement out-
lined in the speech was no doubt motivated in part by USA’s self-interest to limit 
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the international spread of communism, especially amongst the colonised coun-
tries of the Global South. The UK, Belgium and France, the predominant colonial 
countries of Europe, were on their knees economically and were being urged to 
hasten withdraw from their colonies in Africa and Asia. But many of their colo-
nies were regarded by the USA as precisely those places where communism could 
flourish. The outbreak of the Korean War (1950) was only a few years away and 
there was growing unrest in Indochina (Vietnam). However, while the Truman 
speech is a convenient starting point for ‘Intentional’ development it is highly sim-
plistic and perhaps unfair as it ignores what was happening before that year. For 
example, missionaries had long been engaged in ‘intentional’ development via the 
establishment of schools and hospitals.

Intentional development has had its fair share of critics, largely because it is 
based on a constructed sense of who is—and who isn’t—developed and indeed 
what development actually means (Schuurman 2000). As highlighted with the 
Truman speech it tends to be the richer countries which set the agenda as to what 
needs to be done in the poorer countries. Escobar (1992, p. 413) for example 
regarded intentional development as nothing more than the “ideological expression 
of the expansion of post-World War II capitalism”. Given the ‘Cold War’ context 
of the changes noted above then perhaps this should not be all that surprising, but 
it does help to highlight where the power rests with this process and it is an une-
qual distribution (Estreva 1992; Escobar 1992, 1995; Mathews 2004; Siemiatycki 
2005; Simon 2006, 2007). Sidaway (2007) has even suggested that the practice of 
intentional development since the Second World War is almost a reconfiguration 
of colonialism as the rich, some of whom are old European colonial powers, dictate 
to the governments of their former colonies what they must do. Critics have also 
argued that Intentional development has by and large not been very successful 
(Rahnema and Bawtree 1997; Pieterse 1998; Hart 2001; Toner and Franks 2006), 
with Africa often cited as the classic example of failure (Mathews 2004). They 
point out that despite major investment by the developed world development projects 
have often failed to generate positive and sustainable outcomes for the people who 
were meant to benefit. These issues of visioning what is required for development 
and failure are not unrelated. If a vision of development from richer countries is 
being imposed in circumstances that are unsuitable then it is inevitably doomed to 
failure. As a result, there has been a backlash to such ‘Intentional’ development, 
often referred to as the ‘post development’ movement (Rahnema and Bawtree 
1997) or sometimes more evocatively as anti-development (Simon 2006). It has 
to be noted that the post-development movement has had its own critics, largely 
because it can be quite woolly as to what can be done to help people living in 
poverty (Blaikie 2000). Some have even made the rather ironical point that post-
development and capitalism have much in common as both appear to call for as  
little directed intervention as possible on the part of governments, albeit for 
entirely different reasons; i.e. they are both laissez faire in outlook.

SLA evolved within the context of the intentional development approach by 
which development practitioners were seeking to maximise the effectiveness of 
their interventions to help the disadvantaged. It is in effect a diagnostic tool which 
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provides a framework for analysis leading to concrete suggestions for interven-
tion (Allison and Horemans 2006; Tao and Wall 2009). It was typically applied in 
poorer countries as part of a planning phase for an intervention via policy, a devel-
opment project or perhaps as the basis for more in-depth research. In that sense 
the SLA is an analysis of peoples’ current livelihood and what is needed for an 
‘enhancement’, and useful in avoiding the inappropriate interventions critiqued by 
the post-developmentalists. It should be noted that the latter might not necessar-
ily be the need for people to replace their current livelihood or indeed have more 
means of livelihood. Instead it might involve making the current means of live-
lihood less susceptible to environmental, social or economic ‘stresses’. The SLA 
could also result in recommendations that people themselves may be able to put 
into practice rather than be dependent upon the actions of outsiders. It is thus a 
‘no holds barred’ approach to understanding and improving the sustainability of 
livelihood, although it clearly has to take into account what is feasible in different 
circumstances.

As set out here and in Chap. 1 it may be rather obvious to the reader that any 
attempt to improve livelihood should be founded upon an understanding of what 
is needed which must entail an appreciation of the diverse range of factors and 
processes that comprise livelihood? How can it be any other way yet still hope to 
succeed? It sounds so obvious. This intriguing question will be discussed later, but 
it is fair to say that ‘integrated’ approaches to ‘Intentional’ development did exist 
before SLA. Such integrated rural development projects (they were often based in 
rural areas) sought to bring together important components to development such as 
education, health, infrastructure and agriculture, which has some resonance with 
the ‘integrating’ basis of SLA. By way of contrast, it is also fair to say that histori-
cally many interventions geared towards addressing poverty tended to have a nar-
row perspective and were perhaps not ‘joined-up’ or not ‘all embracing’ (Krantz 
2001). For example, poverty is not only about monetary income but has linkages 
to health and education as well as to perhaps less tangible entities such as a sense 
of ‘powerlessness’ (Krantz 2001). Thus poverty is multi-faceted, though the his-
tory of development suggests that a project ought to focus only on addressing one 
of the facets (income for example) and ignore all others. The project might have 
succeeded in boosting the income of some people but this might be at the expense 
of others, a boost that might be short lived. As noted above, the history of inten-
tional development delivered via projects is a patchy one.

This chapter will explore some of the experiences to date with SLA. It will 
begin by setting out the nature of SLA, its definitions and origins, and move on to 
discuss the role of capitals and outline some of the critiques of SLA. The chapter 
will end with an import aspect of SLA that arguably has received less attention in 
the literature—how it can help translate new information to intervention. It should 
be noted that the sustainable livelihood, SLA and evidence-based intervention lit-
erature is a substantial one and the authors cannot claim to have mentioned every 
project, research and/or development in nature, where these aspects have played 
a role. Some of this has been reported in the academic literature but much also 
exists in so-called ‘grey’ form as reports residing within development funders, aid 
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agencies, international agencies, consultancy companies etc. Some of this may be 
readily accessible while much may not be. Thus inevitably the chapter can only 
hope to skim the surface of this literature and the authors apologise in advance if 
the reader feels that a particular project or publication has been excluded.

2.2  The SLA Framework

The SLA framework is often formally set out diagrammatically as shown in 
Fig. 2.1 (Ahmed et al. 2011). An outline of SLA and suggestions for putting it 
into practice can be found in ‘guidance notes’ produced by DFID (available at 
www.nssd.net/references/SustLivel). Figure 2.1 is a far more sophisticated version 
of the collage in Fig. 1.3, and associated points made in the text of the  previous 
chapter included in diagrammatic form. At its core is the assessment of the  
different capitals that are deemed to underpin livelihood at the level of the indi-
vidual, household, village or group. These capitals are classified as human, social, 
physical, natural (a category not included in Fig. 1.3) and financial. They are 
then assessed in terms of their vulnerability to shocks and the institutional con-
text within which they exist. Once this is understood then interventions can be put 
in place to enhance livelihoods and their sustainability, perhaps by increasing the 
capital available or by reducing vulnerability. Thus the process is about under-
standing the current situation and developing suggestions for improvement based 
upon that understanding. The SLA is meant to avoid a situation where intervention 
is unguided giving little positive impact or is at worst detrimental.

The reader will no doubt note that the SLA as set out in Fig. 2.1 is linear in 
style although in practice the interventions identified should give feedback to help 
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improve the capitals and contexts. It should also be noted that the degree to which 
this framework is meant to ‘model’ reality in any one case may be limited, but, of 
course, there has to be some semblance otherwise one could question the point of 
the exercise. The degree to which an SLA can generate an approximation to ‘real’ 
livelihood will be returned to later. Indeed it is also important to realise that the 
use of the SLA framework is not necessarily dependent upon facilitation by an 
external agency for those whose livelihood is being analysed. In theory it should 
be possible for anyone to apply this model. For example, an individual could apply 
it to themselves or to their household or a group could use it to analyse their own 
livelihoods. Also, SLA as set out in Fig. 2.1 does not specify particular methods 
and techniques that have to be applied to explore the capitals, institutions, vulnera-
bility etc. In practice, the process of ‘doing’ an SLA could utilise a disparate range 
of methods including standard techniques based upon observation, focus groups 
and interviewing. The SLA is simply providing a framework as to what should be 
looked for and not necessarily how to do the looking.

However, while the logic behind the SLA has been set out here in a somewhat 
mechanical cause-effect terminology, it can be considered in many different ways. 
Krantz (2001, pp. 3 and 4) argues that there are two ways of using SLA. On the 
one hand there is the approach taken by DFID which sees SLA as a framework 
for  analysis, while other agencies such as UNDP and CARE (an NGO) apply it to 
“facilitate the planning of concrete projects and programmes”. The distinction made 
here would appear to be a rather fine one as the purpose of SLA is to help ana-
lyse a situation which would seem a logical fit with it’s use in implement projects. 
Farrington (2001) presents a more nuanced view of the different dimensions of SLA:

1. As a set of principles guiding development interventions (whether community-
led or otherwise). The fundamental assumption here is that an intervention has 
to be evidence-based rather than instigated in top-down fashion without adequate 
knowledge of the community. SLA can thus be seen as a loose checklist of points 
that need to be considered before an intervention is planned.

2. As a formal analytical framework to help understand what ‘is’ and what can be 
done. The framework helps aid an appreciation of the capitals which are avail-
able to households, their vulnerability and the involvement of institutions.

3. As an overall developmental objective. In this case development is seen as the 
improvement of livelihood sustainability, perhaps by making capital less vul-
nerable or by enhancing the contributions that some capitals can make or even 
by improving the institutional context.

The differences between these three dimensions of SLA may seem to be rather 
fine, especially with regard to 1 and 2. The Nigerian case study covered in later 
chapters will provide an illustration of the differences between these.

SLA has certainly helped establish the principle that successful development 
intervention, especially if led internally, must begin with a reflective process of 
deriving evidence sufficiently broad in vision and not limited to what may seem 
like a good ‘technical’ fix. This may be a surprising advance given that the logic 
upon which SLA is based seems clear—before development can take place there 
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must be some idea what needs to be done, along with the why and what of how it 
must be done. It does imply a necessary degree of humility in that it suggests there 
is much to be learnt and understood before help is offered; this has to be built 
upon a partnership with those meant to benefit rather than seeing them just as pas-
sive recipients.

2.3  Definitions of SLA

SLA has been in vogue amongst development practitioners and researchers since 
the late 1990s and indeed was a central concept of the UK’s Department for 
International Development’s (DFID) strategy during the early years of the UK 
New Labour government. The call for an emphasis on sustainable livelihoods was 
set out in the 1997 White Paper on international development as follows:

…refocus our international development efforts on the elimination of poverty and  
encouragement of economic growth which benefits the poor. We will do this through 
support for international sustainable development targets and policies that create sus-
tainable livelihoods for poor people, promote human development and conserve the 
environment.DFID (1997: Summary, page 6).

What exactly are these ‘sustainable livelihoods’ that DFID intends to help cre-
ate? Some illustration of this has already been provided in Chap. 1, but a definition 
has been provided by Chambers and Conway (1992) some five years before the 
White Paper:

A livelihood comprises the capabilities, assets (stores, resources, claims and access) and 
activities required for a means of living; a livelihood is sustainable when it can cope with and 
recover from stress and shocks, maintain or enhance its capabilities and assets, and provide 
sustainable livelihood opportunities for the next generation; and which contributes net bene-
fits to other livelihoods at the local and global levels and in the short and long-term.Chambers 
and Conway (1992, p. 7).

Assets are the same as the capitals mentioned earlier, but note how issues 
such as claims and access are included. An asset may not necessarily be owned 
by a household for it to be an important contributor to livelihood. As long as the 
household has access to it then it will help. Also, in this definition a number of 
strands coalesce. On one hand there is a requirement for a sustainable livelihood 
to be able to recover from “stress and shocks” but it must also be able to “main-
tain and enhance” capabilities and assets into the future. A central element in this 
 ‘resilience’ to stress and shocks may well be the diversification of elements that 
comprise ‘livelihood’. Hence a more diverse livelihood base could arguably be 
seen as more sustainable as shocks to one or more components can be compen-
sated for by an enhancement of others. But this is conjecture and may not always 
be the case. A simplistic assumption that a diverse livelihood is more sustainable 
needs to be treated with caution.

Prior to publication of the White Paper, Carney (1998) provided a sim-
pler vision of sustainable livelihood which has resonance with the definition of 
Chambers and Conway (1992):

2.2 The SLA Framework
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A livelihood comprises the capabilities, assets (including both material and social 
resources) and activities required for a means of living.

And, when merged with sustainability

A livelihood is sustainable when it can cope with and recover from stresses and shocks 
and maintain or enhance its capabilities and assets both now and in the future, while not 
undermining the natural resource base.

The reader may be surprised that these definitions were not given earlier but 
in essence they are more concise and formal statements of points already made. 
What matters is that the definitions, for all their formality, are not surprising or 
unexpected. The simple example of a household livelihood provided in Chap. 1 
has already set out the territory in terms that may well resonate with at least one 
group of readers; those born and raised within households where livelihood is 
largely dependent upon wage-earning. The definitions present the points discussed 
in a more generic way, but in more negative vein Carswell (1997, p. 10) has made 
the point that definitions of sustainable livelihoods are often “unclear, inconsistent 
and relatively narrow” and this could add to “conceptual muddle”.

2.4  Origins of SLA

As already noted in Chap. 1, the notion of sustainable livelihood as we know 
it today can be said to have arisen out of the 1992 Earth Summit held in Rio 
(Perrings 1994) and its promotion of Agenda 21 (Agenda for the 21st Century). 
A stated aim in Agenda 21 is that everyone must have the “opportunity to earn 
a sustainable livelihood”. Once the concept of a sustainable livelihood had been 
adopted then it seems like a small step to go from there to SLA. But SLA did not 
become main stream until the late 1990s, so why did the delay occur?

Like many initiatives in intentional development SLA did not come out of 
a vacuum nor indeed can it be said to have a definitive starting point. Rather it 
grew organically from a number of older trends and ideas; the term sustainable 
livelihood even predates the 1992 Earth Summit. For example there are influ-
ences arising from the application of ‘systems’ approaches to sectors such as 
agriculture. ‘Agro- Ecosystem Analysis’ has its origins in the 1960s and sought 
to bring together concepts in ecology along with social and economic aspects of 
agriculture (Conway 1985). These system-based (systemic) approaches were not 
just research frameworks but also had practical application. An example is the 
evolution of new approaches to knowledge generation with farmers. The histori-
cal approach had been to consider farmers as mere recipients of ‘new’ knowledge 
and technologies generated by research services and transferred via an exten-
sion service; hence the phrase ‘transfer of technology’. Again the model was 
linear with information flowing one way. Newer systems changed this to a part-
nership approach towards knowledge generation, with farmers working together 
with researchers. Terms using the phrase ‘farming systems’ began to evolve in 
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the 1980s to capture this new mentality; for example ‘farming systems research’ 
(FSR; Flora 1992). As one of the earliest papers on the application of systems 
thinking to natural resource management puts it:

Systems or, to be more specific, systemic methodologies necessarily question the efficacy 
of linear models such as transfer of technology (TOT) and diffusion of innovations. Both 
neglect social and organisational processes in their assumptions about the nature of human 
communications and have been found wanting in many areas of rural development. Ison  
et al. (1997, p. 258)

Partnership approaches had to be built upon a genuine participation of farmers 
in the process; not a token representation where farmers were simply lectured to. 
Indeed FSR itself tapped into the parallel evolution of participatory methodologies 
since the 1960s (or indeed earlier) such as rapid rural appraisal (RRA) and partici-
patory rural appraisal (PRA). Both RRA and PRA had a strong ‘rural’ focus (and 
exemplified in their respective names) and sought to include households in the 
knowledge generation process (Chambers 1991). RRA was more extractive in that 
it was intended as an umbrella term to cover a suite of methods by which research-
ers could learn about local livelihoods and so arrive at recommendations for inter-
vention. PRA had the added thrust that potential interventions became part of the 
participatory-based discourse. This suite of methods used within PRA is much the 
same as those of PRA, and often used within SLA.

FSR, RRA and PRA are more focussed on work with households at village 
scale and as a result it is easy to see the resonance with SLA (Korf and Oughton 
2006). All share a systemic mindset with a similar epistemology. However there 
are some resonances of the more macro-scale field of ‘integrated rural develop-
ment’ (IRD), in vogue during the 1960s and especially the 1970s amongst major 
funders such as the World Bank (Yudelman 1976; D’Silva and Raza 1980; Krantz 
2001). The literature on IRD is substantial and does not need to be reviewed in 
depth here. An early review of IRD which dates to the time when the concept was 
still popular is provided by Ruttan (1984). For recent discussions of successes/
failures the interested reader is referred to Gaiha et al. (2001) for IRD in India, 
Zoomers (2005) for IRD supported by the Netherlands ‘Directorate-General for 
International Cooperation’ (DGIS) and carried out between 1975 and 2005 in Asia, 
Africa and Latin America, and Fenichel and Smith (1992) for IRD in Zambia. The 
manifestation of IRD often took the form of large projects implemented over five 
years or so covering regions of a nation state with staff seconded from govern-
ment agencies; a form of decentralisation. The ‘integration’ in the title usually 
meant a consideration of multiple sectors and how they interacted. Thus, it was 
argued that agricultural development also requires effective infrastructure such as 
roads to transport inputs and produce as well as adequate health care. The latter in 
turn depends upon good water supply in both quantity and quality. IRD projects 
were designed to address all these relationships and mark a break away from the 
older ‘sector-specific’ nature of development projects where agriculture (for exam-
ple) may have been taken in isolation without any regard as to where inputs may 
come from or how farmers managed to get their excess production from enhanced 
yields to markets. Indeed if the word sector is replaced by asset or capital then 
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IRD would appear to have much in common with SLA. Figure 2.1 embodies this 
same sense of interaction.

Although SLA has resonance with older ideas one of its most prominent  
influences is the rise of what is referred to as ‘human development’ in the 1980s 
and promoted especially by the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP). 
Indeed SLA has been regarded by some as the ‘operational vehicle’ of human 
development (Singh and Gilman 1999). Human Development was influenced by 
the work of the Indian economist Amartya Sen and his writing on capability (Sen 
1984, 1985) as well as other authors on vulnerability (Swift 1989; Chambers 1989; 
Davies 1996; Moser 1998) and access to resources (Berry 1989; Blaikie 1989). 
These are inter-related in the sense that having a more diverse capability can 
reduce vulnerability of livelihood to shocks in much the same way that biologists 
argue that greater biodiversity aids ecosystem resilience to shocks. ‘Human devel-
opment’ took as its central tenet the importance of enhancing capability:

Human development is a process of enlarging people’s choices. In principle, these choices 
can be infinite and change over time. But at all levels of development, the three essen-
tial ones are for people to lead a long and healthy life, to acquire knowledge and to have 
access to resources needed for a decent standard of living. If these essential choices are 
not available, many other opportunities remain inaccessible.

UNDP Human Development Report (1990, p. 10)
Enlarging choices can be achieved by widening the capital base, for example by 

education and training. There are also nods in the direction of sustainable develop-
ment albeit with an unambiguous focus on people:

the development process should meet the needs of the present generation without com-
promising the options of future generations. However, the concept of sustainable 
development is much broader than the protection of natural resources and the physical 
environment. It includes the protection of human lives in the future. After all, it is people, 
not trees, whose future options need to be protected.

UNDP Human Development Report (1990, pp 61–62)
Compare this wording from the Human Development Report of 1990 to that of 

SLA as envisaged by DFID:

The livelihoods approach puts people at the centre of development. People—rather than 
the resources they use or the governments that serve them—are the priority concern. 
Adhering to this principle may well translate into providing support to resource manage-
ment or good governance (for example). But it is the underlying motivation of support-
ing people’s livelihoods that should determine the shape of the support and provide the 
basis for evaluating its success.Website: The DFID approach to sustainable livelihoods 
(www.nssd.net/references/SustLiveli/DFIDapproach.htm, accessed September 2009);

There is clearly much overlap between the two and it is easy to see how SLA can 
almost be a framework for achieving human development, at least at the scale of 
the household and community. However, the phrase “it is people, not trees, whose 
future options need to be protected” in the HDR (1990) can be misleading as it may 
imply that the environment is of secondary importance; that people can be allowed 
to systematically destroy their environment if it means that they can enhance their 

http://www.nssd.net/references/SustLiveli/DFIDapproach.htm
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livelihood. The concept of human development and indeed a sustainable livelihood 
certainly does not seek to facilitate livelihood at the expense of the environment:

However, while it starts with people, it does not compromise on the environment.
Indeed one of the potential strengths of the livelihoods approach is that it ‘mainstreams’ 
the environment within an holistic framework.
Carney (1998)
Short-term survival rather than the sustainable management of natural capital (soil, 
water, genetic diversity) is often the priority of people living in absolute poverty.Yet 
DFID believes in sustainability. It must therefore work with rural people to help them  
understand the contribution (positive or negative) that their livelihoods are making to the 
environment and to promote sustainability as a long-term objective.
Indicators of sustainability will therefore be required.
Carney (1998)

It is sometimes said that human development as encouraged by UNDP has 
more in common with the earlier ‘basic needs’ approaches to poverty meas-
urement and alleviation than to Sen’s vision of capabilities (Srinivasan 1994; 
Ravallion 1997). ‘Basic needs’ is a generic term which covers approaches based 
on the notion that human beings need a basic set of resources (food, water, cloth-
ing, shelter etc.) to survive. Exactly what these are can vary depending upon who 
is defining ‘basic needs’. Sen does make a clear distinction between ‘basic needs’ 
and capabilities (Sen 1984, pp. 513–515), but even so the influence of human 
development on SLA is clear (de Haan 2005).

Another influence on the notion of sustainable livelihood and indeed SLA is the 
field of ‘new household economics’ which grew during the 1980s and its focus on 
household labour, income generation and expenditure, even if there were recog-
nized limitations to seeing households in such mechanical terms:

The major shortcoming of structural–functional and economic approaches to the household 
is the neglect of the role of ideology. The socially specific units that approximate ‘house-
holds’ are best typified not merely as clusters of task-oriented activities that are organized 
in variable ways, not merely as places to live/eat/work/reproduce, but as sources of iden-
tity and social markers. They are located in structures of cultural meaning and differential 
power.Guyer and Peters (1987, p. 209). Cited in de Haan (2005, p. 3)

Numerous publications in the 1980s sought to understand households in the 
developing world, especially in agrarian societies in Africa. A flavour of this 
is found in the writing of Jane Guyer who did much of her research in Nigeria 
(Guyer 1981, 1992, 1996, 1997).

Indeed there are so many influences which have helped spawn SLA that it is 
helpful to set them out as a chronology. Table 2.1 is based upon such a chronology 
originally set out by Solesbury (2003) covering the period 1984–2002 and which has 
been expanded, to include some other influences that may well have been important.

Indeed given this long history it can reasonably be asked what exactly is new 
about SLA? The focus on households and participation is not new and neither is 
the attempt to understand and integrate aspects considered important for develop-
ment. Even the ‘sustainable’ in the name of SLA has a long heritage, and the same 
applies to the idea of making interventions (including policy) evidence-based.  
The reader may understandably consider that SLA is nothing more than a new(ish) 

2.4 Origins of SLA
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Table 2.1  Sustainable livelihoods chronology (after Solesbury 2003, pp 3–4)

1960s/1970s Integrated Rural Development projects funded by the World Bank and others
Concept of Agro-ecosystem Analysis emerges (combines ecological,  

social and economic components)
Gradual evolution of ‘systems’ approaches such as Farming Systems Research and 

participatory methods in development (RRA and PRA) through the 1970s and 
into the 1980s

1980s 1980s sees the rise of New Household Economics
1984 Long refers to ‘livelihood strategies’ in his book ‘Family and work  

in rural societies’ (Long 1984)
1985 Amartya Sen’s book Commodities and Capabilities is published  

by Oxford University Press
1987 The World Commission on Environment and Development (WCED) publishes  

its report: Our Common Future (often referred to as the ‘Brundtland 
 Commission report’). The notion of ‘sustainable livelihood’ is referred to

1988 International Institute for Environment and Development (IIED) publishes  
papers from its 1987 conference: The Greening of Aid: Sustainable  
Livelihoods in Practice (Conroy and Litvinoff 1988)

1990 United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) publishes the first Human Devel-
opment Report (HDR) which included the Human Development Index (HDI); 
an amalgam of income, life expectancy and education regarded as important 
components within capability. The HDR is published each year since 1990 and 
include updated figures for the 
 HDI and a suite of other indices

1992 United Nations (UN) holds a Conference on Environment and Development; the 
Earth Summit. Held in Rio de Jeneiro

Institute for Development Studies (IDS) at the University of Sussex in  
the UK publishes ‘Sustainable Rural Livelihoods: Practical concepts  
for the 21st century’ (Chambers and Conway 1992)

1993 Oxfam starts to employ SLA in formulating overall aims, improving project strate-
gies and staff training

1994 CARE adopts household livelihoods security as a programming framework  
in its relief and development work

1995 UN holds World Summit for Social Development

UNDP adopts Employment and Sustainable Livelihoods as one of five priorities  
in its overall human development mandate, to serve as both a conceptual  
and programming framework for poverty reduction

IISD publishes Adaptive Strategies and Sustainable Livelihoods (Singh and Kalala 
1995), the report of a UNDP-funded programme

SID launches project on Sustainable Livelihoods and People’s Everyday  
Economics

1996 Adaptable Livelihoods: coping with food insecurity in the Malian Sahel (Davies 
1996) is published by Macmillan

DFID invites proposals for major ESCOR research programme on Sustainable 
Livelihoods

IISD publishes Participatory Research for Sustainable Livelihoods:  
A Guidebook for Field Projects (Rennie and Singh 1996)

1997 New Labour elected by a landside (179 seat majority)

New Labour government publishes its first White Paper on international  
development, Eliminating World Poverty: A Challenge for the 21st Century

(continued)
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1998 DFID’s Natural Resources Department opens a consultation on sustainable  
livelihoods and establishes a Rural Livelihoods Advisory Group

Natural Resources Advisers annual conference takes Sustainable Livelihoods as  
its theme and later publishes contributory papers: Sustainable Rural  
Livelihoods: What Contribution Can We Make? (Carney 1998)

SID publishes The Sustainable Livelihoods Approach, General Report of the Sus-
tainable Livelihoods Project 1995–1997 (Amalric 1998)

UNDP publishes Policy Analysis and Formulation for Sustainable Livelihoods  
(Roe 1998)

DFID establishes the SL Virtual Resource Centre and the SL Theme Group
IDS publishes ‘Sustainable rural livelihoods: a framework for analysis’  

(Scoones 1998)
The FAO/UNDP Informal Working Group on Participatory Approaches and Methods to 

Support Sustainable Livelihoods and Food Security meets for the first time

1999 DFID creates the Sustainable Livelihoods Support Office and appoints Jane  
Clark as its Head

DFID publishes the first Sustainable Livelihoods Guidance Sheets. These  
have been regularly updated and are available at www.nssd.net/references 
/SustLiveli/DFIDapproach.htm#Guidance

DFID also publishes Sustainable Livelihoods and Poverty Elimination  
(DFID 1999) and Livelihoods Approaches Compared (Carney et al. 1999)

Presenters at the Natural Resources Advisers’ Conference report progress in  
implementing SL approaches and DFID later publishes these in Sustainable 
Livelihoods: Lessons from Early Experience (Ashley and Carney 1999)

Overseas Development Institute (ODI) publishes ‘Sustainable Livelihoods in  
Practice: early application of concepts in rural areas’ (Farrington et al. 1999)

DFID establishes the Sustainable Livelihoods Resource Group of researchers 
/consultants

Amartya Sen’s book Development As Freedom is published (Sen 1999)

2000 DFID commissions and funds Livelihoods Connect, a website serving as a  
learning platform for SLA

United Nations Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO) organises an Inter-agency 
Forum on Operationalising Sustainable Livelihoods Approaches, involving 
DFID, FAO, WFP, UNDP, and International Fund for Agriculture and  
Development (IFAD)

DFID publishes Sustainable Livelihoods—Current thinking and practice (DFID 
2000a); Sustainable Livelihoods—Building on Strengths (DFID 2000b);  
Achieving Sustainability:Poverty Elimination and the Environment (DFID 
2000c); and more SL Guidance Sheets

The Sustainable Livelihoods Resource Group establishes a subgroup on PIP 
(Policy, Institutions and Processes)

IDS publishes ‘Analysing Policy for Sustainable Livelihoods’ (Shankland 2000), 
the final report from its ESCOR programme

Oxfam publishes Environments and Livelihoods: Strategies for Sustainability 
(Neefjes 2000)

Mixing it: Rural livelihoods and diversity in developing countries  
(Ellis 2000) is published

The UK government publishes its second White Paper, Eliminating World Poverty: 
Making Globalisation Work for the Poor (DFID 2000d)

2.4 Origins of SLA

(continued)

Table 2.1 (continued)

http://www.nssd.net/references/SustLiveli/DFIDapproach.htm#Guidance
http://www.nssd.net/references/SustLiveli/DFIDapproach.htm#Guidance
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name for what in fact are old ideas and concepts. SLA certainly provides a con-
venient framework (and hence title) which brings together the various points 
discussed so far, but it is perhaps most distinctive in its roots within economic con-
cepts of capital.

2.5  Capital in SLA

SLA is an example of the ‘multiple capital’ approach where sustainability is con-
sidered in terms of available capital (natural, human, social, physical and financial) 
and an examination of the vulnerability context (trends, shocks and stresses) in 
which these capitals (or assets) exist. The five principal capitals often suggested as 
important to livelihood are presented as a pentagon in Fig. 2.2.

Some have already been mentioned, and are straightforward. For example 
the man-made physical capitals of buildings and machinery and the natural (non 

2001 Millennium Development Goals established
New Labour wins election
DFID commissions research on further development of the SLA framework; practi-

cal policy options to support sustainable livelihoods
Sustainable Livelihoods: Building on the Wealth of the Poor (Helmore and Singh 

2001) is published
DFID organises SLA review meeting of officials, researchers and practitioners

2002 World Summit on Sustainable Development (Earth Summit 2002) takes place in 
Johannesburg, South Africa. Called Rio +10

2012 World Summit on Sustainable Development takes place in Rio de Jeneiro  
Called Rio +20

Natural capital
natural resource stocks (soil, water, air, genetic resources etc.) and 

environmental services (hydrological cycle, pollution sinks etc)

Human capital
skills, knowledge, labour 
(includes  good health and 
physical capability)

Economic or financial capital
capital base (cash, credit/debt, savings, and other 
economic assets) 

Social capital 
social resources (networks, social 
claims, social relations, affiliations, 
associations)

Physical capital 
Infrastructure (buildings, roads), 
production equipment and 
technologies)

Fig. 2.2  The five capitals of sustainable livelihood (after Scoones 1998)

Table 2.1 (continued)
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man-made) capitals of soil, water, crops and so on. However some are less immedi-
ately obvious, such as social networks, knowledge and good health. All are impor-
tant although clearly the extent of their importance will change from household 
to household and over time. Indeed people may sacrifice some capital for others 
if they deem it more appropriate for livelihood, and that switching may reverse at 
another time (Bebbington 1999). Thus even a relatively simple diagram such as 
Fig. 2.2 has much embedded complexity and can hide what is in practice a complex 
dynamic of change in the importance of various capitals for any one household. 
Even so, attempts have been made to link these livelihood capitals to a measure 
of poverty; with the assumption being that they provide a multidimensional and 
inverse proxy for poverty (less capital equates to greater poverty; Erenstein 2011)

The notion of exploring livelihood through such multiple capitals has a long 
pedigree in economics, but not so overtly within the systems or participatory 
approaches mentioned earlier. For many the term is limited to describing ‘money’ 
(i.e. financial capital held in a bank account or as investments) and therefore the 
breadth of capitals in Fig. 2.2 may come as something of a surprise. In classical 
economics ‘capital’ is a term used to describe a factor of production. Adam Smith 
(1723 to 1790), the pioneer of political economy, analyzed production by look-
ing at the distribution of costs across the inputs that were required for the process. 
Money has to be turned into physical inputs before production can occur:

money → payment for capital → production → outputs → revenue
In the classical model, capital underlying such production comprises ‘things’ 

such as land or natural resources (minerals, plant products etc.), labour and 
human-made capital such as machinery. This vision of capital as the basis for pro-
duction is said to have had its roots within some of the first attempts to record  debits 
(payment) and credits (revenue) within accounting. Note how they are described 
here as being ‘physical’ (or tangible). This was indeed the early classical vision of 
capital—as physical entities that go into production. But this is clearly incomplete 
as much depends upon ‘how’ such inputs are used in production; given the right 
knowledge more can be achieved with less. Therefore since the 1960s economists 
have taken a broader view and included human capital, such as investment in educa-
tion and training, within a consideration of production. Indeed O’Neill (2005) has 
even made the interesting suggestion that ergonomics, the study of the relationship 
between workers and their environment, can play a significant role in SLA precisely 
because it seeks to create the conditions that maximise productivity.

It should be noted that what comprises capital within SLA is open to some 
debate and the five capitals in Fig. 2.2 should not be considered as being defini-
tive, although much can depend upon how broadly the capitals are defined. 
Serageldin and Steer (1994) suggest that there are four types of capital that need to 
be considered in sustainability:

•	 human-made capital (equates to the physical capital in Fig. 2.2)
•	 natural capital
•	 human capital
•	 social capital

2.5 Capital in SLA
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and that these need to be expressed in monetary terms—no easy task. Some have also 
argued for the inclusion of spiritual capital, distinct between social and human capi-
tal, which encapsulates the benefits to society provided by spiritual, moral or psycho-
logical beliefs and practices. Odero (2006) has also suggested that information should 
be seen as another capital and this is distinct from what some refer to as ‘intellectual’ 
capital. A dilemma is that spiritual and intellectual capital may appear to be subsets 
of social capital, and indeed the boundaries can be quite fuzzy. It may come down 
to what is associated with an individual or with society as a whole. Some have also 
argued that capital within SLA should not just be seen as factors underpinning pro-
duction, in a mode akin to that adopted by Adam Smith, but in more nuanced ways in 
terms of how people can engage with others and what such engagement provides for 
all. For example, there is the following point made by Bebbington (1999, p. 2022):

People’s assets are not merely means through which they make a living: they also give 
meaning to the person’s world.

Capital is therefore a means by which people can “engage more fruitfully and 
meaningfully with the world, and most importantly the capability to change the 
world”. Thus they are not just ‘things’ that go into a production process but also 
a basis for power to act and ultimately to bring about change in society. Hence 
Bebbington (1999) suggests that these capitals take on three distinct roles:

•	 vehicles for instrumental action (making a living)
•	 hermeneutic action (making living meaningful)
•	 emancipatory action (challenging the structures under which one makes a living)

This is a much more nuanced meaning of capital and arguably can embrace 
information technology and enhanced connectivity via devices such as mobile 
phones (Sey 2011). It can also embrace culture, religion and recreation as these 
help to make living meaningful, but such hermeneutic and emancipatory uses of 
capital are often not included with SLA; a point to be discussed later.

At a most basic level social capital covers the connections between people; or 
social networks. Its first use within the academic literature was in a paper pub-
lished in 1916 by L.J. Hanifan. He was researching a rural school community 
center and explained what he meant by social capital as follows:

In the use of phrase social capital I make no reference to the usual acceptation of the term 
capital, except in a figurative sense. I do not refer to real estate, or to personal property or 
to cold cash but rather to that in life which tends to make these tangible substances count 
for most in the daily lives of a people, namely, goodwill, fellowship, mutual sympathy and 
social intercourse among group of individuals and families who make up a social unity…

The latter part of this definition can be summarised as a ‘social network’ but 
this is a loose term. Indeed membership of social networks can be quite fluid. 
Lyons and Snoxell (2005) for example explored changes in social capital of 
migrant traders to Nairobi in Kenya and showed that while they bring with them 
and utilise the social networks they already had in place (what the authors term 
as ‘inherited’ social capital) they quickly developed new ones in the urban con-
text. Networks were built in an opportunistic fashion but were nonetheless critical 
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to survival. Korf (2004) came to similar conclusions regarding the importance of 
social networks after using SLA to explore livelihoods in war torn areas of Sri 
Lanka, especially linkages with key holders of power. Grant (2001) refers to what 
she calls ‘bonding’ and ‘bridging’ social capital, with the former influencing the 
ability of a group to act together while the latter is the ability of a group to collab-
orate with others. However, it is important to avoid the simplistic assumption aris-
ing out of these studies and many others that being part of a network is always a 
‘good thing’; even words such as goodwill, fellowship and mutual sympathy used 
by Hanifen (1916) bring out this sense of the positive. This is understandable. For 
example, a group can provide support against workplace exploitation or provide 
better access to resources, but this may not necessary be so and social networks 
can be a constraint which limits livelihood options. Portes (1998) identifies a num-
ber of ‘negatives’ that can be associated with social capital:

•	 exclusion of ‘outsiders’
•	 excessive claims on group members such as fees
•	 restrictions on individual freedom as a result of rules and regulations imposed 

on group members
•	 downward leveling norms

An example of the importance of social capital relevant to the Nigerian 
case study to be discussed later is that associated with faith-based groups. In 
Christianity all Churches and denominations play a unique role in the provision 
of social capital. Goodwill, fellowship, mutual sympathy and networking are the 
hallmarks of these institutions but their roles go far beyond this in the 20th and 
21st centuries. Experience in Africa has shown that desirable change can take 
place within such groupings. Just as a group can provide support and lobby against 
exploitation in the workplace so too can groups be enabled to examine their own 
situation and explore the means whereby the members can reach their full poten-
tial. To the Christian the ‘Glory of God’ means that people are more fully alive 
and where better than in a place of reflection and prayers to ponder on such mat-
ters. Most religious groups now concentrate more on a people-centered approach 
than they did previously when the emphasis was on the group or society and not 
on the individual. This shows that groups can gradually change and understand 
the need for human development at a personal level; it is clear to many that lives 
and livelihoods develop to the extent that people take control of their destinies 
and understand their rights to a means of living. But poverty is often so great that 
people cannot think or even feel along such lines so worried are they about how 
they can provide the next meal or get a sick child to hospital. It is fair to say that 
Churches have always made great strides in addressing the issues of poverty as 
it is their specific remit to take care of the downtrodden and the poor. Churches 
have taken a more radical approach in the past 50 years and it is at grass root level 
that this enjoys greatest strengths. This often demands being counter cultural but 
reflective practices such as those introduced by Paulo Freire (1970) and adapted 
through various teaching methods such as ‘Training for Transformation’ have and 
are gradually changing communities. Root causes of problems have been tackled 

2.5 Capital in SLA
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without causing revolutions and gradually women and widows in particular find 
means of improving and demanding their rights. Such groups may appear low key 
to outsiders but they are active and are all about the welfare of their people in a 
society where social welfare does not exist. They organise contingency funds from 
their meagre resources and are the first and most efficient in dealing with the trag-
edies especially maternal deaths when strike regularly. Women can often be more 
constrained in the decision making as men have to give permission for example for 
a women to be admitted to hospital for a caesarean section. But with more educa-
tion this is slowly changing. Groups can help facilitate such change. The question 
the authors often pose is what change would be possible without such groupings?

However, while noting the above contributions it has to be acknowledged that the 
term social capital has taken on a number of hues and can be argued to hide as much 
as it reveals. As a result, it has even been argued that “some authors employ the term 
not for its conceptual cogency but rather in the hope that it might give their work 
more visibility.” (Bebbington 2002, p. 1). Indeed Bebbington (2002) argues that one of 
the problems with social capital may be that it is a label covering too many situations.

Compared with social capital the natural capital component of the SLA is argu-
ably more tangible. Natural capital can comprise goods and services such as the 
soil for growing crops and trees, water for drinking, washing, cooking etc., uncul-
tivated plants for food and medicine, wild animals for food and so on (Daily 1997; 
Norberg 1999). Indeed the natural capital and related services it provides has been 
viewed in a different way within the currently in vogue concept of ‘ecosystem 
goods and services’ (EG&S; Costanza et al. 1997; de Groot et al. 2002; Fisher et 
al. 2009). This was a term first used by Ehrlich and Ehrlich (1981), although, the 
concept of an ecosystem and the human ‘place’ within ecosystems and the damage 
that can be wrought is much older. The difference is that with EG&S the goods 
and services are allocated a monetary value rather than simply being recorded 
and evaluated, although these are necessary first steps. The logic behind such eco-
nomic valuation has been set out in the seminal paper on EG&S by Costanza et al. 
(1997, p. 253):

Because ecosystem services are not fully ‘captured’ in commercial markets or adequately 
quantified in terms comparable with economic services and manufactured capital, they are 
often given too little weight in policy decisions.

More recent approaches to EG&S have tended to downplay the need for mon-
etary valuation, but the origins were very much in this sense of providing an equal 
playing field with other capitals.

The literature on EG&S has expanded rapidly (Fisher et al. 2008a) in recent 
years and given this wealth of research and literature on the topic it is not pos-
sible to go into any detail here. The interested reader is referred to various reports 
published by the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment (2005a, b) and available at 
www.maweb.org/en/Index.aspx. The Millennium Ecosystem Assessment (2005b, 
p. V) categorised ecosystem services into four main types:

provisioning services such as food, water, timber, and fiber; regulating services that 
affect climate, floods, disease, wastes, and water quality; cultural services that provide 

http://www.maweb.org/en/Index.aspx
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recreational, aesthetic, and spiritual benefits; and supporting services such as soil forma-
tion, photosynthesis, and nutrient cycling.

The inclusion of ‘cultural services’ in this list is an interesting one given that as 
Daskon and Binns (2010) and Tao et al. (2010), amongst others, have pointed out, 
SLA often does not adequately address traditional cultural and religious values, 
even within the social capital category, and may even see them as a constraint. 
In effect the ‘services’ in the quotation above are of two types. Firstly there are 
the processes that take place within ecosystems whether humans are present or not 
e.g. soil formation, photosynthesis and nutrient cycling. Humans can alter the rates 
of some of these through management but they are natural processes nonetheless 
and will take place even if people were not around to influence them. Secondly 
there are the services which equate more to ‘benefits’ that people can gain from 
EG&S. Hence recreation is listed as a ‘cultural service’ but is obviously not a nat-
ural ecosystem process. Similarly a forest will produce wood and products that 
can potentially be consumed by humans as food and medicine irrespective of 
whether humans are present. EG&S can tend to conflate natural processes with the 
benefits that people gain from them. Fisher et al. (2008b) suggested that ‘services’ 
within EG&S be subdivided into two types:

1. Intermediate services. These are the natural process that occur within ecosys-
tems, but which can be managed by people to enhance their usefulness to sup-
port final services

2. Final services. The benefits which people gain from the intermediate services. 
For example, drinking water, food, medicine and timber.

Even with such subdivision, EG&S is an arguably less clear term than is the 
one used in SLA to cover much the same thing; natural capital. At least the lat-
ter is a human-centric term placed within a highly human-centric framework that 
stresses the human gain from the ecosystem. Maybe EG&S is an over-elaborate 
conceptualisation of natural capital?

One of the initial assumptions behind EG&S which does tend to separate 
it out from natural capital as envisaged within the SLA framework is that by  
providing a monetary valuation of goods and services then there will be sub-
stantial resonance with the language that politicians, policy makers and  
managers can appreciate, and this will help avoid EG&S being taken for granted 
as ‘cost free’. All too often the EG&S have not been appreciated until they have 
been lost. Hence while an attribute such as biodiversity may be promoted for its 
intrinsic value this may not appeal to groups that control the purse strings. But 
if loss of biodiversity can be shown to have a monetary cost then there may be a 
greater desire to address it (Department for Environment Food and Rural Affairs 
2007). But while an economic valuation of EG&S has a certain appeal providing 
an economic valuation for its components is certainly a challenge, especially as 
they are not typically traded within markets. A local stream provides water for a 
range of services but in many places these services are not purchased in mone-
tary terms but are accessed as a common property resource. Also, of course, it is 
not inconceivable that such monetary values of EG&S will vary across space and 

2.5 Capital in SLA
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time. Indeed an ecosystem may remain relatively constant over time in terms of 
its components and interactions, but change dramatically in terms of the EG&S 
valued by humans (de Groot et al. 2010). So how is their monetary value esti-
mated? For ecosystem goods, such as fish for example, that have a market price 
and traded each day then this may be straightforward; these are direct market 
uses. There may typically be no economic valuation of the ecosystem food chain 
that supports the fish, but at least the fish have a market price and many of the 
species are towards the top of their food chain. But there are many other EG&S 
that are not traded within markets and in these cases economic value has to be 
determined indirectly via a range of techniques (Farber et al. 2002). One exam-
ple is the use of a shadow pricing technique such as contingent valuation. Here 
people may be asked via face-to-face surveys about their willingness to pay for 
EG&S. The technique has attracted some criticism given that respondents may, 
for various reasons, over or under-state their willingness to pay (Diamond and 
Hausman 1994). Another approach that can be applied in some circumstances is 
to use a travel-cost methodology, where travel distance and frequency are used 
to construct a demand curve.

There are various ‘Payment for Ecosystem Services’ (PES) schemes in place 
by which ecosystem service ‘buyers’ compensate ‘sellers’ who agree to protect, 
enhance, or restore ecosystem services (Engel et al. 2008; Tacconi 2012). One 
of the classic examples of a PES scheme is that of the Conservation Reserve 
Program (CRP) in the USA and currently run by the United States Department 
of Agriculture. The CRP has its roots in the aftermath of the ‘Dust Bowl’ disas-
ter in the 1930s; an event which influenced the writing of John Steinbeck’s clas-
sic novel ‘Grapes of Wrath’. At present some of the high profile PES schemes are 
based on carbon markets as a means of controlling greenhouse gas release. Studies 
exist which have explored the role that PES can play within sustainable rural live-
lihoods, and problems noted. An example is provided by McLennan and Garvin 
(2012) for Costa Rica. These authors were critical of the PES in that country as 
effective mechanisms for linking forest recovery and sustainable rural livelihoods.

As already noted, within the SLA framework it is possible to regard EG&S as 
a detailed analysis of the natural capital component but there is obviously some 
spillover into the other components of Fig. 2.2. The nature of such interaction 
across these capitals, including how culture impacts upon valuation of EG&S and 
how, in turn, EG&S can help underpin human wellbeing is still said to be poorly 
understood (Carpenter et al. 2006). As stated by the Millennium Ecosystem 
Assessment, (2005b, p. 6):

The degradation of ecosystem services often causes significant harm to human well-being. 
The information available to assess the consequences of changes in ecosystem services 
for human well-being is relatively limited. Many ecosystem services have not been moni-
tored, and it is also difficult to estimate the influence of changes in ecosystem services 
relative to other social, cultural, and economic factors that also affect human well-being.

Perhaps this should not be that surprising as, the EG&S are very much a human 
construction and interpretation of gain from a complex set of components and pro-
cesses which exist and evolve in an ecosystem (Boyd and Banzhaf 2005; Costanza 
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et al. 1997; de Groot et al. 2002). Even the ‘value’ of something as fundamental 
as biodiversity in maintaining ecosystem services has been questioned by some 
(Mertz et al. 2007). Clearly there is much still to be discovered about the natural 
capital component of SLA and a simple quantitative cataloging of the capital that 
may be available to a community is not enough.

Finally it is worth noting that these capitals interact across space and time and 
households may reduce or increase some at the expense of others. The clearest exam-
ple is that financial capital can be used to purchase physical or natural capital and 
vice versa as physical and natural capitals can be sold. But this interaction between 
capitals is not limited to the immediate space where people live but can also occur 
amongst people separated by space. Family members, for example, may live many 
miles apart in quite different contexts yet they can exchange capital (Meikle et al. 
2001). Thus it is necessary to view capitals not in isolation or static but as dynamic.

2.6  Vulnerability and Institutional Context

Once these capitals have been identified and assessed for the contribution they 
make (or could make) it is necessary to explore the vulnerability context in which 
they exist; what are the trends (over time and space), shocks and stresses? Shock 
tends to denote a more sudden pressure on livelihood. For example, a severe flood 
and drought can seriously affect natural and physical capital in a short period of 
time. A locust swarm can devastate a crop in a matter of hours. Stress is a term 
used to denote a longer-term pressure. For example, an economic downturn can 
take place over years and lead to unemployment and dampened markers for pro-
duce and labour. This is admittedly a subjective divide but it does encourage the 
researcher to consider a range of pressures that could exist. It may be something 
of a challenge to predict such things although historical trends and modelling can 
provide clues. The historical legacy could indeed be very important within SLA 
(Scoones and Wolmer 2003). Clearly it is not only a matter of knowing what is 
happening now but also what the trends are and will be in the future. Some assets 
may change little over time (e.g. land and buildings) while others such as cash and 
social networks can be volatile and depend upon movement of people into and out 
of the household. For example, increasing population density can result in frag-
mentation of land holding.

Vulnerability to shocks can also vary. A drought for example will impact upon 
natural capital and in turn reduce crop yields, but may have little if any effect on 
other capitals. In the longer term, a severe drought could impact on a wide range 
of capitals, including social and human as people emigrate. Similarly, flooding 
may damage physical and natural capital while having little impact on the others. 
Climate change as a longer-term trend is increasingly being seen as an important 
factor that can effect such vulnerability for some populations and SLA provides 
a framework to understand this and how people might adapt (Elasha et al. 2005; 
Iwasaki et al. 2009; Simon and Leck 2010; Siddiqi 2011; Below et al. 2012). UIy 
et al. (2011) provide an example of such an SLA employed to explore options 

2.5 Capital in SLA
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for vulnerable communities living in coastal parts of the province of Albay, 
Philippines. But these authors also make the important point that vulnerability can 
vary at low scales. Hence capitals will vary in their resilience to different types of 
shock and the intensity of that shock, and this can vary over relatively small spa-
tial scales; even within a village. Wlokas (2011) came to similar conclusions with 
regard to the installation of solar water heaters for households in South Africa. 
However, this was not just a case of variation in local climate as the approach and 
strategies adopted by the implementers of the solar water heating project could 
also have an influence on the extent of any benefits on sustainable livelihood that 
may be seen by households.

Moreover it is necessary to examine the policy and institutional context within 
which these capitals exist, including the legal context and what ‘rights’ may, or 
may not, exist (Ashley et al. 2003). While some capitals may be vulnerable to cer-
tain shocks it may be that authorities are able to act and limit any damage which 
occurs or perhaps provide recompense. While assets may be damaged by flooding 
there may be publically owned structures in place to reduce the likelihood of the 
disaster occurring. Similarly, there may be publically funded extension services 
available which can supplement the knowledge base of farmers or provide advice 
and help with irrigation systems. It is not only government services which need 
to be considered here as they may be non-governmental or even private agencies 
at hand that can provide support for livelihoods. Finally, it is not only a matter of 
considering each institution in isolation that matters but also the ways in which 
they do, or do not work together.

The importance of institutions is often reiterated within the sustainable  
livelihood literature, and in a variety of contexts that go beyond the examples  
provided above. Institutions influence the natural access to many of the capi-
tals as well as peoples’ opportunities and choices. They can help govern social  
relations and power structures at many scales. Challies and Murray (2011), for 
example, highlight the importance of institutional support for small-scale raspberry 
growers in Chile by improving their capacity to comply with safety and quality 
standards and hence gain and retain market access via the global value chain. Such 
access to global markets underpins the sustainable livelihood of these growers. 
Cherni and Hill (2009), in the context of energy supply in Cuba, make the interest-
ing point that the institutional context is a two-way street even if the SLA does tend 
to focus on households and communities. Thus policies that help the livelihoods of 
the poor can also help governments achieve their own policy targets. Indeed there 
are some interesting points which arise when livelihoods are based on undesira-
ble activities. Tefera (2009) provides an example of an SLA applies to growers of 
khat (Catha edulis) in Ethiopia, a crop which is used to produce an amphetamine-
like stimulant which is addictive and illegal to either possess or sell in a number 
of countries and controlled in some others. But the crop does yield a high income 
(albeit those market prices can fluctuate) and Tefera (2009) points out that a policy 
of ‘criminalizing’ khat production and trade is likely to have a negative impact on 
the livelihood of growers. What is required are alternatives, but the relatively high 
market price of khat tends to work against a broadening of livelihoods.
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Only when vulnerability and institutional contexts have been considered can it 
be possible to develop strategies that help enhance livelihood (i.e. generate posi-
tive livelihood outcomes). The assumption is that these planned outcomes would 
feedback to enhance livelihood assets and make them more resilient.

2.7  Representation Within SLA

One issue that no doubt would have come to the mind of the reader regarding the 
above sections is the extent of community involvement required in SLA. As set 
out above the scale of the SLA has been left rather ambiguous and terms such as 
household, family, population etc. have been purposely interspersed with descrip-
tions of capitals, resilience and institutions. As will be seen later, the scale of the 
SLA in relation to the number of people meant to benefit from the insights has 
varied somewhat in the literature, but this does create a critical question regard-
ing representation. Just who should be included within the SLA to achieve such 
representation, and equally important how many people should be included? If the 
intention is to help a community of say 10,000 households then it may simply not 
be possible to talk to every one of them. But which households should be included 
and how many of them should be ‘sampled’ to gain a meaningful insight into 
livelihoods that would be representative of the 10,000? Would 100 be enough or 
1,000? Given that the time, effort and resources involved in exploring the capitals 
let alone the resilience and institution contexts is substantial then the question over 
‘representation’ is a critical one.

Unfortunately there is no easy answer to the ‘representation’ question. Access 
to households can be influenced by many factors and one of these is that a propor-
tion of households may not be willing to take part in the SLA. Hence there may be 
a tendency towards ‘convenience’ sampling; including those that can be reached 
and are willing to take part. Also, the appropriate sample size to provide an ade-
quate (whatever the terms ‘appropriate’ and adequate’ may mean) representation 
of a population is something of an art form. Indeed this is the question asked more 
often than not in any social enquiry. Statistical theory can provide some guidance. 
There is a basic equation in statistics that gives the required sample size once there 
is some notion as to the variation one might see in a sample. In any population, 
say of 10,000 households, it is possible to take a series of samples of 100 house-
holds and ask them for their land ownership (a physical capital) and covert to  
hectares. It is also possible to calculate the mean land area for each sample as 
well as the standard deviation (SD); a measure of the variation in land ownership 
within each sample. The sample means will be different, across the series of sam-
ples and each of them is an estimation of the true (overall) population mean (the 
mean land ownership calculated for all 10,000 households). The standard devia-
tion for the samples will also vary and will again give estimates of the variation in 
land ownership for the 10,000 households. The samples are providing windows on 
the population as a whole, but none may give the true value. It is possible that, by 
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chance, one sample does indeed provide the true population mean and SD but that 
will not be known to the researcher. The variation between these sample means 
is called Standard Error (SE). Ideally one wants to have as small SE as possible. 
If the variation in sample means is very large (high SE) then the degree of con-
fidence one can have as to where the ‘real’ value for the population rests will be 
low; the precision is low. The smaller the SE then the more confident it is pos-
sible to be about where the real mean may rest; in other words the precision is 
higher. Obviously the sample size is an important concern here. Larger sample 
sizes are likely to provide better estimates of the overall mean (SE will be small). 
The ultimate would be to have a sample size of 10,000 households—everyone in 
the population! Similarly if the variable being measured, in this case land area, is 
reasonably uniform across households then it too can help reduce the variation in 
sample means.

Rather than take lots of samples it can be mathematically (and conveniently!) 
proven that variation between sample means (the SE) can be estimated by the val-
ues of N and SD for one sample:

This equation ‘works’ irrespective of the distribution of the variable being 
assessed; whether it is positively or negatively skewed (as land ownership can be) 
makes no difference. Thus the higher the value of N and lower the value of the SD 
for the one sample then the lower the value of SE. The equation can be rearranged 
as follows:

The gain from this simple rearrangement is that if the SD and SE can be rea-
sonably estimated (or guessed!) based upon experience or perhaps a preliminary 
sample then values can be plugged into the equation to provide an estimate of the 
sample size (N) that may be required. Admittedly this is all a bit ‘ball park’ as one 
not only requires an estimate of the SD but also some notion of precision that one 
is willing to tolerate (represented by the SE). Given the same value for the SD, if 
less precision is required (SE is high) the sample size can be low whereas if more 
precision is required (SE is low) then the sample size will need to be larger.

The reader should note that the equation shown above is a relatively simple 
example of how an adequate sample size can be arrived at, and it is by no means the 
only such example. There are other more sophisticated formulae and some statistical 
software packages allow the user to ‘plug in’ various assumptions about precision 
etc. and the program will provide a suggested value for N. But the example does 
provide the reader with a taste as to how statistics can help with this issue.

With stratified sampling where the population is assumed to comprise of dif-
ferent groups then this challenge becomes more complicated. In that case it may 
be necessary to derive different values of N across the groups, and the SD for the 
same variable may not necessarily be the same across them. For example, the land 
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ownership variable used above might have a quite different pattern across genders, 
ages and ethnic groups within a single village. There is also a case for smaller 
sample sizes which allow for a greater degree of in-depth exploration of livelihood 
(Crouch and McKenzie 2006). Naturally there is a trade-off here with representa-
tion. Hence it may be of no surprise to the reader that sample sizes within the SLA 
literature have not typically been formally set using such formulae.

In the SLA literature the sample sizes vary a great deal. Wlokas (2011) in her 
study of solar water heaters in South Africa employed a sample size of over 600 
households in low-income areas of Cape Town and Port Elizabeth. Fernandez  
et al. (2010) employed a sample size of 237 households in four Mayan communities 
of Campeche, Mexico, when using SLA to explore the effect of income strategies on 
calorie intake. Nguthi and Niehof (2008) used SLA to research the effects of HIV/
AIDS on the livelihood of predominantly banana-farming households in Kenya. 
They conducted a survey with a sample of 254 farming households stratified into 
two main groups; 75 that were affected by HIV/AIDS-affected households and 179 
that were non-affected by HIV/AIDS. In all cases the main methodology for data 
collection was a questionnaire-based survey which could allow for relatively large 
numbers of respondents to be included in a reasonable time frame. The surveys were 
also supplemented with other means of data collection such as open-ended stories of 
impact. However, in all cases the sample sizes were much smaller than the commu-
nities from which they came although the size of the latter was typically not given. 
There is also the question of depth to consider. In each of these examples the focus 
was upon only one facet of livelihood—energy, calorie intake and impact of HIV/
AIDS respectively—which allowed some honing of questions to take place. The 
importance of the foci was, of course, set out for each study. But in ‘exploratory’ 
situations where one is beginning with a blank sheet and SLA is being used to estab-
lish what the main issues might be, then such honing may not be possible or indeed 
desirable. This will discussed again later.

2.8  The Attractions and Popularity of SLA

SLA is comprehensive and people-centred in a direct sense (Glavovic 2006a; 
Chang and Tipple 2009; Hogh-Jensen et al. 2010), and depends upon the involve-
ment of those meant to be helped by change as well as their local knowledge 
(Mercer and Kelman 2010). Indeed this is both a principled and practical stance 
as it is difficult to imagine being able to implement an SLA without the involve-
ment of these people. Thus SLA forces an engagement with those meant to be 
helped by an intervention or policy. It cannot be done from an office. In line with 
participatory approaches in general this provides opportunities for community-
based learning where people can learn from each other as well as from outsid-
ers (Butler and Mazur 2007). As a result SLA builds upon the long history of the 
participatory movement in development, and techniques and methods homed over 
years of application in stakeholder participation can also be used within SLA.  

2.7 Representation within SLA
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SLA also represents an acceptance that multiple-sectors have to be considered i.e. 
it is  holistic (Tao and Wall 2009). As Allison and Ellis (2001) have succinctly put 
it with regard to an SLA they implemented with a population of fisher folk:

Its [SLAs] chief point of departure is to avoid undue preoccupation with a particular  
component of individual or family livelihood strategies, in this instance fishing, to the neglect 
of other components that make their own demands on the resources available to the household.

Krantz (2001, p. 1) puts this need for holism in even broader terms:

The concept of Sustainable Livelihood (SL) is an attempt to go beyond the conventional 
definitions and approaches to poverty eradication. These had been found to be too narrow 
because they focused only on certain aspects or manifestations of poverty, such as low 
income, or did not consider other vital aspects of poverty such as vulnerability and social 
exclusion.

SLA forces this wider perspective through its very design, and is espe-
cially relevant in situations where people may have multiple contributions 
towards their livelihood rather than just a single wage or salary (Tao and Wall 
2009). It also forces a consideration of interactions and trade-offs. McLennan 
and Garvin (2012) for example employed an SLA to explore livelihoods in 
North-West Costa Rica and showed how intervention was necessary to help 
 mitigate the negative effects of ‘locally-felt’ trade-offs between conservation on 
the one hand and use of resources on the other. Such trade-offs are common 
where people have little choice, and thus SLA can help highlight the issues 
and explore possible solutions. Indeed this is not just an issue for rural popula-
tions and SLA has been employed in urban contexts. (Simon and Leck 2010). 
Wlokas (2011) speaks of a ‘Sustainable Urban Livelihoods Approach’ (SULA), 
although the essence of SULA is the same as that outlined above. SLA builds 
from this existing knowledge and experience-base rather than taking a new 
direction.

There is an assumption underlying all this in that change happens and liveli-
hoods are dynamic rather than static. The importance of understanding the history 
of where people are helps in appreciating why things are the way they are and 
why people do what they do (Scoones and Wolmer 2003). Intrinsic within this is 
the nature of decision making and the inevitable trade-offs and conflicts that can 
occur. The inclusion of such dynamics from the outset as a part of the analytical 
framework provides SLA with a clear advantage, although in practice the piecing 
together of historical context may be difficult.

Finally, SLA sets out what the objective of an intervention should be; need for 
diversification for example as a means of limiting exposure to risk. Once this has 
been accepted SLA sets out a process by which that ‘broad vision’ can be gleaned. 
There are no detailed schematics, blueprints or precise methods that ‘must’ be 
used, only a framework. Thus SLA is a flexible approach that can be implemented 
in many different ways depending upon local context and expertise available for 
the analysis. It can also be used as a framework for developing indicators to help 
policy makers and others chart progress towards attainment of sustainable liveli-
hood (Bondad-Reantaso et al. 2009; Bueno 2009; Nha 2009).
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Given the benefits of SLA it is to be expected that it featured within the  
academic literature. Figure 2.3 is a plot of the number of journal papers which have 
the terms ‘Sustainable Livelihood Approach’ or ‘Sustainable Livelihood Analysis’ 
in their abstract. It is therefore a similar analysis to that presented in Chap. 1 with 
regard to ‘sustainable livelihood’ and as in that case it needs to be stressed that this 
is not an ideal measure of usage but it does nonetheless provide a clue. It should 
also be noted that these are refereed papers; their content has been checked and 
approved by other researchers. Mention of SLA began in 1999, which more or less 
matches the publication of the SLA framework by DFID in 1998, but the number 
of journal papers is still surprisingly low at one paper per year until 2003. Even so 
the number of papers published per year has tended to remain significantly below 
10 for almost all the years in the graph with the exception of 2009. The figure for 
2012 is incomplete as it only covers the first two months of 2012.

Nonetheless the extent of the academic literature on SLA is remarkably small 
which may surprise the reader given the comments already made in this chapter 
and the previous one regarding what SLA can help achieve. In fairness it needs 
to be stressed that the origins of SLA are very much as a practical tool for devel-
opment intervention rather than as a research tool, although there is no intention 
here to diminish the potential value of SLA within research (Hogh-Jensen et al. 
2009, 2010). Indeed there can be a fine line between research and intervention, 
and the two are often intertwined in approaches such as action research. But it was 
not a framework intended to aid pure research per se. Indeed many of the papers 
included in Fig. 2.3 are based upon applied research funded by donors such as 
DFID. They are also typically site specific, usually focussed on relatively small 
in areas terms in parts of a single country. As a result much of the SLA litera-
ture is not necessarily in the ‘refereed’ domain picked up by the literature searches 

Fig. 2.3  Number of papers that mention SLA in their abstract
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used to generate Fig. 2.3. Much of the SLA experience may reside in the so-called 
‘grey’ literatures of project proposals and programme reports required as a condi-
tion of receiving funds from development partners. Given that such reports are not 
always made available to a wider audience then it is to be expected that research-
ers bemoan the paucity of literature which analyses the operationalisation (rather 
than theory) of SLA (Allison and Horemans 2006). Even if such reports are under-
standably site and time specific they can still provide a valuable resource.

SLA is a practical framework for analysing a concept of sustainable  livelihood, 
and it is perhaps no surprise that this wider concept has had much greater report-
ing within the academic literature; a point made in Chap. 1 with regard to Fig. 1.2. 
Indeed the contrast between Figs. 2.3 and 1.2 is marked in a number of respects. 
The start date in Fig. 1.2 is 1989; some 10 years earlier than for Fig. 2.3, and 
the number of paper published per year is generally much higher. Many of these 
papers will use the term ‘sustainable livelihood’ as a concept and in most of them 
the methodology revolves around other frameworks or specific techniques rather 
than SLA. Thus, for example, a paper may use the concept of ‘sustainable live-
lihood’ to broadly cover what the researchers were exploring but the research 
may focus only on one aspect of it (one of the capitals or institution perhaps). 
Indeed even the forerunner of ‘sustainable livelihood’, namely Integrated Rural 
Development’ has still managed to maintain popularity within the academic litera-
ture as shown in Fig. 2.4. The history is a longer one, with papers being published 
in the early 1970s, with periods of relative stasis in terms of publications per year, 
but the concept has remained in use right through to 2010.

Fig. 2.4  Number of papers that mention ‘Integrated Rural Development’ in their abstract

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-94-007-6268-8_1
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One of the lessons of the literature analysis is that the SLA framework is argu-
ably and ironically less popular with academics than is the more abstract notion of 
a sustainable livelihood. But what are the potential factors that could diminish the 
value of SLA—at least relative to what one may expect to see given the popularity 
of the concept of sustainable livelihood? The next section will highlight some of 
the problems with SLA that have been highlighted in the literature.

2.9  Critiques of SLA

SLA, like evidence-based approaches in general, has had its critics and its  
proponents are often careful to point out that it is not a panacea (van Dillen 2002; 
Sillitoe 2004; Toner and Franks 2006; Small 2007; Kelman and Mather 2008). 
Some of the criticisms are set out as follows, although it has to be noted that a 
number of these are by no means unique to SLA.

1. For all the people-centred rhetoric of SLA people are strangely invisible in 
Fig. 2.1. There are capitals, one of which is ‘human’, influences, institutions, 
policies etc. but where are the people? The danger is that SLA can become a 
rather mechanical and quantitative cataloguing exercise which plays neatly 
into the broad critiques offered by post-modernists and indeed harks back to 
the ‘new household economics’ approach and its focus on “clusters of task-ori-
entated activities” (Guyer and Peters 1987, p. 209) from which SLA sprang. 
However, quantification does have advantages; it certainly feeds into the cur-
rent vogue for numbers and statistics within social policy and thus can have 
resonance with those using the information to bring about change (Sorrel 2007; 
Neylan 2008). But SLA has little about ‘culture’ per se even though this is an 
important consideration for communities (Tao et al. 2010). Indeed if anything 
‘culture’ may be perceived by development practitioners as a constraint to an 
understanding of opportunities and potential interventions (Daskon and Binns 
2010). Also absent from the SLA framework are important considerations such 
as leisure, and this can have an important impact on resources. For example, 
in their study of the fishing of Atlantic billfish off the coast of West Africa, 
Brinson et al. (2009) point out the importance of recreational fishing on the 
stock and suggest that this should be included in an SLA alongside the more 
traditional focus on fishing to support livelihood. Hence the paradox of a ‘peo-
ple centred’ approach almost entirely avoids some of the key aspects of human 
existence; people have a culture and also try to enjoy their lives.

2. It is unclear how to analyse and measure capitals within SLA. The pentagon 
of Fig. 2.2 is a neat representation of important asset groups but each could 
contain many elements and how are these to be assessed? Is it necessary for all 
of them to be measured or only some, and if the latter than how is to be deter-
mined which to assess? Obviously there is an element of ‘context  specificity’ 
here, but at least superficially it might seem straightforward. For  farming 
households the obvious physical asset of importance is land and surely land 
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area can easily be measured? In reality land ownership can be far more com-
plex than this as a household may own many irregular parcels of land which 
can be spatially scattered at varying distances from the place of residence. Also, 
of course, there is a difference between ownership of land and access to land 
through rent or gift. The latter can be volatile and thus constitute a capital in 
one year but not in the next. Finally there is the issue of ‘substitution’ of these 
capitals whereby one could presumably replace another. In economic theory 
this is the case as capitals are ‘production factors’ but is it applicable in sustain-
able livelihoods? Can natural capital really be replaceable by financial capital, 
and if so how desirable is that for sustainability?

3. Related to point (2) is the importance of trust and openness (Lapeyre 2011). 
An SLA is reliant upon the participation of those at the centre of the analy-
sis yet the questions being asked, for example asset ownership can be sensitive 
for all sorts of reasons and it would not be surprising if households withhold 
information if they felt that the questions are too intrusive (Why is such a 
question being asked? Will a truthful answer put us in trouble with the law/
government?). Again, if land ownership is taken as a seemingly straightforward 
example, in many countries tax payments are positively related to land area. 
It would be expected that if a household withheld information about the area 
of land it owned, it was because it feared that asset could be taxed; the answer 
would therefore grossly underestimate the asset. This may not be the case, but 
again it might. The same sensitivity could apply to all asset ownership and 
potentially distort the outcome of an SLA.

4. An SLA could result in much detailed analysis but how is this to be trans-
lated into interventions, policy for example, that will help people? The claim 
that the process is liberating for participants only holds if those same people 
have power to bring about change or indeed if they have options. Ahmed et al. 
(2010) provide an example of prawn fishers in Bangladesh that have limited 
scope for adjusting their livelihood; restrictions on prawn catches set by gov-
ernment to help the sustainability of the stock has not been enforced precisely 
because the fishermen lacked alternative livelihood strategies. Indeed power 
can be a highly skewed property! (Toner and Franks 2006). Some households 
may be able to adapt to help improve their lot following an SLA while oth-
ers—frankly—may be able to do little if anything. An SLA, of course, should 
be able to detect such heterogeneity between households provided the ‘sample’ 
size is large enough and the sampling has been designed to pick up such varia-
tion. Thus SLA does not avoid the key concern of representation and the ‘myth 
of community’ inherent within all participatory methods. The problem is that 
different actors are involved in the various arrows and neat boxes of Fig. 2.1 
and those involved in doing the SLA are not usually the same actors involved in 
using the information to bring about change, be it through allocation and moni-
toring of resources or perhaps policy. The danger is that SLAs become an end in 
themselves and do little more than form the basis for lengthy reports and papers 
in academic journals. This is by no means an issue solely for SLA, and often 
voiced in critiques of participatory methods in general (Toner and Franks 2006).
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5. While there is an attempt to assess vulnerability (shocks, trends etc.) there is 
obviously much unpredictability, especially at macro-scales. An historical anal-
ysis can help as these can allow some sense as to the likelihood of what could 
occur even if it does not allow for when. This has become all too clear fol-
lowing the ‘credit crunch’ of 2008 and its global ramifications, but could also 
cover more national ‘shocks’ such as coup d’etat, rampant inflation as a result 
of political instability and even outbreak of disease. Such shocks can have mas-
sive impacts at household scales, including abandonment of land and migration 
and impossible to predict except at relatively short time scales.

6. As a result of the above there is much complexity in SLA. The diagram 
in Fig. 2.1 may be a neat and simple representation but people’s lives are 
 complex. Putting aside the need to consider the wider policy and institutional  
contexts, and these are complex enough, the first steps of identifying livelihood 
assets and their vulnerability contexts are ‘non-trivial’ and there are dangers 
that arise out of this. As noted by one author, SLA “belongs to the group of 
holistic approach that seeks to capture the enormous complexity of develop-
ment problems, but do so at the cost of focus, depth and analytical clarity” (van 
Dillen 2002, p. 251). It certainly can be argued that an SLA exercise has to be 
based upon inter disciplinarily which in itself is a challenge (Sillitoe 2004) and 
perhaps goes further than that by evoking trans disciplinarily as new knowledge 
is “produced, disseminated and applied in the borderland between research, 
policy and practice” (Knutsson 2006, p. 91). If there is to be a ‘quick’ analy-
sis then the danger is that it could also be ‘dirty’ driven by the needs of those 
doing the SLA. The result may be more descriptive (what people do and have) 
than analytical (why do people have what they have and do what they do?). 
Ironically the response of the UNDP when designing their attempt to meas-
ure capability with the Human Development Index (HDI) focussed on just 
three elements which they deemed of central importance; income, health care 
(proxied by life expectancy) and education. Thus human development becomes  
compressed into just three measures for which data are relatively easily  
available. In an SLA the information generated may be substantial and  
decisions have to be made not only about the analyses and interpretation but 
also presentation to those that need to make use of it.

Some of the above has received remarkably little attention within the SLA  
literature, which is perhaps surprising given these points are well-known within 
critical analyses of attempts to use ‘evidence-based’ approaches to intervention in 
general (Sanderson 2002; Pawson 2006). Thus while there is an undeniable logic 
to being aware of the assets available to a household and their vulnerability as a 
starting point for the framing of a basis for intervention, the creation of this knowl-
edge amongst those employing the intervention is a significant challenge; not  
simply in terms of a technical issue like measurement but also participation 
and trust. Any snapshot in time, a catalogue of what assets are present, may be 
 misleading for a variety of reasons. An incomplete ‘asset pentagon’ may not pro-
vide a good foundation and this is before trends in assets are considered. Is there 

2.9 Critiques of SLA
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evidence of these increasing, decreasing or remaining the same? Again, some 
trends may be obvious. For example, land may be divided into smaller parcels as 
a result of population growth and result in classic indicators of cropping intensity. 
For others this may be more complex, for example, reliance on memory.

2.10  SLA for Evidence-Based Intervention

The point has now been made through this and the previous chapter, that SLA 
is typically applied as the basis for intervention; for doing something to help 
people. In effect it can be a diagnostic ‘tool’ which provides the evidence-base to 
help ensure that interventions can be designed to have the most positive impact 
(Allison and Horemans 2006; Toner and Franks 2006). The intervention itself 
can take many forms. For example, the intention may be to use the SLA to 
help design a development project over the short term or perhaps a programme 
of linked activities over the longer term. Perhaps the SLA points to the need to 
encourage other sources of income generation or better access to markets. On 
a larger scale the SLA may be the basis for new policy or changes to existing 
policy (Kotze 2003; Glavovic 2006a, b; Glavovic and Boonzaier 2007) perhaps 
by using SLA as the basis for creating indicators (Bueno 2009; Nha 2009) or 
as a part of methodologies designed to help with decision making (Cherni et al. 
2007; Brent and Kruger 2009). In some cases SLA has been used as a tool for 
evaluation (Mancini et al. 2007). However, while primarily intended as a frame-
work to help guide intervention SLA can also be employed as a ‘research para-
digm’ to help guide the agenda for further research (Hogh-Jensen et al. 2009). 
The holistic nature of SLA certainly did resonate with policy makers and oth-
ers and does help to explain the relative popularity it had amongst these groups 
(Knutsson 2006).

The utilisation of frameworks and tools to provide a solid basis for intervention 
is certainly not unique to SLA. The literature on ways in which interventions of 
all types, but especially policy, can be based more on evidence is substantial and 
goes back many years. In recent times there has been the rise of ‘theory of change’ 
as a means to help think through how a project’s activities could help bring 
about change (Funnell and Rogers 2011). In effect this covers the return arrow 
of Fig. 2.1 which goes from what the SLA suggests should happen to improve 
matters back to making that change happen. This could involve changes at the 
scale of the household through to institutions and indeed the state. The latter may 
involve changes to institutional policy, and if policy is not based on evidence then 
the chances are that it will not have the desired effect and even have unintended, 
perhaps negative, outcomes. Gray (2001) for example has set out a gradient of 
 categories that link evidence with policy as follows:

1. Evidence-ignorant policy; policy not even aware of relevant evidence
2. Evidence-aware policy: policy cognisant of but not using evidence
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3. Evidence-informed policy; policy considering but not substantially shaped by 
evidence

4. Evidence-influenced policy; policy changed in some identifiable way by 
evidence

5. Evidence-led policy; policy that is for the greater part shaped and embedded in 
evidence about goals and outcomes.

These categories represent a spectrum, from no use of evidence at all in pol-
icy (number 1 of the list) to the other extreme (number 5) where evidence leads 
policy. Between these extremes there are shades of grey, with lots of scope for 
malleable definitions as to what is meant by words such as ‘consideration’, ‘iden-
tifiable’, ‘shaped’ and ‘change’. Categories 3 to 5 involve policy being shaped to 
some extent by evidence, even if identifying this in unambiguous terms might be 
a challenge. Sorrell (2007) makes the point that this linkage between evidence and 
policy is supposed to help with a number of problems that one could encounter 
in category 1 and to some extent category 2. If good quality evidence is not used 
to inform policy then there is scope for conflict and confusion over key issues as 
different people bring their own views to bear on the said issues and these may be 
significantly at odds. Also, there may be an over-reliance on individuals and per-
haps ad hoc studies that may not necessarily be representative of the wider picture. 
But there are complex issues involved in the placing of information (even infor-
mation from an SLA) into a wider context. As Bruckmeier and Tovey (2008) put 
it, there is a chain linking data (simple facts) to information (where data is inter-
preted) to what they call knowledge (information placed into context). An SLA 
may generate information that suggests a clear set of actions, but policy makers 
place that information within a wider context where those actions may not neces-
sarily be the best options. Indeed Bruckmeier and Tovey (2008) also point out that 
the chain linking data, information and knowledge can be reversed in the sense 
that knowledge creates a sense of where the gaps occur and can thereby drive fur-
ther need for data. This being so, the link between evidence coming from SLA and 
policy is a two-way street. Policy makers do not only consume information but can 
also commission its creation. Interestingly the role of those commissioning SLA, 
and their motivations for doing so, as well as the uses made of any insights, has 
rarely been discussed within the SLA literature.

Categories 4 and 5 in the spectrum provided by Grey (2001) cover the use 
of knowledge in what Boswell (2008) refers to as an instrumental mode to dis-
tinguish it from other ways in which knowledge can be used within policy 
(Table 2.2). For example, the fruits of research may not influence policy but can 
be used as a legitimisation of existing policy decisions (legitimizing knowledge) or 
perhaps commissioned and interpreted in different ways by contending groups all 
seeking to influence policy (substantiating knowledge) (Table 2.2).

Notwithstanding these issues, the categories towards the bottom of Grey’s 
list in Table 2.2 have an obvious appeal and have been in vogue within a wide 
variety of fields for many years; often this may have been more implicit than 
explicit. Indeed such ‘evidence-based policy’ has even been described as a 

2.10 SLA for Evidence-Based Intervention



48 2 The Theory Behind the Sustainable Livelihood Approach

modernist-rationalist project. It was especially popular as a mantra with the New 
Labour government of the 1990s (Sanderson 2002):

New Labour proclaims the need for evidence-based policy, which we must take to 
mean that policy initiatives are to be supported by research evidence and that poli-
cies introduced on a trial basis are to be evaluated in as rigorous a way as possible. 
Plewis (2000; cited in Sanderson 2002, p. 4)

New Labour was in power in the UK when SLA began to be adopted and pro-
moted by DFID. Indeed the objectivity implied in evidence-based policy is allur-
ing and as Holt (2008, p. 324) puts it:

A modern perception of ‘evidence-based policy making’ is sometimes characterized as a 
process whereby the ‘evidence’ is assembled almost independently of the policy options 
and then through a process of analysis and distillation the policy options and then the pre-
ferred policy choice emerge.

This is almost an ideal perception; with evidence providing a range of sug-
gested options and a ‘best choice’ eventually emerges. An alternative and perhaps 
less prosaic view of this process is provided by Black (2001) where the evidence is 
almost “a retail store in which researchers are busy filling shelves of a shop front 
with a comprehensive set of all possible relevant studies that a decision maker 
might some day drop by to purchase”. However Black (2001) does go on to say 
that the “the case for evidence based policymaking is difficult to refute.” However, 
the problem is that while this may be the case the reality is that policy makers may 
not necessarily base their decisions on the evidence, including that arising from 
context. The distinction between information and knowledge made by Bruckmeier 
and Tovey (2008) has already been mentioned, but the failure of policy makers to 
adopt recommendations or make use of evidence has been the source of frustration 
amongst academics and researchers. Huston (2008, p. 1) speaking of the difficulty 
of making ‘evidence-based’ approaches a reality makes the following:

Most social scientists believe that strong evidence should lead policymakers to adopt 
effective programs and to eschew those that are demonstrably ineffective, but policies 
sometimes seem to fly in the face of data. The unpredictable and volatile world of social 
policy has led some researchers to renounce efforts to inform it because they believe that 
decisions are entirely political and that data are invoked at best only to support a position 
that someone has already decided to endorse.

Table 2.2  The use of knowledge 

Instrumental knowledge Legitimizing knowledge Substantiating knowledge

Organizational structure and 
substance of research  
reflect performance targets

Looser fit between structure/
substance of research and 
policy goals

Structure and substance of 
research reflect lines of 
contention

Intensive interest in and  
take-up of research by 
decision-makers

Looser ties between  
decision-makers and 
research unit

Some exchange between  
decision makers and 
research unit

No obvious interest in  
publicizing knowledge 
utilization

Clear interest in widely  
publicizing knowledge 
utilization

Selected interest in  publicizing 
utilization (to relevant  
policymakers)

(after Boswell 2008)
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The last point in this quotation resonates with some of the types of knowledge 
set out by Boswell (2008) in Table 2.2. It seeks to remind us that evidence, no 
matter how good it is, is but one source feeding into a decision-making process. 
Huston (2008) suggests that in reality decisions can be influenced by the ‘four 
I’s’:

•	 Ideology 
•	 Interests
•	 Information
•	 Institutional contexts

Only one of these ‘Is’ is ‘information’ while the others are much more elusive 
and indeed in the case of interests and institutions can be quite ephemeral. Black 
(2001) reinforces this point:

Clearly, research has only a limited role because governance policies are driven by ide-
ology, value judgments, financial stringency, economic theory, political expediency, and 
intellectual fashion. It would be naive and unrealistic to expect research to provide evi-
dence to clinch arguments about governance policies.

Hence many factors influence decision making besides evidence, and this needs 
to be considered within any theory of change. Information is just part of the picture. 
This can be frustrating for those who have dedicated much time and energy to an 
SLA which would appear to provide clear and workable recommendations to help 
improve the livelihoods of a community. A classic example of this can be seen with 
transport policy and this is not a million miles away from an analysis of sustainable 
livelihood. While in the developing world livelihoods may be more localised to the 
immediate area where the household resides, although marketing of produce and 
services can involve significant travel, in the developed world it is not unusual for 
people to commute long distances to earn a wage. Often this is because paid employ-
ment is not available where they live or because the salary is higher elsewhere. 
Transport policy is an important consideration for their choices, but as Himanen  
et al. (2004) have pointed out, knowledge of what needs or should be done in trans-
port policy can push against what policy makers perceive as being acceptable by the 
public.

The present authors have noticed that many experts agree—based on scenarios and mod-
elling studies—on the main features of the policy packages necessary for improving 
sustainability (Banister and Stead 2004). In the case of urban development, these main 
features include transport policies making car travel less attractive and public trans-
port more attractive, and land-use policies to increase urban density and mixed land use 
(Spiekermann and Wegener 2004). However, these policy packages are not implemented 
because the public—and therefore policymakers— accept only the last part of the above 
transport policies: improving public transport. The first part, restricting car travel, is not 
accepted.

Thus a desire for a more sustainable approach on the part of the transport plan-
ners clashes with what the commuter may regard as sustainable; in the latter case 
defined as being cost effective. In the first case it is the promotion of public trans-
port and a lessening of the use of the car while in the latter the car is an important 
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option that should not be underestimated. Hence all the environmental evidence 
may suggest that car travel needs to be discouraged yet the reality is that this is 
neither possible nor feasible. Himanen et al. (2004) go on to make the following 
points:

1. some interventions in the name of sustainability may not make sense in an era 
of change

2. research information does not seem to have been very influential in the choice 
of sustainability policy mechanism, especially the choice between standards 
and market approaches

3. even carefully planned and implemented policy actions may provide disappoint-
ing results because of unexpected human behaviour and/or misjudges market 
responses.

4. ways policies are adopted. Planners reconcile demands for sustainability with 
other public goals (affordability, equity, acceptability).

Thus despite the evidence being strong that car use should be reduced,  
people want to use their cars and policy makers end up responding to that demand. 
As already mentioned, this is relevant to SLA as it highlights the importance of 
‘whose livelihood’ is being improved? Indeed one can argue that an SLA con-
ducted on a sample of commuters in the developed world would arrive at exactly 
the conclusion that their cars are an important aspect to their livelihood and thus 
potentially help inform these policy makers that any effort to enhance public 
transport has to address certain concerns before these people will give up using 
cars. Much depends upon what evidence is collected and for what reason. Huston 
(2008) makes this point amongst others with suggestions that there are limita-
tions to any evidence-based policy. After all, the audiences for the evidence can 
be diverse, and have different backgrounds which can influence their ability and 
indeed openness to use evidence. The quality of the evidence can also vary, and 
any implications of evidence for action can be interpreted in various ways. Black 
(2001) makes a further set of observations as to why evidence-based policy is dif-
ficult to achieve in practice:

•	 Policymakers have goals other than effectiveness (social, financial, strategic 
development of service, terms and conditions of employees, electoral)

•	 Research evidence may be dismissed as irrelevant, perhaps because it was 
derived from a context not regarded as being broadly applicable

•	 Lack of consensus amongst researchers about the research evidence (complexity 
of evidence, scientific controversy, different interpretations)

•	 Other types of competing evidence (personal experience, local information, 
eminent colleagues’ opinions)

•	 Social environment not conducive to policy change (perhaps because other 
priorities are regarded as of greater importance or because the public may not 
accept the changes that evidence suggests should be made)

•	 Poor quality of knowledge purveyors
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The last point is especially interesting. Who are these so-called ‘knowledge 
purveyors’ and why are they important?

These are the people who carry the research evidence into the policymaking forums. In 
central government, civil servants usually have this crucial role. In the United Kingdom, 
a high turnover of such staff, lack of experience in a particular field, and high workload 
militate against good quality advice.
Black (2001)

The role of such purveyors, indeed the means by which information is  
communicated is also rarely, if ever, discussed within the context of SLA. If the 
SLA derives new information that needs to be brought to the attention of those 
meant to act on it then how is this communication to take place and by whom? It 
may not necessarily be the case that those implementing the SLA are responsible 
for this. Maybe the funder (‘owner’) of the SLA just wants the job done and a 
report produced. The implementers may wish to publish the results in another out-
let, such as an academic journal or perhaps an academic conference, but the objec-
tive here may not necessarily be to convey this knowledge to policy makers. The 
result so often is that the SLA is ‘done’ to generate this information but the users 
may be ill defined and, even if they are clearly defined, the means by which this 
knowledge is conveyed to them may rest on the assumption that they will read the 
report or journal papers available. This may be wishful thinking.

Empirical evidence for the importance of communication between researchers 
and policy makers is available. For example, Choi et al. (2005) reviewed a number 
of studies which explore the influences that help policy makers make use of research 
and a summary is provided as Table 2.3. Some of these elements have already been 
mentioned, but others such as personal contact are not perhaps what one would 
expect. This appears to head both lists but one wonders how often this occurs with 
SLA. Do those responsible for the implementation of the SLA have an opportunity 
to communicate the findings directly to those who will ultimately make the deci-
sions over what to do, or is the communication only via reports and policy briefs?

Given all of the above, it is perhaps unsurprising that the ‘rationality- modernity’ 
which underlies such ‘evidence-based’ approaches, has been critiqued from a num-
ber of angles most notably from the constructivist/interpretivist position. Here it 
is argued that the social world is a complex one and there are real dangers is treat-
ing it in a way which suggests that it can be deconstructed to derive actions that 
will lead to a simple cause-effect mechanism. SLA for all of its efforts to accom-
modate the breadth of a social world will inevitably fall short of a true apprecia-
tion of the complexity. Indeed such critics argue that the evidence that forms the 
basis for evidence-based policy is itself value laden as humans have made prior 
decisions over what information to collect and how; these may be influenced by 
their perspectives. SLA is not immune from this; no matter how ‘objective’ the 
framework is presented there is still much scope for bias by directing the means 
by which data are collected and interpreted. With many SLAs, where those fund-
ing and implementing the process may even be external to the communities they 
are investigating, then the potential for misreading is rife and the dangers are 
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perhaps more readily apparent to the reader. But this issue highlighted by the 
constructivist/interpretivist critics is not restricted to SLA. For example, social 
deprivation is a complex concept to define let alone measure, yet in England the 
Index of Multiple Deprivation (IMD) comprises a relatively small number of 
components as shown in Table 2.4. The table shows the construction of the IMD 
over the three years that it was used to assess social deprivation; 2000, 2004 and 
2007. The table lists the various ‘indicator themes’ (each comprising a collection 
of indicators) employed to measure social deprivation and the relative contribu-
tion that the indicators made to the overall index. Shading of the cells is used to 
show whether a particular ‘indicator theme’ was included for that IMD. The detail 
is not important but even a cursory glance at the table shows how the IMD has 
evolved over a relatively short space of time. In 2000 the IMD had six ‘domains’ 
covered by 32 indicators, and half of the index was derived from just two of the 
domains; income and employment. The 2004 version of the IMD had some over-
lap with that of 2000 but included two new domains covering crime and the ‘living 
environment’ (air quality, houses without central heating, quality of private sector 
housing stock and traffic accidents). The 2007 version of the IMD was broadly 
similar to the 2004 IMD but the geographical scale over which it was assessed 
changed. This shows that over only seven years not only has the vision of IMD 
changed regarding what was seen as important but also the geographical scales 
over which it was assessed changed. It should also be remembered that this change 
has been driven by a combination of an evolution in the ways in which social sci-
entists envisage social deprivation along with availability of quality data. In effect 
the IMD, for all its intricacy and empiricism of which Table 2.4 can only provide 

Table 2.3  Facilitators and barriers to use of research by policy makers, identified in a systematic 
review of 24 interview studies 

Facilitators to use of research by policy makers Number of studies

Personal contact between scientists and policy makers 13
Timeliness and relevance of the research 13
Research that includes a summary with clear recommendations 11
Research that confirms current policy or endorses self interest 6
Good quality research 6
Community pressure or client demand for research 4
Inclusion of effectiveness data 3
Total studies 24

Barriers to use of research by policy makers

Absence of personal contact between scientists and policy makers 11
Lack of timeliness and relevance of research 9
Mutual mistrust between scientists and policy makers 8
Power and budget struggles 7
Poor quality of research 6
Political instability or high turnover of policy making staff 5
Total studies 24

(tabulation of data provided by Innvaer et al. 2002)
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a flavour, is a human construct based on thinking at that time. Indeed for the sake 
of completeness it is worth noting that the IMD is by no means the only attempt 
to measure deprivation. For example, the Townsend Index of Deprivation (TID) is 
an earlier (late 1980s) example but one that is much simpler than IMD (Townsend  
et al. 1988) comprised of just four components:

1. Unemployment as a percentage of those aged 16 and over who are economi-
cally active

2. No car ownership (% of all households)
3. No home ownership (% of all households)
4. Household overcrowding.

The choice of these four variables in the TID is in part influenced by availability 
of the required data via the UK census. Thus its creator has compromised between 
what social deprivation is and what data are available to measure it. The creators 
of the IMD have gone beyond the limitations of what data are available via the UK 
census but have still had to consider what data may be collected at a cost deemed 
to be reasonable. In the TID the four variables are combined (with equal weight 
in terms of perceived importance) to form an overall score. As with the IMD, the 
higher the TID the more deprived and disadvantaged an area is thought to be.

While it might look quite different to Fig. 2.1 the domains and ‘indicator themes’ 
of Table 2.4 can be mapped onto the SLA framework. The income and employment 
(or unemployment in the case of the TID) domains have a fairly obvious match to 
sustainable livelihood and have been mentioned in Chap. 1, and the health and edu-
cation domains are linked to human capital. Access to housing and services span 
SLA elements such as physical assets as well as supporting institutions. Crime is not 
mentioned in the SLA, although for some it does, of course, provide an income. It is 
clearly not a capital but it can negatively impact a number of the capitals and work 
against social capital as it can diminish trust. The living environment domain also 
impinges upon a number of the capitals. There are elements here that impact upon 
human capital in terms of health. Indeed the overlap should not be all that surprising 
as both the IMD and SLA are coming at the same system from a different angle.

It should be noted that the IMD was commissioned by the government with the 
intention that it help inform policy; it was not established as an academic exercise. 
While each of the components of the IMD in Table 2.4 can certainly be justified as 
being both relevant and important, and can be mapped onto the SLA framework, 
they are not the only means by which such components could have been selected. 
Indeed many of the adjectives in Table 2.4 such as ‘poor’ can be defined in many 
ways. Given this, the reader can come up with suggestions as to what could be 
included or omitted in this list of IMD indicators. The relative weighting of the 
domains (not shown in Table 2.4) is also a matter of opinion or choice.

Both the IMD and the earlier TID attempt to encapsulate the complexity of 
social deprivation into numerical scores. Thus it is possible to present social dep-
rivation as a league table ranking of different regions of the UK (to help identify 
‘hotspots’ of deprivation) or perhaps present social deprivation alongside other 
‘measures’ such as allocation of resources to help address it. Such indicators and 
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indices (an index combines a number of indicators) have proven to be popular 
ways of encapsulating complex ideas so that they may easily be digested by policy 
makers. In SLA it is also possible to use indicators to build up a picture of the 
various components and interactions. Indicators have a veneer of objectivity but 
the subjectivity that underpins them can easily be forgotten. Indeed as Turnhout  
et al. (2007, p. 218) point out:

However, the ideal of value free science is still very dominant, for example when you look 
at what is expected of science and at how divisions of labor between science and policy 
are organized. Science is supposed to produce facts and policy then makes value-laden 
decisions.

Yet apparent objectivity and ‘facts’ can be misleading. The IMD is founded 
upon a degree of subjectivity, or perhaps more accurately of informed opinion. It 
is a human construct designed to represent in as simple a way as possible an aspect 
of human existence for those who are meant to help do something about it. But that 
representation can be highly diverse depending upon who is doing the representing.

However, the counter argument to such a critique of attempts to dissect and 
model society is that it ultimately can lead to a decision to do nothing. Such post-
modernist stances only highlight the complexities of the social world and hence 
the need for some guidance for human action otherwise it is a recipe for complete 
abstention from any attempt at intervention, including policy (Sanderson 2002). 
People are suffering from deprivation so something needs to be done and if this 
means that simplifications have to be made such as those that underpin the IMD 
then so be it. It is impossible to represent all aspects of social deprivation that 
effect people so the choice is either to simplify or—in effect—to do nothing at 
all—just wring their hands in despair. The IMD may be imperfect but it is better 
than nothing. Similarly, the SLA may not be able to identify every aspect of peo-
ple’s livelihood and arrive at a perfect set of interventions but at least it is better 
than having no idea at all.

But nonetheless such critiques do serve to remind us that we cannot avoid the 
complexity of social systems as a major problem in deriving evidence that can 
form the basis for interventions (Tavakoli et al. 2000). Given this uncertainty it is 
possible that even if an intervention is based on evidence then it may not succeed 
in its intentions or, at worst, perhaps have unintended and negative impacts.

One of the ‘I’ set out by Huston (2008) for the factors which influence policy 
is ‘institutional context’. This can convey a host of different aspects, including the 
perceived need for an institution to sustain itself even if evidence suggests that it 
is no longer needed. Indeed institutions often like to portray themselves as using  
evidence-based approaches. As Boswell (2008) has pointed out this provides a 
legitimizing effect, although this is a relatively under-explored field.

Moreover, contributions in organizational sociology have shown how organizations 
derive legitimacy through signalling their commitment to knowledge utilization……. 
However, there has been little attempt to develop a theory setting out the conditions under 
which symbolic knowledge utilization may be expected to occur, or testing these claims 
through empirical enquiry. This lacuna seems to be especially regrettable for studies of 
European Union (EU) policy making. It has been argued that EU policy is predominantly 
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regulatory and technocratic, and that its civil service appears to derive legitimacy from 
its expertise…… But the absence of a more rigorous theory of the symbolic func-
tions of knowledge has made it difficult to elaborate or test these claims systematically. 
Boswell (2008, p. 472)

Thus it can be seen as being positive for an institution to portray itself as being 
‘evidence based’ in the way that it works and so becomes its badge of honour. 
The alternative is to say that the institution is not or only partially evidence based 
which can generate a negative image. Those funding SLAs have the same motive 
to promote it as a means for generating evidence as the basis for action, and may 
help explain why the approach has been so popular amongst partners providing 
development funds. However, it is sobering to note that Knutsson (2006) with his 
work on knowledge integration within SLA and how this has been handled in a 
number of development-focussed case studies comes to the following conclusion:

Despite the fact that SLA is often described as an approach to societal problems, such 
as poverty and lack of development in rural areas, the approach has so far primarily 
been used as a framework for knowledge production. The knowledge produced by the 
approach is of course intended to be applied in the context of development projects and 
programmes, but as the results shows, there are less examples of application than exam-
ples when SLA is used as a framework for production or dissemination of knowledge. 
(Knutsson 2006, p. 95)

At the end of this story, it is perhaps sobering to consider that in the eyes of 
some, DFID, a pioneer and key champion of SLA since the late 1990s, has sub-
sequently become less enthusiastic (Clark and Carney 2009). One of the issues 
appears to have been a concern that SLA, as a perceived ‘project level’ tool, can-
not feed into the national-scale policy and budgetary changes with which DFID 
was becoming involved. There is no reason per se, why the lessons of SLAs can-
not be a part of this more national-scale change but the perception within DFID 
appears to have been that the approach is ‘small scale’ in nature and presumably 
cannot make much of a contribution towards the evidence that may be required. 
This is a stark contrast between SLA seen as a framework that generates context 
specific insights at relatively small scales and tools such as the IMD designed to 
be applicable at much larger scales. If the focus for change is at the larger scales 
of the nation state or region then SLA may be seen as having little value. Indeed 
this highlights one of the problems that often confronts new frameworks and ideas. 
In the furnace of stark reality, where development and indeed research funding is 
inevitably limited and the direction can also be driven by political decisions then 
choices constantly have to be made and it is almost as if there is competition 
between approaches that could be taken. This sounds odd as surely there is room 
for all these ideas, and there should be complementarily rather than competition, 
But SLA is but one approach amongst many that could be taken by a development 
agency, and the shift in focus (and hence resources) at DFID towards more macro-
scale interventions could work against approaches such as SLA deemed to be more 
appropriate at smaller (project) scales. The policy sands are indeed often in motion 
and even a framework based upon solid principles and good ideas can lose out in 
the competition for attention for support. Indeed is that necessarily a bad thing?
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In order to address this issue of SLA ‘losing out’ to competing ideas Clark and 
Carney (2009) have suggested that the future of SLA within DFID can be secured 
by the following steps:

1. “build on concrete achievements and lessons from practice
2. develop a simple narrative for livelihoods approaches and link this to other 

modes of working and DFID’s corporate objectives
3. review how SLA can be adapted to contribute to current development chal-

lenges, including the food crisis, fragile states, economic growth and making 
markets work for the poor

4. address perceived weaknesses of SLA, such as limited analysis of policy pro-
cesses, ecological sustainability, gender and power relations.”

This is an interesting list of suggestions and will be returned to Chap. 5. The first 
is at least in part a call for more reporting and analysis of SLA-based case studies 
as a prelude for such ‘building on concrete achievement’. The 2nd and 3rd involve 
an adaptation of SLA to better meet the perceived agenda of DFID and indeed 
wider ‘development challenges’. The need to evolve SLA to meet DFIDs’ “cor-
porate objectives” is an interesting suggestion, but one which would appear to run 
counter to the founding principles upon which SLA is built—its ‘people first’ ethos. 
Why should a framework built on such solid principles have to accommodate itself 
to the fashions that pertain within development agencies? The suggested adapta-
tion towards “current development challenges” does have more credence, and  
the challenges listed are no doubt important, but given the all-encompassing nature 
of SLA then it too does seem somewhat superfluous. As the reader would have 
seen from the examples provided in the chapter, SLA has already been employed 
in a variety of contexts and one would have thought that the existing framework 
could readily address issues of food, markets, economic growth and consider 
challenges arising between shocks and stresses such as political instability and a 
“fragile state” environment. Surely that is what SLA does best—the need to con-
sider resilience and the institutional context where livelihoods are being pursued. 
The fourth point about perceived weaknesses also has an odd ‘feel’ to it. The 
point has already been made with regard to the interface between natural capita 
in SLA and EG&S. Indeed the latter is also an example of a currently successful 
approach. Hence while it is hard to see why SLA should be perceived as downplay-
ing “ecological sustainability” in fairness it is easy to see how this may be so when  
compared with the clear ecological focus of EG&S. The perceived weakness of 
SLA in terms of gender and power relations is far less easy to appreciate given that 
these should permeate not just the capitals but also a consideration of their resil-
ience and the institutional backdrop. Surely any consideration of the capitals should 
include factors such as access and control, and it is hard to see why gender and 
power relations can in any way be minimised within that. Certainly in the case 
study presented in this book they were major concerns and readily emerged, along 
with others such as ethnicity and age, as an important fabric. A particular SLA 
might underplay their relevance and impacts but that be said to be a fault of the 
framework; more of implementation.

2.10 SLA for Evidence-Based Intervention
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2.11  Conclusion

This chapter has covered much territory; from the origins and form of SLA through 
to the issues that surround it. Much emphasis has been placed on the practical aspects 
of SLA and in particular how it is meant to help bring about a positive  intervention. 
The authors do not apologise for this. The mechanics of an SLA are certainly 
 important, and will be returned to in the following chapters; there is undoubtedly no 
intention to diminish the exploratory value of SLA. Worthy of note is that while the 
SLA provides a very logical framework for analysis there is much potential varia-
tion as to how best it should be done, especially given that compromises are almost 
inevitably. The resulting trade-offs may mean, for example, that representativeness 
of the findings is open to question. Of course it is important that an SLA be done 
‘properly’ as this ensures confidence in the knowledge that has been generated. A 
poorly implemented SLA will be open to much criticism, undermining its findings 
and  conclusions. Similarly the authors are not claiming that publication in refereed 
journals and conferences of studies that use SLA as part of the methodology is of 
no value. Such studies provide a wealth of experience to help guide the ‘doing’ of 
SLA. But it is important to remember that an SLA is typically being done as a means 
of informing an intervention and that intending participants benefit. This makes an 
appreciation of desired change, and how best to bring it about, a vital consideration; 
just as important as making sure that the capitals, resilience etc. are understood. Part 
of this will be the communication of the findings to those meant to use them.

Finally, the scale of SLA is an interesting point especially with DFID’s recent 
move towards more national scale interventions and an apparent lessening of the 
importance of SLA within its agenda. While SLA can be thought of as a means of 
understanding livelihoods with a broad applicability, it can also be highly context spe-
cific. The case for SLA being a basis for a small-scale localised project can make a 
lot of sense, even if the practicalities of ‘doing’ the SLA are challenging. This point 
will be addressed in the following two chapters which explore the use of an SLA by 
an agency in Nigeria. However, while much is often made of the usefulness of SLA 
to help inform larger scale (e.g. national) interventions this does have significant chal-
lenges. The challenges involved in making decisions more ‘evidence-based’ are well 
established, and evidence gleaned from SLA is no different in that regard. This can 
even result in competition for attention and resource amongst approaches and out-
looks, with the ‘selection pressure’ being the result of a range of factors. While this 
may sound odd given that the approaches and ideas are typically complimentary in the 
sense that they operate at different scales, the almost inevitable shortage of resource 
combined with changing political stances can result in foci which shift around the 
landscape of potential interventions. For all its holistic and people-centred founda-
tions SLA is no different in that regard and the lessons of what happened within DFID 
are certainly salutatory, as indeed are some of the suggested ‘cures’. The oddity here 
is that a broad-based and holistic framework that can be applied to the livelihood of 
human being ends up being downplayed because it is not relevant to larger scales of 
intervention. This point will be returned to in the final chapter of this book.
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3.1  Introduction

All development is undertaken within a wider socio-economic and cultural 
context, the boundaries of which extend beyond the immediate locality of the pro-
ject. Cognisance has to be taken of this; otherwise good ideas can end up as bad 
experiences, damaging the very fabric of the community and society of the benefi-
ciaries. With this in mind, we will provide a brief overview on the socio-economic, 
historical, religious and political situation in Nigeria, the national context for the 
case study, with special reference to Igalaland in Kogi State where the SLA was 
undertaken. The aim is to provide the reader with some of the context for the SLA 
(including historical context), but in particular to help set out why the organisation 
facilitating and leading the process felt that the SLA was required.

But first a brief reminder as to the three different ways in which an SLA can be 
perceived (Farrington 2001):

1. As a set of principles guiding development interventions (whether community-
led or otherwise).

2. As an analytical framework to help understand what ‘is’ and what can be done.
3. As an overall developmental objective in which case this development is the 

improvement of livelihood sustainability.

The first and second items on this list are strategic, meaning that SLA assists 
in framing thinking and subsequent action. Here SLA helps to examine what 
interventions should seek to achieve. However, the second item is a practical one. 
This is where the SLA framework is used in an analytical (tactical) sense to set 
out a more precise set of interventions based upon the evidence of what is known 
to be present. In this case, the SLA becomes much more than the provision of a 
set of principles to help guide intervention and moves into the realm of action 
based upon knowledge. But while SLA sets out a framework for what needs to 
be looked for, the details as to how to do the looking are not provided in a gener-
alisable sense. There is really no such thing as an SLA methodology in much the 
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same way as there is no single methodology for stakeholder participation. Rather  
sensibly, the precise methods for exploring the components and interactions within 
sustainable livelihoods are left for individuals to create—based upon local circum-
stances and their own experiences; one size does not fit all. But this then raises a 
number of issues, including:

•	 Who does the SLA and why? For example, is the implementer external to those 
being ‘analysed’ or a member of the community? What experience does the 
implementer have of SLA and indeed the context of those being ‘analysed’?

•	 What resources are available to implement the SLA? This includes aspects such 
as personnel, transport and administrative facilities; time is a critical factor.

•	 What methods should be employed to collect the required information? A wide 
range of options are available here, many of which are mainstream methods in 
the social sciences (observation, interviews, mapping etc.) as well as participa-
tory methods.

•	 How is the information to be brought together to create the picture of 
 sustainable livelihoods? This is perhaps not as straightforward as it may seem.

•	 Who is the intended ‘recipient’ of the analysis? This is likely to be those who 
are meant to use the results to bring about desirable change, but there are 
other possibilities. For example, the SLA may be a prelude to a phase of more 
detailed research and development.

•	 How is the new information to be used to help bring about a desired change?

These questions are certainly not new within intentional development. They are 
the kind of questions asked at the beginning of any development project some of 
which have resulted in extensive debates abound the very nature of what is meant 
by development and the role of agents external to communities in helping to bring 
it about. In many cases those ‘doing’ the SLA are not members of the community 
meant to benefit, and it is they who derive the answers to many of the questions 
raised above. Indeed despite the inclusiveness of the language SLA is not a step 
change as such within intentional development, and still embodies many of the 
issues that rest at the heart of the ‘developed-developing’ axis and all the issues 
of power etc. associated with that. The SLA does not remove those involved from 
such a polarity. Instead SLA is an arguably ‘better’ way of doing what intentional 
development has always tried to do, by endeavouring to ensure that interventions 
are better planned to make a real difference.

This chapter and the next will explore some of these issues surrounding the 
practice of SLA. It will do this by focusing on one specific case study in order 
to illustrate the range of answers to the questions set out above. The case study 
is located in Igalaland, Kogi State, Nigeria, West Africa, and has been selected 
for a number of reasons. Firstly the SLA took place within a context of long 
engagement between a local faith-based development organisation, the Diocesan 
Development Services (DDS), and the people of Igalaland. The SLA was therefore 
part of a much bigger picture, as they so often are, and one that was (and still is) 
evolving over time. Secondly it provides an illustration of an interesting, and to 
the authors’ knowledge, unique set of motivations on the part of DDS as to why 
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they felt an SLA would help them in being more effective in making development 
more enduring and surviving when external help was no longer possible. Thirdly 
it provides an interesting set of trade-offs that occurred with the SLA. However, 
for the reader to gain an appreciation of all this it will first be necessary to provide 
the broader context of Nigeria, Igalaland and DDS. Once this has been covered the 
decisions surrounding the SLA will be more apparent to the reader. The following 
chapter will then explore the practical implementation of the SLA by DDS and 
what they felt they gained from it.

3.2  Governing an African Giant

Nigeria is Africa’s largest democracy and in 2010 was the third largest economy 
(in terms of GDP) on the continent; after South Africa and Egypt. Once the self-
acclaimed giant of Africa, it merits the title on the basis of population alone (the 
population estimated as per the last official census in 2006 is 140 million), and 
that does not include the extensive Diaspora of Nigerians within and outside of 
Africa. Indeed it is often said that one out of every five sub-Saharan Africans is 
Nigerian. Nigeria became independent from Britain in October 1960. At the time 
of independence many Nigerian and foreign politicians believed Nigeria would 
become one of the wealthiest and most powerful states in Africa if it pursued the 
appropriate political, economic and social policies with even moderate success 
(Falola and Heaton 2008). The country covering 923,768,640 square kilometres 
is potentially powerful, endowed as it is with a great variety of natural resources: 
petroleum oil, gas and coal deposits, iron and other minerals, many large rivers 
and well—established light and heavy industries. Nigeria has been estimated 
to have the biggest liquid gas reserves in sub-Saharan Africa. Until the political 
developments in South Africa which led to the abolition of apartheid, Nigeria was 
politically and militarily the most influential sub–Saharan African country, with 
oil alone more than adequate to finance desirable developments throughout the 
country. But instead the history of Nigeria since independence has been one of 
political, social and economic turbulence, which continues to this day (Falola and 
Heaton 2008) and which has to provide the immediate backdrop for any attempt 
to understand livelihoods in the country. There is a myriad of problems hamper-
ing progress and the most pressing of these include a paralyzed federal govern-
ment, the hostilities in the Niger Delta region and the constant threats that have 
emanated from a series of ethno-religious fault lines. But to detail all this would 
require a book in itself and the interested reader is referred to the excellent text on 
the history of Nigeria by Falola and Heaton (2008). Here it is only possible to pro-
vide a few examples linked to the history of the country.

As a starting point it has to be noted that the advent of the trans-Atlantic slave 
trade in the 17th century had a devastating effect on the people of Nigeria, some 
of which still resonates to this day, but is beyond the scope of this book. It is cer-
tainly not the intention of the authors to diminish these impacts, but the story 
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will begin with the early 19th century which saw the development of mercantile  
capitalism, coupled with the Industrial Revolution in Europe. This created a set of 
conditions wherein the emerging European industrial powers stood to gain more 
from the legitimate trade exchange than from the continuation of the slave trade 
and the latter rapidly died. Efforts were made to intensify trade in agricultural 
products for the growing European industries and in turn this growth of British 
commercial interests in Nigeria led to the annexation of Lagos by the British in 
1862. In January 1900, Britain formally assumed a protectorate over northern and 
southern Nigeria; in effect two separate territories each managed separately. The 
North was predominantly occupied by a diverse group of Hausa-speaking peo-
ples, who were mostly Islamic, while the South was home to a variety of ethnic 
groups but especially the Yoruba and Igbo. The Southern Protectorate was mostly 
Christian. All three were later combined into one country. In 1939, Nigeria was 
sub-divided again, but this time into three administrative units: the Northern, 
Eastern and Western Region. These divisions still mirrored ethnic boundaries, 
at least in broad terms, as the Eastern Region was largely Igbo and the Western 
Region largely Yoruba. These are somewhat sweeping statements as Nigeria has 
over 250 ethnic groups, and the Yoruba, Igbo and Hausa-speaking peoples are 
just the largest in numerical terms. The Igala, to be discussed later, are among the 
minority ethnic groups residing in the ‘middle belt’ of the country.

By 1949 the British proposed a vaguely defined formula whereby traditional 
authorities and the mass of Nigerians were to be involved in the process of con-
stitution making as a prelude to full independence. The post-war drive towards 
decolonisation has been mentioned in Chap. 2 and Nigeria was a part of that story. 
However, despite this desire for public participation, nationalistic politics turned 
out to be the real issue of the future and the British as well as the Nigerians were 
aware of the proportions of this problem. Throughout the 1950s a series of con-
stitutional conferences took place in London and Lagos in an attempt to arrive at 
an agreed balance. In the same decade, political parties coalesced along existing 
regional and hence ethnic lines, in anticipation of Independence. The compro-
mise, decided in 1954 by the British, was a Federal Government coupled with a 
considerable degree of autonomy for the three regions. Most powers were to rest 
with the Federal Government and regions were to be allocated restricted powers. 
In 1956, the Eastern and Western Regions were granted self-government and the 
Northern Region was granted the same powers in 1959. Elections for an enlarged 
Federal Legislature took place in December 1959, but none of the major parties 
(themselves largely organised along ethnic lines) emerged with an overall major-
ity. After independence in October, 1960, this was again the problem as none of 
the political parties emerged as truly national in scope. Thus the ethno-religious 
fault lines that one sees in Nigeria today have deep roots in the birth of the coun-
try, although it has to be said that many have tried to overcome them and create a 
shared sense of identity that transcends these divides.

Civilian rule came to a close in 1966 as that year witnessed the demise of the 
First Republic with two coups in the same year. The Civil War which followed 
in 1967 saw the Eastern Region pitted against the Western and Northern Regions; 
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with the East looking to break away and form its own country (Biafra). The war 
ended in 1970 with the defeat of the East and the page was quickly turned on that 
tragic experience, with General Gowon’s judicious policy of national reconcilia-
tion. But military rule continued and General Gowon was overthrown in a military 
coup in 1975. His successors, General Murtala Mohammed and General Olusegun 
Obasanjo, paved the way for a return to civilian rule and President Shehu Shagari 
was elected as the first executive president of the Nigerian Second Republic in 
October, 1979. A new constitution based on the American model was prepared for 
the inception of the Second Republic, with a total of 19 states rather than the three 
Regions. But this was short-lived as the army took over once again in 1983, this 
time under the leadership of Colonel Buhari who was overthrown twenty months 
later in a bloodless coup after which General Babangida took over leadership. 
On taking power, he cited self-reliance as the basis of economic recovery which 
turned into a penitential period the effects of which are still being experienced. 
The inauguration of a constituent assembly in May 1989 generated much inter-
est as it was widely believed that the members of the assembly would use it as a 
forum to create political alignments that would form a basis for further political 
parties and leaders. Women were well represented in it. The new constitution was 
to be modelled on that of the 1979 constitution, but debate threatened to floun-
der on the issue of religion. Muslims demanded the inclusion of Islamic (Shariah) 
courts, despite the fact that Nigeria has a sizable Christian population and indeed 
many Nigerians follow traditional beliefs, and this impeded progress to such an 
extent that debate on the topic was banned. A decision on the presidency was rati-
fied under the constitutional assembly; a civilian president would be elected for a 
six year term, and was to declare assets and liabilities before taking office. This 
was to ensure the presidency was not a time for accumulating wealth and property. 
The constitution was promulgated in May 1989.

Two political parties were created by the military government to contest 
the election for the Third Republic, the Social Democratic Party (SDP) and the 
National Republican Convention (NRC). These parties were said to be ‘national’ 
but unfortunately were still largely perceived to be broken down along the same 
geographical (and hence ethnic) lines; with the NRC being viewed as a ‘Northern’ 
part and the SDP a ‘Southern’ one. The Presidential election took place in June 
1993 but the result was cancelled. The reasons behind the cancellation were never 
fully explained to everyone’s satisfaction but it is perhaps telling that at the very 
moment the election was cancelled the SDP was ahead. The military temporarily 
handed over to a transitional government headed by a civilian, Ernest Shonekan, 
in August 1993, only to come back in November 1993 with another General (Sani 
Abacha) as Head of State. During all this time there was intermittent and some-
times violent protests in the West of the country as the leader of the now defunct 
SDP M. K. O. Abiola, a Yoruba proclaimed himself the rightful Head of State. 
These protests were brutally suppressed. Indeed the human rights record of the 
Abacha regime came under serious scrutiny by the international community fol-
lowing the trial and execution of Ken Saro Wiwa and other Ogoni activists in 
November 1995 over the problems of environmental degradation in the oil-rich 

3.2 Governing an African Giant



66 3 Context of the Sustainable Livelihood Approach

south-east of the country. The activists pointed out that these areas were  bearing 
the brunt of the environmental degradation associated with oil extraction and 
transport, yet were gaining little from the Federal and State governments. The exe-
cutions led to the expulsion of Nigeria from the Commonwealth in 1995 and to the 
imposition of sanctions, but Sani Abacha declared he would be President for life. 
This resulted in a general outcry but the problem was solved by the sudden death 
of the two main protagonists in the national instability, Abacha and Abiola, within 
a few weeks of each other in 1998. Abacha was succeeded by Alhaji Abubakar, 
and the long-promised new constitution was signed into law during his short time 
as president. Fresh elections were held, this time without the government creat-
ing political parties, and Alhaji Abubakar handed over power to the winner of the 
election—Olusegun Obasanjo—who became President of the Third Republic in 
May 1999. The period from 1999 to the present has been one of relative politi-
cal stability in the country, with elections peacefully held in 2003, 2007 and 
2011. Since 1999 the national political scene has been dominated by the People’s 
Democratic Party (PDP), but presidents have come from both the North and the 
South. Obasanjo (from the West) was unable to steer the party in the direction he 
wanted but was elected for a second term in 2003. Yar Adua (a Northerner) who 
succeeded Obasanjo in 2007 was known for his integrity but no great change was 
witnessed as he died before his first term was completed. His successor Goodluck 
Johnson (a Southerner) inherited much volatility on taking office in May 2011 
as Nigeria’s rank on the Failed State Index shows the country deteriorating from 
19th in 2008 to 14th in 2012 (www.foreignpolicy.com/failedstates2012). In the 
new millennium, there were violent crises in the North as well as in the Middle 
Belt, Benue State and the southern oil-rich Niger Delta. Hence while it is fair to 
say that the political scene has witnessed some welcome stability since 1999 (no 
coups) the volatility and uncertainty within the country has continued. The emer-
gence of the Boko Haram in 1993 but which has only come into prominence in 
2010 has accentuated that volatility and added an element of insecurity not known 
previously. Boko Haram is now considered a major terrorist group whose bomb-
ing activities are affecting Nigerian security and arousing well founded fear of 
attacks akin to that of Al Qaeda in many other countries including the USA who 
see this group as a major threat to their security. There have been over 20 bomb-
ing attacks in the north of Nigeria in the past two years claiming the lives of over a 
1,000 people and injuring many others. In the eyes of many Boko Haram activities 
are designed to achieve explicit political ends many believing they have accom-
plices within government circles and the group is said to have criminals among 
its members. Anger seems to be more directed against the government for not 
finding those accountable than at Boko Haram itself. Loosely translated it means 
‘western education is forbidden’. Its efforts to Islamise Nigeria do not represent 
mainstream Muslim population who are embarrassed at such pronouncements. 
Muslim and Christian leaders and politicians are endeavouring to make peace with 
Boko Haram but as yet this has not been a success story. Some attribute the Boko 
Haram problem to the youth unemployment. An element of truth definitely resides 
there as it is in such places youth can find a place in which to vent their anger.  

http://www.foreignpolicy.com/failedstates2012
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The economic situation has not improved and the recent drop in oil prices does not 
augur well for that economic situation. The insecurity in the North is not helping 
food security and already there is a decrease in productivity. Research staff in the 
north are also looking for new opportunities elsewhere to avoid living in such inse-
curity. Airlines are studying the security situation and are concerned about security 
of staff and passengers. Business in Abuja could be in jeopardy and indeed the 
north as a whole. To date Boko Haram terrorist attacks are confined to the north 
but should they be extended to the Christian south what will happen then? Will 
there be reprisals and retaliation north and south? Could this lead to a second civil 
war in the name of religion?

3.3  Economic Development in Nigeria

For many years before and after Independence Nigeria was an exporter of 
 agricultural products. The West of the country was noted for cocoa, coffee and 
rubber, the North for groundnuts and the East for palm oil. Indeed with the out-
lawing of the slave trade the British interest in Nigeria shifted to its wealth of 
agricultural products. But this was to change dramatically with the discovery of 
petroleum oil in the southern states, especially in the Mid West and South East; 
a discovery which has proved to be both a boon and a bane for the country. 
Explorations for petroleum oil began in Nigeria in the 1950 and 1960s. By the mid 
1960s it was well established that the country had vast resources of high quality 
crude oil. Indeed it was often speculated that the civil war (1967–1970) was fought 
in part because of international interest in oil and the ‘carbon’ inequality within 
the country whereby the North had no oil but the South, primarily the South East, 
did. A successful secession of the South East would have had major ramifications 
for the economy of the North and West of the country and a new state (Biafra) 
might not necessarily have felt obliged to honour existing agreements which oil 
companies had with Nigeria. The North and West won the Civil War and Nigeria 
was held together, thus allowing the proceeds from oil to be distributed through-
out the country. Whether this distribution has been ‘fair’ is a matter of opinion 
amongst Nigerians. The oil boom can be said to have begun in earnest in the 
1970s as Nigeria ended a recovery phase following the war, and there were imme-
diate benefits, the most notable of which being the Universal Primary Education 
(UPE) programme in 1976 which made primary education both compulsory and 
free, as well as the development of new infrastructures such as roads and bridges 
and an increase in the number of states and local governments. The money has 
also financed the creation of a new capital city, Abuja, located more or less in the 
geographical centre of the country. Thus the oil wealth significantly increased the 
number of salaried jobs and the pay of many of those in employment, both within 
the public and private sectors.

However, at the same time there has been injudicious expenditure and exploi-
tation by both foreigners and Nigerians alike and as noted above a degree of 
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environmental damage inflicted by some oil companies in the south, particularly in 
the Port Harcourt and Delta regions. The cost was largely born by the losing side 
in the Civil War. The environmental damage inflicted by some oil companies in 
the south, particularly in the Port Harcourt and Delta regions, has been substantial 
with land being spoilt and water polluted. For those living in these places their 
livelihoods received a major shock as a result, and it is not difficult to imagine 
their anger as a consequence. Another, more nation-wide problem, brought about 
by the discovery of oil has been the neglect of the indigenous agricultural sector as 
its economic importance dwindled by comparison. In 1964 agriculture accounted 
for 70 % of the total exports, while in some 20 years later this had dwindled to 
a mere 3.6 %. In contrast, oil accounted for over 96 % of total exports in 1983 
and has remained at that high level ever since. Agricultural exports from Nigeria 
currently account for less than 1 % of the value of all exports, although there is 
potential for this to expand (Daramola et al. 2008). In contrast, oil continued to 
dominate the export scene, accounting for over 90 % of total exports as from the 
mid-1970s to the present. Thus in any discussion of sustainable livelihood it is 
impossible to avoid the impact of those key extractives; oil and gas.

There is yet another aspect of the oil economy that has had a significant impact 
on livelihood. The ‘oil economy’ of the 1970s and early 1980s kept the value 
of the local currency, the Naira, high on international markets which helped to 
increase imports and reduce exports of other non-oil-based commodities. Perhaps 
bizarrely for a country where the majority of the population live in rural locales 
and depended upon agriculture, it became far cheaper, and politically more expe-
dient, to import food than to promote local production. Even when the Naira came 
under pressure on International markets as from the mid-1980s the government 
tried to intervene to keep its value high. Because of the overvalued Naira, com-
modity prices fell, and imported rice could even be found on sale in the markets 
of rice producing areas. Nigerian farmers found it difficult, if not impossible, to 
get good prices for their produce. Extensification and intensification as a means 
of improving revenue proved difficult. The problem with Extensification was the 
labour intensive nature of production, and in the case of intensification the rela-
tive lack of a supply and maintenance infrastructure; add to this the fragility of 
the soils. Farmers concentrated on subsistence, and many left to work in the towns 
and cities. Production of staple crops fell rapidly during the 1970s, but stabilised 
in the early 1980s. Initiatives taken to boost agricultural production (for example 
the importation of machinery, inputs and expertise) were not enough to support 
the industry. Politicians repeatedly paid lip service to its importance, but National 
Development Plans (NDPs) throughout the 1970 and 1980s failed to reflect this, 
with typically only 12 % of the total expenditure going to agriculture. By this 
time migration from rural areas to the cities, resulted in reduced availability of 
labour in the rural areas and a surplus (and hence unemployment) in the cities; an 
increase in the importation of food depressing the prices of local produce. There 
was a serious crisis in the country. The economic policy orientation during the 
1970s left the country ill prepared for the eventual collapse of oil prices in the first 
half of the 1980s.
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To counteract the extravagance of the previous decade, Structural Adjustment 
Programmes (SAP) was introduced by the Military Government of Babangida 
in 1986 (Moser et al. 1997). The subsidy on oil was reduced and Nigeria began 
to look at other industries to generate revenue. The aim of SAP in Nigeria, and 
indeed in many other countries much earlier, was effectively to alter and restruc-
ture the economic consumption and production patterns of the economy; price dis-
tortions and heavy dependence on the export of crude oil and import of consumer 
and producer goods had to be addressed and regulated. It was planned that this 
would correct the imbalances that had developed between 1977 and 1986 and thus 
help promote agriculture (Mosley 1992). The following austerity measures were 
introduced:

•	 80 % reduction in the subsidy on petroleum products
•	 Privatisation of government-owned companies to help reduce wastage
•	 A cut in subvention to most parastatals, of which there were many in Nigeria
•	 The imposition of a 30 % duty on all imports so as to help encourage local 

production
•	 The intensification of the import licensing scheme to ensure that importers had 

to provide a full rationale
•	 A shift in government emphasis towards rural development and self- reliance
•	 Incentives to promote non-oil exports
•	 Gradual depreciation of the Naira so that exports became cheaper and imports 

more expensive. The official rate of exchange changed from five Naira to the 
US dollar in 1987 to 22 Naira to the US dollar in 1992. The unofficial rate of 
exchange varied between 80 and 90 Naira to the US dollar by 1995. At the time 
of writing the exchange rate is Naira 160 to one US dollar. As a result, imports 
became very expensive and the quantity of imported agricultural produce fell.

But while many may have benefited from SAP there were also many losers. 
Price inflation rocketed and pushed many companies out of business. There were 
no new employment opportunities, salaries were not paid and many government 
agencies, including the police, electricity supply, schools, hospitals and universi-
ties, no longer functioned. In Igalaland and in many other parts of Nigeria pro-
fessionals such as teachers and top civil servants vital to the functioning of the 
country were forced to retire. Most were the cream of the crop of those recently 
educated with valuable experience and excellent training and irreplaceable at the 
time. This was done ostensibly (it was said) in the interest of creating new jobs 
for those coming out of training but without any consideration for the void it was 
creating. Many of those who were pushed out would have begun work at 14 or 
15 years of age and completed professional training as opportunities arose and 
often based on merit. Most had young families in need of regular income. All this 
led to untold hardships as gratuity (lump sum payment at the time of redundancy 
or retirement) was rarely paid on time and small pensions due to those retired took 
years to materialise.

SAP had a longer term objective and was not meant to provide an  immediate 
improvement in the welfare of the people; it caused much hardship. It did 
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not reduce unemployment nor help price stability over the short term. It priced 
 education and medical services out of the reach of the average person. By 1995/96 
the new middle class (i.e. the public and civil servants) was practically wiped out. 
The rich had become poor and the poor destitute. This resulted in a surge in crime 
in the cities, towns and even in the rural areas where traditional cultural sanctions 
were still strong. Corruption became endemic. Many of these effects still pertain 
to this day as development plans that followed failed hopelessly to restore a bal-
ance that redressed the madness of that Black Economy decade. SAP, a reform 
therapy imposed by the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund (IMF) 
was expected to last only two years; this was not the case.

With the introduction of SAP in the mid-1980s the average citizenry was stretched beyond 
limits. The attendant inflation made survival a grim struggle. The pangs of poverty crept 
into the meagre resources of the already economically and materially harassed lower 
classes. Vanguard. 2nd October, 1996.

However, SAP did generate some benefits. It has already been noted that farm-
ers and traders did gain; although that too was threatened as travel to new markets 
became more expensive due to the high cost of inferior spare parts for vehicles as 
well as the hike in fuel cost. Following SAP, agricultural production rose by an 
estimated 2.5 % in 1987, 4.58 % in 1989 and 4.8 % in 1991. In 1988, the Federal 
Government published the first ever agricultural policy document for Nigeria 
aimed at redressing the sectors under-development, streamlining policies across all 
tiers of government and ensuring policy stability. However, it was apparent that 
any increase in income through self-reliance was eroded by the high cost of edu-
cation and medical bills. In the medium to longer-term SAP did help bring about 
some stability to the Nigerian economy and as oil prices have recovered after the 
turn of the century the country has once again begun to grow, albeit with a rela-
tively high level of inflation.

Thus any discussion of livelihood within Nigeria has to take account of this 
turbulent political and economic history; all being inextricably intertwined. 
But this is a macro-picture; the story of changes on a national scale. How have 
these played out on smaller scales in the country? The next section will focus 
specifically on one small part of Nigeria; the Igala Kingdom—An area that geo-
graphically sits in between the North, West and East with cultural and linguistic 
contributions from each. At one time the very boundary between the Northern and 
Southern Protectorates established by the British ran through the middle of the 
Igala territory. Indeed its strategic location is such that it found itself on the front 
line of the Civil War and this was to have tragic consequences.

3.4  A Kingdom Discovered

The Igala kingdom (or Igalaland) nestles to the East of the confluence between 
the rivers Niger and Benue and covers about 4,900 square miles, and represents 
approximately 1.5 % of Nigeria’s land surface area (Fig. 3.1). At the time of 



71

writing the population is over one million; comprising a small part of Nigeria’s 
population now estimated to be 150 million. The predominant ethnic group in the 
area is the Igala, but there are two other smaller groups to the north; the Bassa 
Komo and Bassa Nge. Religion is mixed, with a high level of religious tolerance 
as a single family can have followers of the two major religions in Nigeria; Islam 
and Christianity. Traditional religion is also common as indeed it is throughout 
Nigeria. So far the area has not been affected by any of the religious disturbances 
seen in other parts of the country.

Fig. 3.1  Map of Igalaland showing some of the main towns
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The exact origins of the Igala people are not known although linguistic and  
ethnological evidence suggest they originated from the Yoruba kingdom to the 
West (Boston 1968; Akinkugbe 1976). Indeed despite the dearth of ethnological 
studies of the Igala, it is obvious that a great diversity of influences can be recog-
nised in their cultural make up as Igalas differ from locality to locality and there-
fore their response to a situation or intervention varies widely. The Igala kingdom 
is among the oldest and more centralised of the kingdoms in the country and was 
once (see 15th century) a famous and powerful kingdom. Its influence under the 
traditional King, called the Attah (father), was felt far and wide, extending as it 
once did to Koton Karifi in the north, to the Nsukka area, in Enugu State in the 
south, eastward to Idomaland and westwards across the Niger River to the pre-
sent day Etsako local government area of Edo State. Throughout long periods, the 
leadership of the Attah was undisputed and he ruled with absolute authority. He 
was regarded and treated as a super human being, the god of the Igalas. The office 
of Attah rotated among four royal families, and the Attah of Igala is still the tradi-
tional head. Problems and disputes are often referred to him, and he plays a major 
role in all activities in Igalaland.

The first recorded events in Igala history date back to the end of the 15th  
century when the Attah of Benin origin ruled from a centre of power and culture 
at Idah (Okwoli 1973). He established political relationships with other Nigerian 
kingdoms far and near and it is believed that the son of an Attah of Idah founded 
the ancient town of Bida, to the North West in the present Niger State. At another 
period the Nupe kingdom to the North West, also part of the present day Niger 
State, paid tribute to the Attah of Idah. The importance of the Igala kingdom was 
pointed out by Allison:

…when the Europeans first entered the Niger, the population along its bank from just 
North of Onitsha to the neighbourhood of Bara, Niger State admitted themselves tributary 
to the Attah

This means they paid tax to the Attah, most likely in kind. Allison (1946). 
Taken from Dawtry (1980).

People from the powerful Benin kingdom (to the west) and the Igala kingdom 
recognised and respected each other’s power and influence. However, the average 
person may have had only limited mobility within the kingdom and was subjected 
for the most part to a harsh feudal like existence. Many of the people, especially Igbo 
and Idoma, who lived on land captured by the Igalas, were exploited and treated as 
second class citizens. Their traditional religion provided many rules and norms that 
acted as constraints against what would be detrimental to security, stability and peace 
in the society. These included limits to any excesses of an over autocratic Attah.

Towards the end of the 15th century the Jukuns began a reign over the Igala 
kingdom. This war-like people, with expansionist policies, ruled an extensive 
empire of which Igala was part. But Attah Ayegba refused to be their vassal and 
eventually expelled them from Igala territory. Not surprisingly he is regarded as the 
greatest of all the Attahs of Idah. After the death of the Attah Ayegba, the influence 
of the kingdom declined slowly at first, but more quickly later on. This decline was 
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hastened by the Fulani Jihad (1804) which eventually destroyed the glory of the 
states of the Niger Benue confluence; Nupe, Igala and Jukuns (Okwoli 1973).

For two centuries (see 18 and 19th) the Igala benefited considerably from the 
thriving slave trade on the Niger as they received remuneration for the slaves they 
captured. The environment created by this trade was one of distrust and these 
fears live on for longer than one might imagine. Oral historians living today still 
remember the days when women collecting water from the river were accom-
panied by young boys wielding bows and arrows to protect them. These feel-
ings were possibly inherited either from memories of the slave trade or else a 
fear of being captured for the ritual killings which were prohibited by law in the 
1940s. Today fear is still dominant in the bigger Igala towns largely because of 
their impersonal nature. Fear and distrust of each other and outsiders continues to 
dominate life in Igalaland. After the abolition of the slave trade the Igala readily 
accepted offers of alternative legitimate trade from Europeans (see 1832). In 1841 
the British government sent an expedition up the Niger with the objective of mak-
ing treaties, by whatever means possible, with chiefs along the river, The explor-
ers were insistent that the abolition of slavery be an integral part of such treaties. 
By 1848 Idah was acknowledged by the Royal Niger Company to be a thriving 
trading town, the outlet of a huge hinterland to the east. As from the 1850s, peace 
reigned in Igalaland and trade flourished, with some undulations, for more than 
a century. The most important trade was the wholesale trade of palm produce. 
For nearly two hundred years until the late 1960s, ships and barges were loaded 
with palm produce from Igalaland and beyond at Idah from where they were taken 
across the world. This trade was lucrative and so its accelerated demise due to the 
civil war and the later concentration on petroleum products was a real blow to 
the Igala economy. Although other trade was sought none was as profitable and  
the people had been made to feel vulnerable.

At the onset of colonial rule (1900), the kingdom was traumatised as it was 
accidentally divided between two protectorates (Northern and Southern). When 
the two protectorates were united in 1918, Igalaland was again reunited but 
this had already created a feeling of instability within what was to become the 
Federation of Nigeria. Subsequently, as the three Regions of Nigeria came into 
being, Igalaland became part of the Northern Region. Since the 1960s Igalaland 
has found itself in various regions and states of the country; Kwara State, Benue 
State and now Kogi State. Its location between North, West and East meant that it 
suffered much during the Nigerian Civil War in the late 1960s. The Igalas shared 
boundaries with Igboland and, because of this, suffered border attacks during the 
civil war from both the Federal and Biafra armies. In addition, Igbos in Diaspora 
throughout Nigeria were forced to flee from their homes and businesses to their 
war torn homeland. The exodus of Igbo traders, tailors, wine tappers, mechanics 
and carpenters, as well as those in the professional cadre, left a great void in Igala 
society and economy. The great Onitsha market, the main source of manufactured 
goods, was within the war zone, so Igalas had little access to the goods they nor-
mally used. They in turn lost the main markets for their agricultural produce which 
were in Igbo towns. The depression that pervaded the scene was tangible and 
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continued for some years after the war ended in January 1970. Igalas did not seem 
to have the physical, economic, or psychological reserves necessary to sustain 
themselves. The civil war disrupted life in Nigeria as a whole, but nowhere outside 
the war zone did the economy disintegrate as badly as in Igalaland and Idomaland, 
where pre- war Igbo influence was more pronounced than in any other area outside 
Igboland. Unfortunately the situation continued for some time after the war ended, 
leaving the people in a state of depression and for some low in self-esteem.

In the last 40–50 years due to the decline in the river trade and other problems 
such as poor infrastructure, the importance of Igalaland dwindled. The kingdom 
became virtually isolated from the main areas of economic growth in the country, 
cut off by the rivers to the north, west and south. The problem was partly recti-
fied in 1985 with the completion of the bridge between Itobe and Ajaokuta over 
the river Niger. This facilitated contact with the Federal Capital (Abuja) and ben-
efits the Federation as a whole and not just Igalaland. Although there has been a 
vast improvement in road infrastructure, many areas still cannot be reached at cer-
tain times of the year. As will be noted later, this especially applies to the two vil-
lages where the SLA was applied. By and large the general lack of infrastructure 
has retarded development and progress making life more difficult than in many 
other places within the Federation. But there are also reasons for this within the 
Igala themselves. Until the 1950s the Attah and his council resisted many colo-
nial changes (including various constitutional developments) welcomed in several 
other parts of the country, and even to the present day Igalas refuse to take on 
jobs which they consider menial. Discussions with some Igala elders indicate that 
this pride can be an obstacle to development. They admit help is needed; mak-
ing it clear that for an intervention to be successful tact and patience are required 
and this coupled with the characteristics found in centralised societies can make 
work in Igalaland daunting. This is expressed mainly in the male elders’ control 
and tight reins on all activities ensuring strict adherence to tradition. This affects 
land ownership as well as many other customs that impact upon livelihoods. There 
is not much incentive to stay at home, and those (especially the youth) with initia-
tive and ability find scope outside rather than within Igalaland. Male migration has 
become the norm and this has impacted upon numerous Igala villages. One finds 
two extremes, the insular outlook of those who stay at home and the progressive 
outlook of those who travel beyond its borders.

The smallest unit of settlement in Igala is the hamlet. Hamlets consist of small 
huts which are clustered in an area, separated from each other by grassland or 
woodland. In most cases its inhabitants have a blood affinity. The hamlet is some-
times called the Oja, but this word can also mean a meeting, a society, or a work 
group. A village is made up of several hamlets. The offices of the village were 
changed by the British in the 20th century when the titles of Madaki and Gago 
were introduced into the now defunct ‘Igala Native Authority’. These are Hausa 
terms from the North of the country and were seen by the British as providing 
a useful structure for governance. A Gago is the traditional village head, while 
the Madaki is the hamlet head. The Gago is assisted by Madakis who look after 
the hamlets comprising the village, it being possible to have several hamlets in 
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one Gago area. In effect the Gago and Madaki structure was placed alongside the 
existing indigenous structures in Igalaland. As a result the offices of Gago and 
Madaki do not have an accompanying land entitlement as with the Attah and his 
traditional district heads and chiefs, but they are paid by government and are effec-
tively civil servants although remuneration is minimal.

The biggest political unit in Igala, before the emergence of the centralised 
Igala kingdom, was the district in the modern sense. Boston (1968), confirmed 
that these traditional districts (called Ane or land) were less than twenty square 
miles in size and had a population of just a few thousand. Most of these traditional 
districts were regarded as large village areas and given Gagos. These Gago areas 
were grouped to form modern districts, and the present Local Government Areas 
within the state comprise a number of these districts. A consequence of this ‘par-
allelisation’ of governance structure is that the Madakis and the Gagos are closer 
to the people geographically, culturally and socio-economically and experienc-
ing similar constraints. They therefore tend to have more influence than does the 
District Head or even the Attah, and when the Madaki or the Gago are involved 
in an action it is more likely to be acceptable to the people. This point will be 
returned to in Chap. 4 when the selection of participating households is consid-
ered. These traditional village administrations are supported by other indigenous 
institutions, especially in the form of self-help organisations (Seibel and Damachi 
1982). The Adakpo (also known as Ayilo and Owe) is one such Igala self-help 
organisation. A degree of interdependence always existed within Igala society, 
with each person accepting some responsibility for the overall well being of the 
community. In the case of the adakpo, all farmers had the possibility of engaging 
in traditional rotation work groups in order to overcome seasonal work pressure in 
agricultural production. The number in the group varied. The person who engaged 
the working group on his/her farm had the duty to work for the same amount of 
time on all the farms of the group members. The adakpo was not a stable group 
and convened only as the need arose. In some places the female adakpo consisted 
of wives, relatives, neighbours and friends from the same area. In Ibaji and Odoru, 
largely due to Igbo influence, women do much of the farm work. Many own their 
own plots, having set aside sufficient capital to rent land. This is now becoming 
acceptable even in a patrilineal society. The same is true of other Igala areas bor-
dering Idomaland. In the central part of Igala, women by tradition are protected 
from ‘exploitation’ in the form of heavy farm work. They are, however, allowed to 
own small farms and gardens where they grow vegetables and crops. Most concen-
trate on the harvesting and post-harvest activities such as food processing, cooking 
and the sale of surplus food in the markets. The adakpo system among women in 
Igala therefore varies from area to area depending on their traditions.

In the twentieth century the adakpo has adapted to changing values in Igala  
society. The introduction, during the colonial regime, of western culture as expressed 
through education, healthcare, cement and zinc houses and transport facilities 
had a marked effect on the aspirations of the people. No longer were young men 
only interested in going to the farm and young women content to stay at home all 
day. People now realised the power of money, and wanted to acquire it as quickly 
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as possible. They became too impatient to wait for their turn in the adakpo as the  
rotating labour group might not come at the desired time. Therefore individuals with 
capital paid for labour when they required farm work to be done. For those with-
out adequate capital, the adakpo is still important although members may carry out 
paid tasks for other farmers which in turn allow them to pay for inputs for their own 
farms. Presently the main tasks for which the adakpo is utilised are those that are rel-
atively flexible in their timing during the growth of the crop, for example weeding.

Another form of traditional self help is the oja, which is another primary group 
operating at village level. It can be described as the traditional weekly meeting 
of a community group on an entirely voluntary basis. In rural areas these groups 
comprise the adult population, but in the urban centres youth who engage in labour 
tasks may also be in an oja. The Igala oja is very similar to the other Nigerian infor-
mal financial service institutions described by Eboh (1995) and Soyibo (1996). 
Many of these are based upon a rotating system. Eboh (1995) has suggested that 
in Nigeria the “majority of the rural population depend on informal finance”. Each 
member of the oja makes a standard weekly financial contribution which is equal 
for all members. Members in turn receive an amount equal to the sum of all the sav-
ings for a week, less the cost of the entertainment and refreshments for the group 
for that day. Various other community responsibilities are discussed at oja meet-
ings. Its traditional welfare system sees to at least the immediate needs of members 
who have suffered loss or bereavement. For this all members subscribe on a weekly 
basis and records are kept. As Igala were only partly drawn into the western system, 
traditional attitudes survived and the economies of women and men remained sepa-
rate in the oja. Even today, women frequently form their own association as this 
allows them to dispose of their own income. These institutions remained untouched 
during the colonial period; it is only recently that these have been adapted to meet 
the changing circumstances without destroying their indigenous character.

The oja therefore plays a central role in regulating life in the village, it makes 
many decisions regarding the welfare of the community and responsibilities are 
taken seriously by the various groups allocated tasks by the leaders. It takes cog-
nisance of both individual and group needs, and is facilitated by the presence of 
another community grouping known as the Age Grades Association (AGA). Above 
the age of ten, people of similar ages will be recognised as an AGA within the 
society. The primary function of these ongoing, aggregated age grades is to under-
take community work which must be done all the year round e.g. maintaining 
hygiene in the hamlet. They are not paid for their services but are expected to do 
these tasks as a community service.

3.5  Igala Livelihoods; An Overview

The chief source of livelihood in Igalaland is agriculture, and Igalas are 
 predominantly arable farmers with an average holding of approximately two hectares 
although this can vary dramatically. Cropping systems are complex, with marked 
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differences created by soil type and areas of high and low population density. The 
systems are generally based on bush fallow, with fallow periods ranging from zero 
to ten years or more. The length of the growing season (approximately six months 
between April and September) allows for two distinct cropping periods, an early 
growing season (April to June) and a late season (July to September). A wide vari-
ety of crops, annual and perennial, are cultivated, and some keep livestock such as 
goats, sheep, chickens and ducks as a secondary activity. Livestock are often allowed 
to roam freely, except in areas of high population density where the larger animals 
are fenced in or tied up during the growing season to prevent crop damage. Apart 
from open cast coal mining in the Ankpa Local Government Area and the timber 
companies in Dekina and Idah, there are no other significant industries. There are 
some small scale businesses revolving around trades such as carpentry, block build-
ing and tailoring. Service industries, such as vehicle maintenance, transport, water 
supply and retailing, are also important, especially in the major towns. One person 
may engage in a number of activities, and farmers are often involved in a number of 
‘off farm’ activities such as fishing, milling, maintenance and repair services, carpen-
try, tailoring, and trading. Conversely many people in employment e.g. civil servants 
may engage in farming in their spare time to supplement their earnings. Igala liveli-
hoods are therefore highly diverse and provide exactly the sort of situation that SLA 
is meant to help understand and enhance.

The changes which took place in the Nigerian economy and noted earlier 
were, of course, reflected in Igalaland. While the value of the Naira was high in 
the 1970s the Igala farmers had to compete with cheap agricultural imports. High 
quality rice from Asia, for example, could be purchased in local Igala markets, 
and government owned stores sold imported food. During this period, many Igalas 
who would normally be engaged in farming found employment in the Anyigba 
Agricultural Development Project (AADP), road construction companies and 
at Ajaokuta steel works. The devaluation of the Naira in the mid 1980s brought 
many changes, and provided a much needed stimulus for involvement in agricul-
ture. However, efforts from the government to enhance agriculture have been dis-
appointing. There is little stability around the production of food and especially 
the prices which farmers and growers receive. The AADP was one of a wave of 
Agricultural Development Projects initiated across Nigeria in the 1970s as part of 
an African ‘Green Revolution’. They were funded by the World Bank and were 
intended to spur the same sort of changes as had been seen in the Asian ‘Green 
Revolution’ of the 1960 and 1970s. The ADPs were in part designed in response 
to a fall in agricultural productivity noted earlier, and a concern to sustain domes-
tic food supplies as labour had moved out of agriculture into more remunerative 
activities that were benefiting from the oil boom. Conversely, domestic recycling 
of oil income provided the opportunity for the Federal and State governments, 
with World Bank support in the form of loans, to develop the ADPs. The projects 
were of the ‘integrated rural development’ mode mentioned in Chap. 2 and pro-
vided agricultural inputs, extension services, health care, training, credit, rural 
roads, and village water supplies. The ADPs sought to increase food production 
and farm incomes primarily by the use of improved planting material and inputs 
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such as fertilizer and pesticides, with farmers encouraged to move away from their 
traditional systems. But as it was recognised that farming households also required 
access to good transport links, health care, good quality water etc. then these needs 
were addressed in parallel. The first five ADPs in Nigeria were ‘enclave’ projects 
each restricted to a specific region within a state. Igalaland was selected as a site 
for an ‘enclave’ project in Benue State. This model of agricultural development 
demanded large amounts of capital and services and intensive management over 
a period of (typically) five years. With hindsight, not enough thought was given to 
the implications of the large increase in scale, or indeed to the less favourable pro-
duction environment than existed in the smaller enclaves.

Nonetheless, for all of it’s failing the AADP was a welcome project for the  
people of Igalaland. It began in 1977 and continued until 1982 when it was meant 
to go Benue state-wide as at that time Igalaland was part of Benue State. It was 
seen as recognition for the kingdom as a whole. However, as noted earlier this 
period coincided with the oil boom and as a result there was a shift away from 
agriculture to what was seen by many as easier and more gainful employment. 
For the five years of its existence the AADP provided such employment for many. 
Road construction offered many opportunities for labourers who were well paid. 
Security and labouring jobs were available; many of these gained from improved 
farm inputs such as fertilizers as they were close to the sources of inputs and infor-
mation. Much observation and experimentation was possible at this level. The 
extension services sought to make inroads into places with farmers and all others 
with an interest in farming. Perhaps surprisingly, there was no attempt made to 
identify what it was farmers cared about or indeed wanted. The ‘top down’ nature 
of the project meant that the recommendations were designed based upon a blue-
print of what crop production in Igalaland should be like and this was imposed 
upon the farmers. The result was that farmers took what they wanted out of the 
recommendations and adapted it to their own needs. Trials on maize and cowpea 
meant that improved varieties of these crops made their way into remote corners 
of the region. Large quantities of fertilizer were distributed to many villages, avail-
able for sale at highly subsidised rates. Compound fertiliser such as 15-15-15 
were available at approximately £1.0 (equivalent) per 50 kg bag and Single Super 
Phosphate (SSP) for the equivalent of 60 pence. Other inputs such as pesticides 
were highly subsidised but apart from the control of spear grass (Imperata cylin-
drical), a particularly noxious weed in Igalaland, and insecticide sprays for cow-
pea (Vigna unguiculata) there was little interest. People living in bordering states 
availed of the opportunity for cheap fertilizer and improved seeds and greatly ben-
efited. The road building component of the project was highly popular but also 
highly politicised. Villages such as Ekwuloku, one of the places selected for the 
SLA, benefited greatly from the road constructed near it through to Igboland. 
Similarly a number of borehole projects were established to bring clean water to 
communities, and these too were highly politicised, but unlike the roads the bore-
holes typically had a short lifespan and quickly became useless. The credit scheme 
was also not successful as repayments were very low and as a result it became 
unsustainable and discontinued. Even so many Igalas received training in a variety 
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of skills and indirectly there was a boost to agriculture as some recognised the 
value of what was being done. But it was all happening far too fast and there was 
almost no participation by farmers in what the management of the project decided.

When the AADP went state-wide in the early 1980s Igalas lost many of the 
benefits it brought. Indeed the period between the early to mid 1980s coin-
cided with the decline in Nigeria’s fortunes and the subsequent introduction of 
SAP as well as the return of the military government. The ADPs were gradually  
re-absorbed back into the respective State ministry structures, and were substan-
tially reduced in size and scope. The Igala gained from the AADP in its heyday 
but it would have been much more beneficial had it been initiated a decade later 
when so many Igalas lost their jobs and were free to be more disposed to farm-
ing. However, with the loss of the AADP and the cutting back of government 
services following the introduction of SAP, Igalaland found itself with almost no 
government support for agriculture or any other service. Indeed government ser-
vices are now almost non-existent in the area and people increasingly depend-
ent upon services provided by non-government agencies and the private sector. 
One of the most active of the non-government agencies is the Catholic Church 
(other Christian and Islamic groups are also active); running as it does a series of 
schools, hospitals, clinics, women’s programmes and a rural development agency. 
This service provider is known as the Diocesan Development Services (DDS); its 
origins go back to the close of the Civil War and the birth of new ideas originating 
from the Second Vatican Council (1962–1965).

3.6  The Diocesan Development Services in Igalaland

DDS, the lead agency in instigating the SLA set out in earlier chapters, has its 
roots within the Catholic Church in Nigeria, and more particularly the greater 
emphasis of the Church on its social mission following the Second Vatican 
Council, The Second Vatican Council (Vatican II; 1962–1965) emphasised the 
Catholic Church’s relevance to the situations in which it found itself, and it is 
not surprising that agriculture found a place in the new Church ministries that 
emerged in the wake of this council. With Vatican II, the Catholic Church could no 
longer be indifferent to the overall situation in which it found itself as the opening 
sentence of Gaudium and Spes (Vatican II 1963–1965) states clearly:

The joys and the hopes, the grief and the anxieties of the people of this age, especially 
those who are poor and in any way afflicted, those too are the joys and hopes, the grief 
and the anxieties of the followers of Christ.

DDS was established in 1971, in the Diocese of Idah, some six years after the 
close of the Council. This diocese is co extensive with Igalaland and was formed 
during the Civil War in 1969 first as a Prefecture Apostolic, and later in 1978 
it was raised to the status of a diocese. Idah is the capital city of Igalaland, and 
home to the Attah of Igalaland. DDS was initiated only two years after the diocese 
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was created. Initially there was a piecemeal understanding of the problems and 
the general situation in the diocese; the situation was worse in the war affected 
borders as Igala shared boundaries with Igboland. In 1971 it was possible to sin-
gle out a new middle class; a direct benefit of education programmes which all 
churches did much to promote. This social mobility was possible for those who 
could benefit from educational opportunities.

To effectively engage in the concern expressed, the first prefect Apostolic of 
Idah Prefecture, Right Reverend Leopold Grimard, in 1970, invited a full time 
social scientist, one of the authors of this book, to help examine the situation in 
Igalaland with a view to responding to the calls of the Vatican Council. The initial 
vision was to spearhead the process that would lead to an escape from poverty and 
the dependency which it creates and fosters. The underlying principle was to help 
each individual to achieve full personal potential by creating a situation of greater 
opportunity to the greater development of the community as a whole. From the 
beginning, self-reliance and development from the foundations upwards was the 
underlying philosophy and which was always encouraged. Because of the many 
contacts already existing through parishes, schools and clinics, this ‘foundations 
up’ development would be possible. The essential movement had to flow from these 
primal contacts and had to be grafted onto indigenous institutions, such as the oja in 
whatever way these could be adapted to meet pertinent local needs. However, pro-
gress in such a framework was bound to be slow, as on the one hand genuine needs 
had to be identified by the people themselves, and on the other hand the process had 
to sensitise itself to the socio-cultural integument of Igalaland to detect that precise 
place in the natural order of things, where a solution might be coaxed into exist-
ence, almost like a skin graft. Dialogue and listening were the modus operandi. The 
pitfalls were many and progress could only be made slowly. Also, an occupational 
hazard of dialogue as the idiom of successful grafting is that those who are better 
off and more articulate can present their needs with more clarity and urgency and, 
as a result, make off with the lion’s share of what is available. Development then 
can easily become an agent which increases the gap between the rich and the poor, 
and what often happens so blatantly at national and international levels can become 
a model of the same thing at local level. Because of such concerns and in the light 
of these ambiguities, it is difficult to establish a neat and clear criterion with which 
people’s responses are taken into account; this further complicates the issue. Not 
only do basic needs differ, but responses differ infinitely, especially in situations 
where outside aid is offered as part of the solution to the problem. Development 
intervention must, in many ways, be left flexible. This very flexibility makes the 
implementation of agreed projects more difficult and slows down the rate of pro-
gress. Once ideas circulate, each individual interprets these according to his/her 
basic needs, expectations, experience, vision and background. Fear can colour the 
whole situation: many fear change and feel more comfortable with the status quo. 
A disruption could change conditions drastically, especially when leadership and 
unjust social conditions are challenged, which frequently they must be.

With this in mind, the newcomer to Idah Diocese charged with this task realised 
that an ‘in-depth’ understanding of the Igala people, their socio-cultural structures 
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and organisations, would be necessary before attempting any development work. 
Such a daunting task indicated how carefully one had to tread within such sacred 
space. One needed to ponder and be aware of the respect needed. Such approaches 
and attitudes and of course values form the very foundation and cornerstone for 
sustainable development and indeed the basis for an SLA. The first objective was 
to contact all organisations (with special attention to women), in the diocese to 
ascertain their views, aspirations and suggestions regarding individual and com-
munity needs. This was facilitated by the extensive diocesan network which had 
contact with all segments of the Igala society, irrespective of religion, social status 
or political opinion. These contacts provided a good insight as to what develop-
ments might be possible. But if people were to be the subject and object of their 
own progress, short cuts were not possible. The emphasis was shifting to a careful 
examination of the overall structures of Igala society. This was explored with local 
historians as well as church committees and the many primary groups already 
mentioned. Generally this ‘Cinderella like’ kingdom was depressed, due mainly 
to the factors already discussed but especially the Civil War, and there appeared to 
be little money in circulation. The road network was in poor shape, and other than 
a limited number of taxis, public transport was nil. Women and children walked 
three to four miles to the stream each day as water availability was a serious prob-
lem, with the procession usually commencing long before dawn after which chil-
dren often had to walk many miles to school. Many were too tired to be attentive if 
they went at all.

At the invitation of some villagers, the development office (now called DDS) 
extended its dialogue to villages of Ofakaga and Ejule. This time there was one 
need agreed on by all members of the society; namely water. The women in par-
ticular, but now with the approval and consent of the male population, agreed to 
raise funds for a water project. As this could only be done through the sale of their 
agricultural surpluses, dialogue on the topic inevitably led to discussions on prof-
its from agriculture. While water continued to be an obvious priority, the farmers 
soon became as interested in agriculture as in the water project itself. The fun-
draising required a piece of land where crops would be grown and the proceeds 
used for the water project. To get the maximum benefit, the villagers invited the 
staff from what was then the Kwara State Ministry of Agriculture (MOA) to help. 
The Ministry had already been alerted to this maize growing venture, and treated 
the maize plot as a type of pilot scheme. Governmental agricultural policy at that 
time was promoting the use of fertilisers to increase crop yields, this being part 
of their modernisation program already in vogue in the country and which would 
lead to the birth of the ADPs in the mid to late 1970s. The plot was arranged so 
that the effects of fertilisers could be tested on maize in a manner that would show 
the differences between fertilised and non-fertilised areas. A Muslim farmer vol-
unteered the land; others provided the labour and seed, DDS the fertiliser, while 
staff of the MOA accepted responsibility for the technical expertise. The maize 
was sown in May 1972 and harvested in September of that year. Rainfall was 
favourable and normally a good yield could be expected. However, the yield from 
the fertilised plot amazed everyone, even the MOA staff who had similar trials in 
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other locations. Previously, some fertiliser had been distributed by the MOA, but 
was used by women to whitewash their houses! Local farmers decided that, hence-
forth, it would be more beneficial to use the fertilisers on crops, a decision regret-
ted by the women.

At first, the demonstration was viewed by the participating farmers, even by 
those most closely involved, as being somewhat amusing, until the high yield from 
the fertilised plot jerked them into taking the matter seriously and realising the 
worthiness of engaging in further research. Non-participating farmers were still 
sceptical and somewhat suspicious of agricultural innovations, and considered that 
future experimentation should be with other crops of their own choice. Excitement 
over the successful demonstration heightened the importance of agriculture in the 
locality, resulting in the same farmers highlighting other constraints to increasing 
their agricultural production. Foremost amongst these were:

1. An acute shortage of money for agricultural inputs
2. The high labour requirements in general especially for land clearance and ini-

tial cultivation
3. The difficulties of weed control
4. Low soil fertility
5. Poor quality seeds and planting materials.

From a tight-lipped conservative reluctance to ever mentioning their farm-
ing problems the floodgates suddenly opened, with the feeling that they could 
never get enough outside help and co-operation, an event warmly welcomed by 
the MOA staff. This process gave rise to hope for future improvements, but these 
developments progressed at a slow, though encouragingly steady rate. The impor-
tance of dialogue at many different levels was apparent and nothing could be taken 
for granted.

The next stage was to encourage these farmers to consider establishing a  
structure enabling them to continue the process in a more organised manner and 
to decide their priorities in view of the many problems now evident. This resulted 
in the adaptation of traditional structures to meet farmers’ needs. However, it is 
interesting to note how agriculture, as a means to an end, eventually took centre 
stage and not the initial concern which was water. Indeed, for reasons beyond the 
control of the villagers and DDS, it took many years before the initial dream of 
an improved water supply would be realised. This dream was not allowed to fade: 
water supplies so vital to sustainable livelihoods are now possible in a highly sus-
tainable manner. Local methods have been upgraded; square or oblong tanks have 
been replaced by oval shaped structures that have no joining.

At subsequent meetings in Ofakaga and Ejule the scarcity of money for 
 agricultural requirements was again highlighted, and appeared to be at the core of 
every anxiety. Given enough cash, more labour could be hired and good quality 
planting material and other inputs purchased. The monetary contributions inher-
ent in the oja seemed worthy of consideration as a means of accumulating capi-
tal for agricultural purposes, and farmers were asked what they thought about the 
idea. Their immediate reaction was again apprehensive. But now with the help of 
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dialogue it was possible to progress from reaction to a more satisfactory response 
especially in relation to a topic introduced by the group for a solution. In this 
instance they consulted among themselves, and their reaction was to request DDS 
to help convert their contribution system into a form of agricultural finance that 
could be used by them at the commencement of the rainy season when money was 
scarcest but most needed. It was realised that there were problems of adapting it 
in its original state. Foremost amongst these was the fact that all members would 
require their money for planting at the same time, and could not wait for their turn 
on a rotational basis. Another common problem with the weekly contribution sys-
tem is that records were not always kept, and it was also possible for the money to 
be stolen. It was necessary to guard against such an eventuality.

As already outlined the oja system had many advantages. One of the most 
important of these was its organisational structures at village level. The initial 
groups in Ejule consisted of four hundred members, some of whom were women. 
This group was therefore different to the regular village oja in that it was larger 
and consisted of both women and men. The idea of dividing into smaller groups 
arose in the course of the discussions between farmers and between farmers and 
one of the authors. A number of meetings ensued before it was eventually con-
cluded that the members of the larger group divide into smaller ones. The mem-
bers of the larger group decided that each small group to be known as Farmer 
Councils (FCs) or sometimes as ‘home councils’, comprised 10–25 members 
using the well known hierarchical organisational structure of the village oja. 
Chairmen and secretaries were important functionaries in the FCs. The choice of 
chairman was usually associated with age, a fact that is not surprising since senior-
ity is respected in the patrilineal society. In the case of the secretary it depended on 
literacy. Each FC met on a weekly basis and all chairmen and secretaries attended 
a monthly meeting that was chaired by the zonal chairman. Chairmen from the 
FCs formed a zonal group that met once monthly to assess overall progress. The 
presence of gagos and madakis was an essential ingredient in the evolution of  
the FCs given their connection with local people.

With the FC and zonal structures in place, members requested that further 
adaptations were required, especially in relation to their financial requirements. 
The first step towards solving the problem of cash shortages for farming was 
achieved by adapting the oja contribution system to a savings scheme. The scheme 
was based on each farmer making an agreed weekly contribution during the year, 
and at the next planting season the FC withdrew their savings. However, one of 
its major drawbacks at the time was the absence of records of money saved, so 
accountability needed to be built into the system. As this contribution system reso-
nated with that of the Credit Union (CU) (one of the authors had extensive training 
with the CU movement) ideal of getting control of one’s own destiny by saving 
regularly, the advisability of adopting its accounting methods seemed to make 
good sense in this particular situation. With the assistance of Igalas trained in the 
CU accountancy systems, forms were designed which could be used by the groups 
to record their weekly savings. Strict fines were imposed for failure to attend, as 
it was believed representation was no compensation for participation and many 
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new ideas were discussed at the FC level. Problems were discussed and decisions 
made. Continuity was an essential ingredient to grasp what was taking place.

DDS in turn had to set up a system that had full records of all savings  
mentioned above. But while the introduction of a savings scheme was an improve-
ment, it was clear that the sum saved needed to be augmented. The FC members 
were happy to put money aside for farming, but unfortunately the amounts saved 
were meagre when compared with what was required at the commencement 
of the rainy season. Clearly, the provision of appropriate credit to farmers was a 
basic need required by the FC members before they could even consider any pro-
gramme of agricultural development. As a solution, the idea of a loan scheme of 
the type given by the CU surfaced. The Igala staff, who had become familiar with 
these procedures, believed the DDS could also adapt them to the needs of the FC. 
Until 1973, apart from the salary of the seconded staff, the programme needed no 
external input. However, a decision to augment savings by a loan would require 
a departure from self-reliance. DDS by this time felt that an advisory committee 
would be required for decisions such as this, and DDS was in constant communi-
cation with the church network described earlier in the chapter which greatly facil-
itated dialogue and feedback. A committee comprised people from these contacts 
along with others who might have a different opinion based on different back-
grounds. Selecting a committee did not prove to be a difficult task as many edu-
cated Igalas had taken an interest in what had already happened with the saving 
scheme, with some teachers adopting the practice at their schools. The commit-
tee consisted of some Canadian missionary priests who had worked in the locality 
for many years, most with experience in the development of the diocesan educa-
tion programmes. Other committee members could draw on years of experience, 
either in the public or private sector, most of which was applicable to the situation. 
They visited the FC meetings and discussed with members. After much debate it 
was decided that outside assistance would be sought. At that time, the Catholic 
Secretariat of Nigeria (CSN) had a fund available for such initiatives, so the actual 
procurement of the finance required was not a major hurdle. Far more important 
was making the decision to undertake a loan scheme, as everybody was familiar 
with its hazards. It was often perceived as a ‘dash’ (Nigerian term for a free gift), 
which would not require repayment. However, as a saving scheme was effectively 
in place, loans could be organised using it as collateral. It was the practice of the 
CU at that time to give a loan to members equal to double the amount saved, and 
charged a small interest on loans. The advisory committee felt that these two prac-
tices were sound and related to the specific needs and ideals that were important to 
the FC members and DDS. However, getting an almost completely illiterate group 
to understand the complexities of interest calculations was a mammoth task, and 
it was eventually decided by the committee that the rate of interest would be one 
kobo per month on every naira borrowed (equivalent to an annual interest rate of 
12 % as one naira = 100 kobos). Receiving double the amount saved would at 
least be an improvement on what was available to members at planting time. The 
committee was also adamant that the loan was to be spent only on agricultural 
inputs. This had to be carefully monitored.
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The decision to take loans resulted in the formation of strict rules by the FC 
members. The zonal and FC chairmen and secretaries looked seriously at group 
membership, especially as it was made very clear to them by DDS that they would 
be the people responsible for seeing that repayments were made within a year. 
From then on their positions would be onerous, rather than prestigious. They had 
to be satisfied that their members were credit worthy, and some members opted 
out as soon as they realised there would be no free handouts. Quite a bit of reor-
ganisation took place at FC level to guarantee the cohesion essential for smooth 
operation. This was at their own instigation as they were anxious about their 
reputations and future help. It was clear that DDS had only limited funding, and 
required some guarantee that its capital would be returned. Loan contract forms 
were designed giving legal status to the agreement being entered upon by the FC 
and DDS. This contract was signed by the FC chairman on behalf of their mem-
bers and by the zonal chairman as a guarantee that the FC chairmen would repay 
on time. It was also signed by a DDS representative. However, distribution of 
the money between members was the FC’s responsibility. One of the first rules 
made by FC members was that the repayment of the loans would be made through 
the FC chairmen. If the loan was not fully repaid before the next planting sea-
son, a further loan would not be forthcoming. There was a high degree of dia-
logue between FC members and DDS in the creation of the operational framework 
within which the scheme operated. The DDS had its responsibility to maintain a 
fund with the interest required for administration. Yet it needed the flexibility that 
took into account farmers’ constraints.

Repayment of loan and interest as a one-off payment could mean that a farmer 
had little capital left to reinvest in farming. To circumvent this eventuality, mem-
bers were encouraged to repay the loan in instalments. For example, repayment on 
a monthly basis reduces the hardship of repaying capital and interest all together, 
and repayments could begin as early as possible. It was, however, seen that keep-
ing surpluses for as long as possible would mean extra profit if storage facilities 
were adequate. Such decisions rested with the members.

The Canadian priests based in the diocese took a keen interest in the savings 
and credit programme as it developed and thanks to their presence at zonal meet-
ings the accounting system was almost impeccable. They often took the money 
for safe keeping before handing it over to the DDS office. They maintained the 
accounts with such precision and orderliness that high standards were set, provid-
ing a good example for the DDS office. Since some were also members of the 
advisory committee and active in the parishes, they helped preserve the accu-
racy of much of the discussion material that needed to be thrashed out by par-
ticipating members. They knew the language and idiom and one wonders what 
the programme would have been like without them. They had always welcomed 
an opportunity to engage in agriculture and felt privileged to help in a manner 
they believed most relevant to the lives of the Igala where agriculture was com-
mon regardless of creed. To make the scheme self-reliant a small administrative 
cost was made by each FC to help with transport costs, expenses of DDS staff and 
some administration. Committee members, from their experience of the school 
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system, suggested slightly higher fees as giving more credibility to the institution 
in question as it showed this type of operation cost money to run. A few mem-
bers did object to this local contribution or ‘community contribution’ as they them-
selves referred to it. So vigorous was their outcry that one could be of the opinion 
that the loans were for the benefit of DDS and not the members themselves.

Monitoring of farming activities was central to success. Intensive supervision 
by DDS resulted in higher levels of FC participation within the areas in which it 
worked. The experience showed DDS that farmers liked to be checked with regard 
to loan usage, and were able to clearly identify the exact items on which expenses 
were incurred. Indeed, they viewed the role of DDS as one of encouragement 
rather than interference, and appreciated the fact that both borrowers and lenders 
needed to have a good understanding of loan usage. Given this interaction, DDS 
could equally learn about the drawbacks as well as the benefits of credit in this 
context. Too small a loan was of no benefit in terms of increased productivity, yet 
too high a loan could make farmers dependent for a long time. Close contact with 
loan beneficiaries was crucial for DDS in its reflection on loan impact, and facili-
tated flexibility and scope for experimentation. Unmonitored credit, even if based 
on savings as collateral, can very well have the effect of destroying self-reliance. 
DDS was at times concerned about its level of contact and supervision and won-
dered if this was perceived as paternalistic/maternalistic. The Igala reaction was 
a feeling of status which encouraged participation and a belief that the DDS had 
a genuine interest in their livelihood. DDS, however, took a risk here because of 
the possible perceived negative reaction. In hind sight it was a risk that paid off as 
it allowed quality dialogue to evolve. It was seen as respect and an acknowledge-
ment that they were the raison detre for the work. But not all groups worked with 
DDS in the same way. Generally DDS responded to requests for assistance and 
projects then undertaken in dialogue with that community or group in the spirit of 
self-help. Every parish initially was made aware of interventions in various places 
and dialogue took place at different levels within parishes as to what help was pos-
sible according to needs but especially in relation to agriculture. DDS was ever 
conscious of equitable distribution of opportunity. But people and groups respond 
differently and the one size did not fit all needs. For a new comer to DDS, it might 
look as if Bassa Komo was not assisted to go the sustainable development—SLA 
route. However, considerable work was done in Bassa Komo initially (1970/84) 
with infrastructure such as bridges. The savings and credit scheme was also intro-
duced and people trained for this work; but despite dialogue and encouragement 
there was not an understanding of self-help development in an area rich in agricul-
tural land and almost total dependence on farming. But Bassa Komo received con-
siderable help with nursery schools, water projects and a primary health care clinic 
(1980 and 1990s) but was not ready for anything approaching an SLA. Bassa Nge 
was further away but it was well recognised that apart from not seeking help it had 
well developed linkages throughout Nigeria as Bassa Nges were among the first to 
be educated. The Anglican Church has always been active and over the years good 
relations developed especially in relation to health and nutrition services. It is a 
question of reciprocity and exchange of ideas which is enriching for all parties. In 
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the post—war era DDS helped with rehabilitation services along the Igbo borders. 
As Missionaries from here were interested in agriculture good progress was made 
initially. But as Missionaries decreased in number, and roads deteriorated and due 
to language problems many groups developed from a certain point to be more 
self-reliant. Some (including Ekwuloku) came to DDS with different problems to 
be resolved and where they knew they would be helped if possible. DDS never 
encouraged dependency. Finding suitable staff was also a problem as demand for 
services in active areas increased. Many came to the DDS office for assistance and 
an outreach was not always required.

Another observation is that the rules made by the FC members were strict as 
they wished to ensure that no member shirked their responsibilities to the FC. 
Within the FCs there was little social differentiation, as a high level of economic 
homogeneity existed between members and between FCs. A stranger might be a 
potential saboteur and hence not allowed membership, which is so highly based 
on trust. Because the DDS was an organisation committed to development it was 
motivated by the desire to generate greater equality between the different house-
holds and families. At first DDS did occasionally insist that certain applications 
that members deemed unsuitable be honoured, but this was disastrous. The result 
was that the remaining FC members withdrew, leading to the loss of valuable initi-
ative and capable leadership. With time and experience DDS eventually found that 
it was possible to design other plans with those not deemed worthy of FC mem-
bership. This took time and a good deal of research and intensive dialogue. It was 
clear that any one initiative is not all embracing and development intervention has 
to be keenly aware of the shortcomings innate in the most conscientiously planned 
scheme. For example, women were always active in the FCs though numeri-
cally less than the male membership. One of the frustrating events that occurred 
in a number of places was that when the women excelled in any way, men could 
decide it was time to close down the zone, and all this without any dialogue with 
DDS or neighbouring zones. When eventually the situation became clear, antennae 
were sharpened to greater awareness should a repeat performance occur. Occur 
it did and it became the beginning of new insights as to the differences between 
the female and male roles in the programme. Understanding the specific and often 
complex networks within households is essential to sustainable livelihoods.

As staff numbers increased it became clear that sharing a vision is more  complex 
than simply supplying the skills for performing a task. There are two separate issues 
at stake; a vision and technical skills. A vision can only be internalised and bear 
fruit when it is eventually owned. However, technicalities such as record keep-
ing can be taught. Agricultural development needs innovation, care and planning. 
Without the vision the concept of self-help can become a mere word or an isolated 
punctum if the philosophy is not kept in sight. Fortunately, the philosophy was grad-
ually grasped, but not without its many critics. Technical skills can never be under-
estimated, and it is the combination of the vision and skills that brings good ideas to 
fruition. Without such a merger, good ideas can be reduced to bad experiences.

As time passed, the conditions for becoming FC members and the  organisation 
of the FC programme became clearer. It did not, after all, promote or rely on 
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imported knowledge. The operational framework was based on traditional 
 institutions, with FC and zonal chairpersons selected along traditional lines. The 
founding members were extraordinarily generous with their time and explanations 
in assisting their interested neighbours. They were keen that a movement which they 
had begun so successfully, according to them, would retain its respectability and 
utility. At no point did DDS advertise the FC programme. It had become embedded 
in the affairs and the very fabric of the society and essentially self-generating.

Another important factor that needs to be mentioned here was the  relationship 
between DDS and partners-donors. Links with the Ministry of Agriculture have 
already been mentioned, but partnerships went far beyond this. Over the 40 years 
or so of its existence DDS has sought support from a number of international 
development donors, and as perhaps would be expected most of them existed 
within the broad family of the Catholic Church. Notable relationships were with 
MISEREOR (Germany), CAFOD (England Wales), Trocaire (Ireland), CARITAS 
(Holland), Development and Peace (Canada), Bridderlech Delen (Luxembourg) and 
Missio (Germany) and the Little Way Association (England). But there were oth-
ers that were not faith-based in orientation such as Oxfam, Self-Help Development 
International (Ireland), RASKOB (USA), Gorta (Ireland), Electric Aid (Ireland) and 
the Combined Civil Service Third World Fund (Ireland). Some government aid was 
also provided, most notably from Irish Aid, CIDA (Canada) and DFID (UK); vari-
ous embassies also helped. All these agencies had their own especial vision and mis-
sion as well as processes and requirements that had to be met and managed by DDS, 
but they also provided invaluable support and insights for a range of projects includ-
ing micro-finance. It was, and still is, a rich landscape of partnerships that changed 
over time as some donors left the scene while others came to the fore. Some of these 
partnerships involved funding for research rather than ‘development’ work; the lines 
between these two were often blurred as DDS engaged in ‘action research’ whereby 
communities sought to establish what was needed in terms of an intervention.

Finally, it must have occurred to the reader that during the late 1970s and early 
1980s the AADP had a strong presence in Igalaland then how did this affect DDS? 
These two organisations were about as far apart as they could be in terms of how 
they worked but following an extended dialogue between AADP and DDS it was 
clear they did share the same basic goal of wanting to improve the livelihoods of 
Igala people. The AADP manager stated clearly that DDS would continue when 
AADP had moved on so in the interest of adding value to what DDS was doing 
every effort to cooperate for the maximum use of resources would be made. For 
the five years of the AADP FC members became contact farmers for the AADP 
extension service which was headed by one of the authors. DDS staff temporarily 
co-opted to the AADP. There was monthly up-skilling which was helpful for staff 
and farmers. When the AADP went state-wide in the early 1980s DDS carried 
on with what it had been doing before the AADP arrived. However, there were 
complications. Notable was that farmers had become used to low-cost and often 
free handouts such as fertiliser and pesticides provided by the AADP and were 
understandably chagrined when expected to pay for them. Indeed in many cases 
these services were no longer available, and DDS as the only functional agency 
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left in the area took the brunt of the complaints. At that point in time (1978–1982) 
Nigeria was enjoying the oil economy and many partners withdrew assistance 
from Nigeria. One partner showed one of the authors the massive reduction there 
had been in requests for projects from Nigeria. It was unfortunate for Igala that it 
was when the AADP was no more that SAP reared its ugly head. This situation 
was further compounded by some donors who believed that the Igala had bene-
fited enough from the AADP and there were other more needy groups than were 
in Igala. Add to this mix the complication of a military takeover in late 1983 and 
the sanctions imposed by foreign governments who did not agree with what the 
Nigerian government was inflicting on its people. It was a turbulent time. When 
help was needed most DDS competed like many other groups in the same situation 
for scarce funds. It was time to diversify and find more channels of help.

3.7  New Pastures

DDS had worked with tens of thousands of households over more than four  
decades since its inception in the early 1970s, reaching a minimum of half a mil-
lion people over four decades and had a proven track record which earned it the 
trust and respect of many partners and especially local Igala communities. But 
unless there is adaptation to on-going change, organisations will outlive their 
usefulness. DDS insisted on internal and external evaluation so as to measure its 
effectiveness and its future orientation in the evolving context of Igala and Nigeria. 
DDS has been involved in a wide range of programmes over the years mainly 
because as a result of learning from evaluations and updating of skills in order 
to maintain the vision that guides it. DDS, on reflecting on over three decades 
of credit provision, decided it was time to move into a more business-orientated 
provision of financial services and though initially an internally-led change it was 
welcomed by many participants. The drivers for this transition were multi-fold. To 
some extent it mirrored what formal lending institutions had been doing for some 
time and thus was becoming more familiar. Also, DDS had some defaulting on 
its loans, which when investigated were typically failures by borrowers to use the 
money for the purpose for which it had always been given—an investment, Instead 
it may have been used to pay off another loan, debt or used for another pressing 
problem such as illness or death. The difficulties faced by people during the 1980 
and 1990s following SAP and the political and economic turbulence have been 
set out in previous pages. DDS saw the need for a new orientation regarding its 
credit conditions to ensure that borrowers had the best possibilities to improve their 
livelihood as well as repay loans. Thirdly there were changes amongst the inter-
national donors who supported DDS. These relationships were long-term despite 
certain ups and downs. There were times when given the political situation in the 
country donors were reluctant to be seen supporting agencies in the country; even 
if they were Catholic Church based. The decline in the importance of the agri-
cultural sector in Nigeria also corresponded with a general retreat by donors for 
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funding agricultural projects. DDS had to adapt to these changes and reduce any 
need for outside funding for its micro-credit scheme. But this transition was by no 
means sudden and comprised a series of changes over time. There were some pro-
tests and dealing with these took much time and patience. But it has to be remem-
bered that donors also go through their transitions with change of management and 
governance especially if there is co -funding and have to justify the funding of pro-
grammes in the same place for many years even if the actual programmes changed. 
This is healthy. A possible example of such reflections is the more recent demand 
by partners for a business plan now required for income-generating projects. In an 
era where sustainability is vital, business plans are becoming essential ingredients 
in demonstrating that a programme has a future after initial funding. An illustra-
tion of this in DDS was a decision in 2002 to engage in a proposal to DFID for 
funds to develop new methods of clean seed yam production with a business plan 
as an integral component. Despite its decline amongst national policy makers and 
international development donors the importance of agriculture in Igalaland has 
already been stressed. It was about to have a new incarnation responding to a need 
for healthy seed yam in an entrepreneurial environment.

Within this maelstrom of change DDS became involved in a series of research 
projects funded by DFID and focussed on white yam (Dioscorea rotundata). Yam 
is a major crop in Igalaland, and one of the major factors limiting its production 
and revenue is the availability of healthy planting material. Yam is a vegetatively 
propagated crop, like the Irish potato (Solanum tuberosum); the planting mate-
rial comprises small whole tubers or pieces (setts) of a larger tuber. While this has 
advantages such as the consistency of valued characteristics in subsequent genera-
tions, it does mean that pests and diseases will also carry over from one genera-
tion to the next and can even build-up within the tubers. These reduce yield and 
quality of the material which in turn reduces its market price. The DFID projects 
implemented between 2001 and 2005 aimed to identify low cost alternatives that 
would help farmers control these problems, and combined a series of research-sta-
tion based experimentation with farmers surveys and on-farm (farmer managed) 
trials. DDS were involved in the latter two activities—the surveys and on-farm tri-
als—and the decision to include them is easy to appreciate given their extensive 
presence in a major yam growing area.

Given difficulties in securing funding focused on agricultural issues of impor-
tance in Igalaland, the DFID projects offered a unique and excellent opportunity. 
DDS saw the DFID project funding as allowing for progress upon a number of 
inter-related fronts. Firstly there was the obvious potential for promotion of 
clean seed yam production as an important system in itself, largely because 
it could serve to increase the quality of seed yams for many farmers and ulti-
mately enhance livelihoods since yam is such an important commercial crop as 
well as prized for consumption. It was hugely advantageous therefore that the 
DFID project aimed at addressing important issues for yam growers in Igalaland. 
Secondly DDS saw an opportunity to ‘lever’ other benefits from the project. DDS 
felt it could use the project to expand to areas in which it hitherto had had lit-
tle engagement, especially the border areas between Igalaland and Igboland from 
where people at different times came to DDS for advice on different matters e.g.  
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agro-forestry but since this contact was rather sporadic this was a chance to change 
the situation. Farmers trained on the DDS farm sold their seed yams in these areas 
but this intervention had more potential for DDS to be catalysts for change. The 
people of those areas are mixtures of Igala and Igbo and the culture is quite differ-
ent to other areas where DDS had traditionally worked. But yam was known to be 
an important crop there even if it was also known that illegal yam cultivation took 
place within nature reserves because of the better quality soils. Thus the DFID 
seed yam project looked like an excellent opportunity to engage with those people. 
Also, provision of better quality seed yam was known to be beneficial to the wider 
population of yam growers, but for this to be sustainable the seed yam producers 
also needed to benefit. This made it advisable to explore the livelihoods of farmers 
engaged in seed yam production and how this could impact upon them. In part this 
involved an economic assessment of the on-farm trials, where the treatments could 
be compared in terms of economic costs and revenue, but it was felt that clean 
seed yam needed to be seen within the wider range of livelihood options and con-
straints that farming households faced. Linked to this, of course, is the potential for 
microcredit to help such seed yam producers and this fitted neatly into the ongo-
ing reflections within DDS towards a more business-plan approach to supporting 
enterprises. After all, the clean seed on-farm trials could be considered as an enter-
prise that many farmers might wish to engage with if they had financial support 
while at the same time affording DDS a facility to learn much more about the live-
lihood context of this enterprise and use that to develop the financial support that 
might be needed. Indeed the broad lessons that DDS expected to learn could be 
applicable to a wide range of enterprises and not just clean seed yam. DDS also 
saw potential benefits of using the DFID projects to lever more funding from other 
donors, especially for proposed changes with its microfinance scheme; something 
which DFID was keen for DDS to do. As the DFID projects were more technical 
and crop-specific in nature, although still involving farmers to an extent, DDS felt 
that providing a broader and more human face to the work would resonate bet-
ter with other donors, and an SLA would be a useful approach to adopt given the 
widespread (at that time) use of the term by these donors.

But while the DFID funded seed yam project provided a number of 
 opportunities, DDS was well aware that implementing an SLA in those places 
where the DFID project was working would not be an easy task, especially with 
the limited resources at its disposal even with the additional funding available from 
DFID. This was carefully thought through and the decision was made to explore 
the livelihood of those households involved in the on-farm trials rather than attempt 
anything on a larger scale. The advantages of such a focus would be as follows:

1. The logistics could be more readily controlled and costs kept down as a result, 
Part of this included a decision not to engage expert help with the SLAs as 
that could be expensive. Instead DDS sought the advice of those already 
involved in the DFID seed yam project.

2. A much more in-depth SLA could be conducted rather than something that 
might engage a lot more people but could be quite superficial. The value of the 
in-depth study was that it would involve a longer-term relationship with the 
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selected households and provide an opportunity for trust to develop, The in-depth 
engagement with a relatively small number of households could help lead to their 
involvement as catalysts for engagement within the wider community.

3. As will be explained later, there were also concerns about the quality of data 
with larger-scale studies. DDS had much experience with such surveys imple-
mented by outside agencies, including evaluators funded by various donors 
to explore the impact that DDS was having in the area, and was well aware 
that larger-scale studies tend to provide more superficial pictures and there is 
a significant danger of acquiring poorer quality information.

4. The in-depth engagement would readily allow for a more qualitative-based 
data collection via regular discussions and observation of change over time. 
DDS was aware from its own experience that much value could be lost with 
larger-scale and more structured processes of data collection that tend to 
reduce complexity to relatively few numbers.

In effect these factors resulted in a case study approach to SLA which would 
focus on only a small number of households. They inevitably resulted in a set of 
trade-offs designed to best match what DDS felt it could do and what could be 
gained. It is important to note that these were not decisions made in an abstract 
sense of providing the best quality data for scientific publication or to provide the 
basis for more in-depth research that would lead to such publications. While this 
book presents the outcomes of the SLA and what surrounded it, the SLA was not 
implemented to produce the book as an output. Neither was the SLA intended to 
provide an evidence-base for a range of options that could be taken to state or fed-
eral government or indeed other agencies for them to ‘do something’ to help. The 
context was much more grounded within the community which DDS sought to serve 
and will continue to do so as long as the Catholic Church is present. On the posi-
tive side of the balance sheet it could reasonably be assumed that trust was a major 
advantage in any SLA and the involvement of DDS seen as beneficial by those com-
munities selected for engagement. Igala recognises DDS as part of the fabric of 
its society; though not linked to government directly, government and DDS coop-
erated for their mutual advantage and to the benefit of the communities. Secondly, 
the grassroots mode in which DDS has functioned since the 1970s means that its 
Igala staff has much experience of working with Igala households. They share the 
same culture with its extensive knowledge of language, idiom and livelihoods. Such 
advantages give opportunities that could be considered ideal in conducting an SLA. 
If it did not succeed here it would be difficult to imagine where it would.

3.8  Choice of Villages for the SLA

The farmer-managed trial component of the DFID seed yam project required the 
selection of eight trial sites in total within Igalaland. Given the resources avail-
able it was decided to concentrate the trials at two villages; Ekwuloku and Edeke 
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(Fig. 3.1). There were a number of reasons for this selection, and they involved 
something of interplay between choice of location for the yam trials along with 
the other and wider concerns noted above. Edeke certainly fitted the bill as an 
excellent site for farmer-managed yam trials given its rich riverine soil which is 
ideal for yam production. Indeed households there have a strong reliance on yam 
(Dioscorea rotundata) for income as well as subsistence. Edeke is relatively close 
to Idah, the capital of Igalaland, and the headquarters of DDS, factors that would 
help simplify the logistics of the trials. Edeke was also representative of the many 
villages in the Ibaji District of Igalaland, south of Idah, whose involvement with 
the DDS microfinance scheme dated back to the 1970s. Hence DDS knew that 
a high degree of trust existed and this would help facilitate the SLA. DDS also 
wished to include a village from the plateau region of Igalaland, inland from the 
two main rivers (Niger and Benue) but one which had less involvement with DDS 
but representative of an area for potential growth. The village also needed to have 
a strong interest in yam, although in the plateau region the cropping patterns tend 
to be more diverse. Ekwuloku fitted this requirement, and like Edeke was rela-
tively easy to access from Idah. Ekwuloku is close to the Igbo border and there-
fore hosts farmers, traders and others in search of land and opportunities scarce in 
their own state (Enugu State). As a result the population of the village is a mix of 
Igala and Igbo, with Igbos in the majority. Almost all speak Igbo but there is also 
a dialect of Igala. English is their second or even third language. The farmers in 
Ekwuloku do grow yam and the village has a significant market for the crop. One 
other factor that resulted in Ekwuloku being selected was the discovery that some 
farmers there were using a local forest reserve for growing seed yams. This is an 
illegal activity in Nigeria but did help sway DDS into selecting the village so it 
could help wean farmers from cultivation within the forest reserve. The following 
paragraphs provide some more detailed background for the two villages.

Edeke lies a few kilometres south of Idah along the fertile flood plains of the 
Niger River, far too close for it to be discernible on the map in Fig. 3.1. It was 
accessible by road only during the dry season but river transport comes natu-
rally to Edeke inhabitants; however there is now an all season road from Idah to 
Edeke. It has a population of approximately 40,000. The six clans that own the 
land can trace their ancestry back 400 years to the time when they were indigenes 
of Idah. The area now consists of nineteen Madaki (chieftaincy) areas. There are 
many migrants now living in the village, a good number of whom hail from the 
wider Igala area. Non-Igalas include Hausa, Igbo, Fulani, Yoruba, Nupe, Urobo, 
Isoko, Igbirra, Kakanda and many others. Migrants found their way to Edeke 
mainly because of its potential for farming, fishing, hunting and livestock. While 
not so important now, cattle were once central to the Edeke economy and are 
still remembered by local inhabitants; one of its islands is called after the cattle 
and recently a primary school built there was given that name Alla Okwuno (The 
Cattle Island). Edeke has a natural divide—uplands and flood plain—that mir-
rors the divide of Igalaland as a whole. The flood plain is completely flooded dur-
ing the rainy season while the upland area enjoys good soil moisture though it is 
never completely flooded. The main crops grown are yams, sweet potato, maize, 
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pepper and small areas of rice. Agriculture is practised in the uplands along with 
hunting to supplement income and protein intake; fishing takes pride of place in 
the lowlands. The annual flooding of land replenishes the soils and yams can be 
grown continuously (mono-cropped) in the same site for as long as six years and 
given their relatively high market value the crop is understandably the most popu-
lar. There is an established rotation system in the uplands—cereals to root crops 
to green legumes to vegetables and on to fallow—and there is intense cultivation 
with more land planted in the early part of the growing season before flood waters 
rise. Cultivation especially of yams, rice and vegetables begins in November 
which is much earlier than for the plateau area of Igalaland where the planting sea-
son begins with the onset of rains in March/April. Women are engaged in rice pro-
duction and the money earned from it used by them as credit to male yam growers 
at an interest rate in the region of 100 %. In theory this might appear good for the 
women but in practice can be problematic as the male borrowers have difficulty 
in repaying and this is now a persistent problem in Edeke. A limited number of 
trees are grown in the uplands, which the lowlands cannot support due to seasonal 
flooding. Oil palm is the most popular though for the most part these are self-
seeded rather than planted. Fruit trees especially the improved varieties are now 
to be found especially oranges, guava and mango. Calabash trees are also popular 
due to their role in the local fishing industry. Bamboo can be found everywhere 
and is considered vital to the lives of fishermen and women. It serves as useful 
material for the construction of kitchens, yam barns, atakpas (meeting places) and 
houses. Atakpas clearly identify Igala residents who use the top part of the build-
ing as a yam store and the lower region as a parlour which is in itself a statement 
about the status of yams there.

Ekwuloku is in Avrugo district of Igalamela/Odolu Local Government 
Area (Fig. 3.2). What is known as Ekwuloku today did not have a name before 
1918. Prior to this the whole area now known as Ekwuloku gago was a series 
of farm settlements run by Igbo farmers from Nimbo that now forms part of the  
Uzo-Uwani local government area in Nsukka, Enugu state. They named these set-
tlements after their home villages in Igboland. Igalas were actually the second 
group to migrate to this region; Igbo settlements attracted Igala hunters, farmers 
and traders. All settled peacefully and intermarriage between the two groups was 
common. As both these migrations were taking place from Nimbo and Idah the 
Attah of Igala (the King of the Igala) and the Achadu controlled the whole of the 
Nsukka area; the Igala kingdom having spread as far as Nsukka. The chiefs of 
Nimbo, living in Ukpabi, were installed by the Attah at Idah where they obtained 
their beads of office (their status as chiefs). The Attah controlled all the land and 
production as people moved freely around the Igala-Igbo border. However, this 
situation changed when the colonial powers fixed artificial boundaries between 
Nsukka and Igala divisions; this resulted in Igbos gradually withdrawing from 
Ekwuloku and Igalas taking over administration of the area. Igbo names were 
changed slightly so as to have an Igala meaning as Igalas became politically domi-
nant. This was understandable as the Igalas had connections to the Royal clans 
at Idah. Ekwuloku is one of the villages in Igalaland occupied by a royal clan of 
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Idah—the Ochai Atta clan—with connections to Angwa in Idah. At present Igbos 
cannot own land in the village.

After 1918 and with the introduction of the office of gago villages in the same 
area with a similar history were grouped together and given the same name. 
Ekwuloko already existed as the largest (in terms of population) of the gago vil-
lages in an area and hence the collection of gago villages that were nearby was 
given that name. It is the focal point for all land routes in the region as roads 

Fig. 3.2  Sketch map of Adoru district

3.8 Choice of Villages for the SLA
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converge there, as well as having both a primary school established in 1976 and a 
community secondary school established in 2002. At the time of the SLA the vil-
lage had some 111 households and from a sketch map of the village (Fig. 3.3) it 
does not appear to be particularly large or indeed special. What makes it especially 
interesting for this study, and indeed one of the reasons that influenced its choice 
for the DFID farmer-managed trials, is that it has the largest food market in the 
Odolu area and a source of seed at times for Igalaland.

Ekwuloko was well connected in the past as its Royal links and powerful chief 
served it well. During the Nigerian civil war (1968–1970) Igbos left the village 
(Igalaland was Federal territory) but began to return to Ekwuloku once the war had 
ended. Igbos constitute almost 70 % of the present population. The current district 
head of Avrugo attributes the success of the market in Ekwuloko to the return of 
the Igbos. Without them the market would not stand as they provide the bulk of 
the yam, cassava and cocoyam. In more recent times Ekwuloku has benefited from 
other major intervention especially roads constructed by the AADP. The idea was to 
open up roads to the nearby forest reserves that can be seen in Fig. 3.2 and this liter-
ally put Ekwuloku on the map. Although roads generally are poor the construction 
of the AADP road through Ekwuloku joined it to Avrugo and Odolu and northwards 
to Akpanya and on to Alloma and Anyigba. Indeed given its history and geography 
Ekwuloko has become an important political and social centre for the region. As 
seen earlier, people from here had visited DDS office because of an interest in agro-
forestry and DDS believed that with its connections with the yam market this would 
enhance local initiatives for those with an interest in seed yam production.

Fig. 3.3  Sketch map of Ekwuloko village. SS secondary school, PS primary school, CC Catho-
lic Church, CQ community square, CS community shrine, HC health clinic, FH food hotel, PSt 
provision store, MS medicine store, MTS market store, DO development office, OEC Old ‘Every-
home’ Church, NEC New ‘Everyhome’ Church
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3.9  Conclusions

This chapter has set out the broad context within which the SLA discussed in 
the next chapter took place. Even if the context is broad based it incorporates the 
micro levels of the national and local societies. It demonstrates the historical ten-
sions existing between the different regions of Nigeria which are in part based 
upon ethnicity and inter-related at times, with, for example religion. These fault 
lines exploded during the Civil War and have not disappeared. At the time of writ-
ing these have again have become manifest within an upsurge of terrorist violence 
promulgated by a group called Boko Haram based in the Islamic North fighting 
to remove the influence of what they see as ‘Western’ education. It seems they are 
trying to achieve this by bombing Churches and government offices. There have 
been reprisals from Christians and many people have died as a result of both the 
bombings and subsequent revenge attacks. The situation is tragically becoming 
reminiscent of the events that preceded the Civil War. Other national-scale influ-
ences that have permeated down to local livelihoods include the general neglect 
of agriculture as the oil-based economy grew. In parallel with this diminution of 
agriculture, of course, was the growth of jobs in the cities and a resulting rural-
to-urban migration that denuded many villages of their youth. The HIV/AIDS 
pandemic also had its toll nationally and Igalaland is not an exception. Policies 
such as those within SAP have helped redress some of that imbalance but these 
too have brought their own social problems. It has to be stressed that Edeke and 
Ekwuloku have not been immune from these larger-scale influences, and what one 
sees in these villages today have been shaped in part by these forces. Thus while 
both villages may have little direct government help today, a point which will be 
returned to in Chap. 4, the livelihoods of the people that live there continue to be 
influenced by what happens in the rest of the country and beyond.

The SLA described in the next chapter was implemented by a Catholic Church-
based agency called DDS, and specifically linked to a DFID funded project 
designed to explore the potential for clean seed yam production in Nigeria—DDS 
was one of the partner agencies. It has its own history which began in the imme-
diate aftermath of the Civil War, and was shaped by wider changes occurring in 
the Catholic Church during the 1960s. Igalaland was a war affected area and suf-
fered much as a result. The decision by the Diocese of Idah to engage in develop-
ment on a significant scale is easily explainable given this history. The decision of 
DDS to focus on agriculture and micro-finance is also understandable given the 
dominance of this sector in the livelihood of most people as well as the presence 
of indigenous self-help schemes (such as the oja) that formed a natural basis for 
intervention. During its 40 years plus of existence DDS has worked with many 
partners; local, national and international. It has been successful in seeking sup-
port for numerous projects spanning agriculture, health care, nutrition,  education, 
and rural infrastructure and so on, with much of this support from international 
development donors. Some of this support included a research component as 
DDS believes research and development go hand in glove. Hence the engagement 

3.9 Conclusions
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of DDS within the DFID yam projects was the latest manifestation of a long 
history of such engagement and by no means a reflection of a change in direc-
tion on the part of DDS. Each intervention is true to expressed needs and wishes 
with on-going dialogue and discussion with local communities. This respect 
dominates all action and allows for differing and diverse opinions. No one has a 
monopoly of understanding and funding can never sway the direction a project 
takes. Sustainability was also a key aspect of all of this as there was little point 
in helping to bring about a change if that did not last. The problems that can arise 
if sustainability is not considered from the onset can readily be seen from what 
had happened with the AADP but in fairness some interventions like being aware 
of seed quality still persists. Roads substantially helped change many livelihoods. 
But sustainability does entail an understanding of the challenges that communities 
faced and how best to accommodate and address them if at all possible. One also 
needs to know what resources (capitals) a community has at its disposal and how 
best to employ them. (Sustainability cannot always be the first consideration as 
this would exclude many members in communities. A certain level of confidence 
and resources (capital) are required before delving into sustainability. It is often 
the second rung in the ladder of development and takes the longest time). Thus if 
one takes an SLA as a set of principles guiding development interventions then 
one could argue that the history of DDS is effectively one long-term SLA imple-
mented over four decades but taking into account again the need for diversity as 
the poorest cannot often make this grade. The formulisation might have not been 
the same as set out in Chap. 2 as DDS did not catalogue the capitals, shocks and 
so on, but that is precisely what it did almost instinctively and over time. Indeed 
this was often implied when making applications for funding. This affirmation 
illustrates the fundamental logic inherent within an SLA; it does indeed set out all 
of those aspects that need to be explored before a development intervention can 
be contemplated. As discussed in the previous chapter the notion of an SLA as a 
set of guiding principles applied by an agency over the long term may be at odds 
with the usual application of SLA over relatively short time scales, but it is just 
as valid. Indeed this helps set the context for why DDS implemented the SLAs in 
Edeke and Ekwuloko villages; it was seen by them as part of a longer-term strat-
egy rather than being project-specific. DDS knew this would help them develop 
an evidence-base for planned changes to the microcredit scheme so as to influ-
ence its own thinking on this but also to help provide support from external fund-
ing sources. DDS therefore took the decision to adopt a more in-depth, intimate 
and case-study approach to the SLA rather than implement something on a much 
larger scale across a number of villages. The more targeted approach allowed for 
a more nuanced and longer-term engagement with a limited number of households 
and thus their involvement as gatekeepers into the wider community. As far as the 
authors are aware, this was a unique use of SLA.

Finally, given DDS’s roots within the Catholic Church and its vision of  
development, it is well to mention that the approach and practice of SLA as 
 analysed in this and the following chapters are derived from what can be called the 
‘Missionary Way’ of being in development. Indeed the recognition of faith—based 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-94-007-6268-8_2
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groups has gained momentum in the past two decades and this at least in part  
emanates from the Missionary engagement of many faith-based organisations for 
well over a century in various parts of the world. This approach is holistic in the 
same way that SLA claims to be, with trust playing a vital role. Belief in the inher-
ent dignity of the human person as the starting point for a moral vision of society 
is stressed. In a development mix therefore, economics or politics or sociology or 
psychology or culture alone is not sufficient for holistic development or to form 
the basis for a sustainable outcome to development at primary group level—the 
household. In the ‘Missionary Way’ of development community and the common 
good are of great import with an obligation to love and respect our neighbour; 
being our brothers’ and sisters’ keepers played out in a reciprocal manner. Such 
an approach is guided by a belief in social inclusion (and hence problems with 
sustainability as the truly poor are not sustainable) where all have a right to par-
ticipate in the economic, political and cultural life of the society in which they 
live. In recent times, the obligation to be stewards of our environment has gained 
in prominence and with this comes a vision of development striving to bring about 
long term justice and a wholesome society where sustainable livelihoods can be 
nurtured and promoted. Negative aspects of our understanding of development can 
be worked on to create new approaches and this offers challenges to all involved-
participants, researchers and development practitioners. In such a context it is pos-
sible to envisage various means to end poverty and discord. But livelihood is just 
part of the story, and also of importance are people’s wellbeing (including spirit-
ual) and lifestyle (their way of living), especially their expectations. Development 
is not just a matter of reducing poverty, and livelihood is but part of the picture. 
While faith-based groups are just a part of the much bigger development jigsaw, 
this wider vision as to what development entails is something that will be returned 
to in a later chapter as it has repercussions for SLA.

Chapter 4 will take the story one step forward by describing the findings that 
emerged out of the SLA’s in Edeke and Ekwuloko. To some extent these affirmed 
what was already known about the two villages and set out above, but there were 
also surprises.

3.9 Conclusions
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4.1  Introduction

The previous chapter set out the context for the SLA and the reasons why DDS 
believed it would be beneficial. There were a number of interacting factors at play 
in the decision, including:

•	 The involvement of DDS in a DFID funded project on seed yam which included 
a series of farmer-managed on-farm trials with new methods of producing 
healthy seed yams

•	 A desire to rejuvenate and revamp the micro-finance scheme that DDS had been 
operating since its inception in the 1970s

•	 The need to include new areas of Igalaland where DDS had only a brief pres-
ence (primarily the Igala-Igbo border)

•	 Prior experience with numerous surveys in Igalaland
•	 A perceived need to ensure that potential donors are convinced of the value of 

supporting the new micro-finance project

The combination of these factors facilitated the decision by DDS to ‘piggy-
back’ an SLA onto the farmer-managed trials with clean seed yam that were being 
funded by DFID. This would provide a better background for appreciating the 
impact that would result from the healthy seed yam technology, and be beneficial 
for the DFID project. It also gave DDS scope to explore the potential for its new 
credit scheme (also of relevance to the DFID project) while investigating opportu-
nities for including new areas. Funding was provided in part by the DFID project, 
although this was inevitably limited given the primary focus on the farmer-man-
aged trials. Other agencies (e.g. Gorta) assisted in the study as they were interested 
in the refocusing on the credit scheme for food security.

At first glance the emphasis on only eight households in the two villages (four 
per village) might be surprising. After all, how can these households be in any 
way representative of the wider populations of those villages, let alone Igalaland? 
Given that DDS was in the throes of bringing in a new microcredit scheme for its 
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mandated area, then this might at first glance appear to be an odd decision. Why not 
implement a more wide-ranging SLA across a larger sample of villages? Yet Chap. 3 
has presented the counter-argument to this and has set out the logic as seen by DDS.

In this chapter the focus will be what DDS did in the SLA and some of the 
main findings that emerged from the process. It will also seek to explain what 
DDS felt it has learnt from the process and how this helped them in influencing 
its planned changes to the microcredit programme. An important consideration 
throughout is the logistics of the SLA process. The main findings from the SLA 
are summarised in this chapter using the structure of the process set out in Chap. 
2 and Fig. 2.1. The chapter will begin with a brief discussion of methodology fol-
lowed by the results of the SLA and the challenges that had to be faced. Each sec-
tion will remind the reader of the components being addressed.

4.2  The Sample Households

DDS was well aware from previous experience of working in Igalaland that SLAs 
are demanding in terms of resources, and this was a major factor in its decision to 
focus upon only two villages. However, even with this limitation, the populations 
of Ekwuloko and Edeke are substantial, each comprising hundreds of households 
(herein referred to as HH). It was simply not possible to include all of them within 
an ‘in depth’ exploration of livelihood and a decision was made to focus on just 
four HH in each village. The size of an optimal ‘sample’ in SLA is a moot point 
and much depends upon what is meant by ‘optimal’. To some extent this implies 
a sample that is representative of the population, but there is clearly a trade-off 
given that larger samples can typically equate to higher cost. In addition there is 
a third element to consider, namely quality, as any information collected has to be 
a ‘real’ reflection of livelihood and not a construct. These three demands of SLA 
can be presented as three overlapping circles with SLA being the point of over-
lap (Fig. 4.1). The three circles ‘pull’ against each other, such that there is almost 
always a tension to reduce cost and maximise quality and representation. Hence 
the demands of the process create pressure to use smaller sample sizes for best 
quality while the competing demand for ‘representation’ demands larger samples. 
But if the cost circle is over emphasised then the effect will be to diminish repre-
sentation and indeed quality. Similarly if the emphasis is too much upon represen-
tation with larger sample sizes or indeed the whole population then the effect may 
be to dramatically increase cost and reduce the quality of the data.

The decision to focus on eight HHs over the two DDS SLAs was inevitably 
a compromise and one that can readily be criticised. An alternative would have 
been to rely more heavily on observation along with a larger sample and rely upon 
less intensive methods to generate information that could be put together to for-
mulate a picture of livelihoods. This would have had the additional advantage 
of picking up on the variation in the sample as people have diverse livelihoods. 
But this would have been at a price as there would be a substantial reliance upon 
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respondents telling the truth as it would be impossible to verify all the responses 
with observation. There is a real danger of putting much effort into collect-
ing information which may at the end have a limited basis in reality. DDS had 
limited resources at its disposal so inevitably there were trade-offs which had 
to be made. That said, the early phase of the DFID project (conducted in 2003) 
included a broader survey of households in a number of Igalaland villages, includ-
ing Ekwuloko and the Edeke area. The aim of that phase was to explore problems 
with yam production, and included a series of focus group meetings with farmers 
followed by use of a structured questionnaire-based survey which built upon the 
main findings of the focus group phase. While the survey was focussed on yam 
production rather than HH livelihood, it did ask questions about credit availability 
and expenses incurred using local credit facilities; information was sought on mar-
kets used by farmers for selling their produce. These survey results helped identify 
Ekwuloko and Edeke villages as suitable sites for the on-farm trials.

A second consideration regarding methods was the piggy-backing of the SLA 
onto the DFID funded seed yam project. The project included a number of on-
farm (farmer managed) trials in both Edeke and Ekwuloko to test the technol-
ogy and present it to the farmers for their evaluation. This entailed the selection 
of a small number of households in each of the two villages and DDS saw this 
as a tempting opportunity to work with those same households for the SLA. It 
would help to reduce the cost of the SLA as regular field visits (funded by DFID) 
had to take place for the on-farm trials and the continued engagement with the 
HH would also help build trust. This was not a one-way process. There were, of 
course, overlapping benefits here as while the detailed SLA may not have been 
‘formally’ required for the DFID-funded project, the insights gained were useful 
in that they helped set the gains from the seed yam project into a wider context of 
livelihood. Also given that the promotion of clean seed yam by DDS was going 
to be linked to its micro-finance programme, then any information which helped 
with the reformulation of that programme would be of benefit. It should be noted 
that a key consideration for DDS was the potential for reorganising its microcredit 

Fig. 4.1  The three demands 
of an SLA. Note how the 
demands of the 3 circles 
can ‘pull’ against the others. 
For example, there may 
be pressure to reduce cost 
(the arrow—resulting in 
smaller circles) and this 
inevitably could also reduce 
representation and quality 
such that the overlap—
SLA—becomes untenable. 
Even if the reduced cost 
results in less representation 
rather than quality the point 
of overlap could disappear

SLA

Representation

Cost Quality

4.2 The Sample Households
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scheme focusing more on a ‘business plan’ approach and promotion of clean seed 
yam enterprises would be a integral part of this. There were two aspects to this:

1. Need for evidence demonstrating how a business plan and enterprise approach 
could be made to work in practice

2. Creation of credibility with potential donors who could provide support for the 
transition.

Thirdly DDS wished to work closely with a relatively small number of households 
as they were seen as possible ‘gate keepers’ into the wider community, especially 
in Ekwuloko where DDS had little prior presence. A DDS presence had existed in 
Edeke for many years so this was less of an issue there; but Ekwuloko was new ter-
ritory and not as familiar to DDS as its border location between Igala and Igbo on 
a bad road made it out of reach. In other ways the Ekwuloko area was well known 
to DDS, especially for its yam markets where DDS staff went to buy seed yam. 
However, DDS felt there was an absence of ‘gatekeepers’; prominent members of the 
society who could provide advice and help to build trust with their local communi-
ties. DDS had operated through trusted local gatekeepers even since its inception and 
found this to be an excellent approach in the hierarchical Igala society. In the early 
days the gatekeepers were expatriate, often Canadian priests, but there was a snowball 
effect as prominent Igalas also became involved in DDS projects. It was only natural 
for them to think the same way with regard to exploring an expansion into Ekwuloko.

Once DDS made the decision to piggy back the SLA onto the DFID-funded seed 
yam experiments the next decision was the selection of the participating households. 
Village meetings were convened in Ekwuloko and Edeke to help select the four 
HHs in each place and to explain what DDS was trying to achieve with its reor-
ganisation of the micro-finance scheme. A key issue, and one that is always some-
thing of a conundrum for DDS, relates to the hierarchical nature of Igala society. 
This demands that the ‘seniors’ lead while others follow. This can be advantageous 
as it can allow for the use of the ‘gatekeeper’ model highlighted earlier but much 
depends upon these individuals concerned. In Ekwuloko this meant the programme 
had to include the village chief (gago) and of course the most senior Igbo given 
its historical context. As the Ekwuloko SLA could only include four participating 
HHs, this immediately limited choices for the remaining two. Out of deference to 
Ekwuloko’s ethnic composition another Igala and Igbo HH were selected in cooper-
ation with the villagers. The relative unfamiliarity with DDS was at times problem-
atic but this was compensated by the seniority of the four HH heads—a factor which 
offered an opportunity for them to be potential gatekeepers into the wider commu-
nity. No selection problems occurred in Edeke, largely because the village had a 
longer and deeper interaction with DDS; Edeke people were more familiar with how 
DDS worked and the nature of its credit scheme. The four HHs were selected based 
on their being long-standing members of the DDS saving and credit scheme; they 
were also regarded as ‘opinion leaders’ in the community. Here the opportunity as 
perceived by DDS was more about cementing an existing relationship.

The SLA in Ekwuloko and Edeke was based on similar work already under-
taken by DDS in other villages in Igalaland since the 1970s and would of course 
concentrate on HHs as the social unit. SLA was a familiar concept to DDS and its 
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staff had experience, albeit in other Igala villages rather than Edeke and Ekwoloko 
(Morse et al. 2000). A student studying for a master’s degree undertook research 
for an ethnographic dissertation in Edeke in 1999 and this provided some useful 
background, albeit somewhat dated. Despite tangible differences between Edeke 
and Ekwuloko and the many villages in which DDS worked, the same working 
definition of a HH was adopted as that in Morse et al. (2000):

A HH is a clearly distinguishable social unit under the management of a household head 
(HHH). The HH shares a community of life in that they are answerable to the same HHH 
and share a common source of food.

In the past a HHH in Igalaland was usually male but this is changing reflecting 
conditions in Nigeria (and many other countries) caused mainly by male migration 
to urban centres and the HIV/AIDS pandemic. Consequently female HHH are far 
more common than in the past. Although a HH may typically comprise blood rela-
tives, others including in-laws are often part of it. HHs are therefore ‘volatile’ in the 
sense that size can vary substantially during the year and between years, and include 
friends as well as relatives. A HH typically occupies an area with a collection of 
buildings for habitation and storage, a unit referred to in Nigeria as a ‘compound’.

With the definition of the concept of HHs agreed upon, the steps involved in the 
SLA were broadly as follows:

•	 Assessment of human and social capital (household composition, education and 
skills, societal membership)

•	 Assessment of natural capital (land, farming, tree crops)
•	 Assessment of physical capital (machinery, tools, buildings)
•	 Assessment of financial capital (income, expenditure, savings)
•	 Resilience of these assets to change and institutional context

While these are listed in sequence they did not necessarily take place in that 
order. Thus, for example, an exploration of resilience and institutions was pursued 
throughout the year. Also, to some extent the process was guided by knowledge 
which DDS had of the two villages. The existing land use by the HHs, their physi-
cal assets, income/expenditure, human and social capital were included in order to 
appreciate what livelihood options were available to the HHs.

The SLA began in early 2004 (Ekwuloko) and early 2005 (Edeke) continued 
to early 2005 and 2006 respectively. Each SLA lasted for approximately one year, 
and in each case ran in parallel with the DFID funded seed yam trials. While much 
of the data was qualitative obtained through observation of HH activities and 
informal discussions, there was also a considerable amount of quantitative data 
collected during the year. This rich dataset will be briefly summarised in this chap-
ter. As DDS has often experienced, there was a high level of cooperation (which 
happens gradually) from all the villagers and not just the eight HHs. This required 
putting energy into the establishment of trust and carrying out activities immedi-
ately of benefit to the other village dwellers. Once villagers realised DDS was not 
seeking data that put ownership of their land in jeopardy and was not reporting 
to some government institution for tax purposes, then data collection became far 
easier.

4.2 The Sample Households
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The methods employed in the SLA included:

– Formal interviews based on semi-structured questionnaires
– Informal discussions (individual and group)
– Field mapping (primarily the land owned/rented by the HH, but also buildings)
– Observation and participation in activities

These are well-established methods in SLA and are familiar to DDS staff and 
presented no difficulty other than the sheer quantity of information that needed to 
be collected. A number of DDS staff took part in the process, and while the local 
dialect of Igala spoken in Ekwuloko was noticeably different to Igala spoken else-
where, it was not a hindrance to communication. The work involved regular visits 
to the villages and necessitated DDS staff having to reside there for some time (usu-
ally with the HH). Results were routinely checked with Igala key informants living 
outside the village, and two particularly useful informants were the District Head of 
Odolu and his wife who hails from Ekwuloko. DDS found the use of key inform-
ants invaluable, especially as they could help with the interpretation of findings that 
might be quite different when compared with findings from other Igala villages.

4.3  Human Capital: The Households

Human capital (highlighted in the context of SLA as Fig. 4.2) provides labour 
for the various enterprises (income generation, subsistence farming, water collec-
tion etc.) engaged in by the HH. While human capital is partly related to HH size, 
much also depends upon levels of education, experience, age, gender profiles, and 
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occupations and so on. Many activities are ‘gendered’ in Igalaland (i.e. predomi-
nantly carried out by either men or women) and children help with some tasks.

Figure 4.3 is a snapshot of the composition of the selected HH in Ekwuloko 
and Edeke as it was at the time of the SLA. The household codes (M1 to M4 for 
Ekwuloko and E1 to E4 for Edeke) were used to preserve anonymity. As already 
mentioned, Igala HH tend to be fluid in terms of people arriving and leaving but 
fortunately they were more or less constant over the years for the selected HH. 
However, there were complications. M3 in particular was a ‘bi-locational’ house-
hold as this HH had a base in Ekwuloko and Nsukka. Thus some HH members 

(a)

(b)

Fig. 4.3  Composition of the selected HH in Ekwuloko and Edeke. a Ekwuloko. b Edeke

4.3 Human Capital: The Households
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were divided between these two resulting in some exchange in location, but for the 
sake of simplicity they are all recorded here as members of the Ekwuloko HH. By 
2011 HH M3 had left Ekwuloko.

The four chosen HHs in both Ekwuloko and Edeke differed in size, particularly 
in the number of male adults. The term ‘adult’ as commonly defined in Nigeria 
is anyone aged 15 and above while a ‘child’ is anyone aged less than 15. One of 
the Edeke HH (E3) was the smallest of all eight HH surveyed in both Edeke and 
Ekwuloko, comprising six people and only three of these were adults (one aged 
89 years). HH size does matter for livelihood sustainability as the number of 
adults is an important determinant of labour availability for income generation, but 
is not the only source as labour can be hired.

One point that immediately became apparent from the composition of the HHs 
is the differing levels of education amongst members. Such variation in levels of 
education is not unusual for Igalaland, and has been summarised in Fig. 4.4 (fig-
ures refer to the highest level of education achieved by a HH member). Education 
is important as it can help with off-farm sources of income; more educated mem-
bers have a better opportunity to earn a wage or salary. HH M2 had a particularly 
high level of education, with four members educated to tertiary level. The HH 
Head was highly educated for his generation and obviously believed in the same 
for his children. Despite HH M4 having no formal education, all his children of 
school going age were in school at the time of the study though he admitted they 
began school relatively late. This was because they had helped him with household 
chores. He did not expect them to follow in his footsteps in farming given their 
level of education but like many more in Igala he hoped they would return to the 
land when they retired. According to HH M1 farming was for those who had no 
formal education and his children too had more formal education than he had. HH 
E4 also had a particularly high level of education relative to the other three HHs in 
Edeke, with almost eight of the HH members having had at least secondary edu-
cation. In common with much of Igalaland there has been an increase in levels of 
education in both villages over the last 20 years almost always accompanied by an 
expectation that education results in migration to centres of employment (i.e. the 
major cities in Nigeria).

The following is a brief summary of each HH and its head, and in particular 
how they appeared to the DDS staff involved in the SLA.

4.3.1  Household M1 (Headed by the Village Chief)

Even if the selection of the Igala chief or gago of Ekwuloko was inevitable for 
the DFID seed yam trial (and hence the SLA), it was to a certain extent seren-
dipitous. He was educated, keen on all interventions suitable to his needs, a full 
time farmer, and also generous in donating land to those who needed it for farming 
(although they did pay rent). The main crop cultivated by him was yam, another 
reasons for his selection. He had encouraged others interested in agriculture to 
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do likewise and his concern to train local young men in skills that provided extra 
income to supplement on- and off—farm activities seemed genuine. His inter-
est in trees was well compensated by the income from them; green legume cover 
crops also appealed to him. Overall, M1 had skills that helped in the unification of 
the community; a positive attribute wherever it is found but especially in a local 

(a)

(b)

Fig. 4.4  Education of the members of the selected HH in Ekwuloko and Edeke. a Ekwuloko.  
b Edeke

4.3 Human Capital: The Households
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leader. However, with use of the key indicators of social capital to measure wealth 
it was perhaps surprising that the local chief emerged as the poorest of the four 
Ekwuloko HHs.

4.3.2  Household M2 (Headed by a Senior Igbo)

The second HH Head selected for the SLA was an Igbo, a part time farmer and 
full time civil servant. He was an informal local leader well versed in both cul-
tures who because of his profession as a school inspector spent some time travel-
ling in the locality and to Idah. Of all the four he was perhaps the best acquainted 
with DDS in that he had heard of its work in other villages and visited the office 
for advice. Indeed he regretted not being able to avail of DDS projects in the past 
because of a lack of finance. In common with the three others he ran an almost 
model farm and seemed to be a natural at recommended agricultural practices. Of 
all four HHs, he was the most highly educated (to third level). This combination of 
good education and the respect shown him by the villagers were the main reason 
why they suggested that he be included in the DFID seed yam project and hence 
the SLA.

4.3.3  Household M3(Igbo Community Leader)

The third person chosen had previously been registered as a FC member but in 
another village. He was both a politician and a community leader which is not too 
unusual in Nigeria and this explained why he was put forward by the community. 
His interest, ability and skills in agriculture were obvious but he was an entre-
preneur in the broader sense of having both on and off-farm enterprises within 
Ekwuloko and in his native village close to Nsukka (Igboland). He was an Igbo, an 
immigrant and rented land in Ekwoloko. He was proud of being totally assimilated 
into all socio-cultural and political activities in the village. At the time of the SLA 
he had two educated wives both in paid employment one took charge of the HH 
affairs in Nsukka where some of the children were in school. It was obvious he 
lacked capital since some of his resources, for example a palm nut cracker, could 
not be utilized, as he needed money to commission it.

4.3.4  Household M4 (farmer and business man)

The fourth HHH selected in Ekwuloko had no formal education but again with the 
use of the indicators employed in this research, he was likely to be the wealthi-
est of the four. He was a driver by profession, a job that brought him to all parts 
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of the country—north, south, east and west—and indeed well beyond the bor-
ders of Nigeria. Like many of his Igala counterparts who also travelled to other 
African countries he came back with skills, equipment and materials that he in 
turn adapted to local conditions. As he put it, he “did not savvy book—he savvy 
the things inside the book” (meaning that he had little education but has much 
knowledge of life). He was a born entrepreneur. An Igala with an Igbo first name 
and two Igbo wives who were much junior to him, he was hopeful his sons would 
eventually succeed him in farming. He admitted to having enjoyed the “better life” 
(referred to in local parlance as “playing guy”) for many years before returning 
to Ekwuloko. As a multi-skilled worker and widely travelled, he seemed able to 
adapt to all situations achieving the highest of standards. He farmed extensively 
with a high standard of husbandry. His method of organising his farm labour force 
was unusual and innovative for Igalaland in that he had families staying with 
him (“friends”) as lodgers who provided their labour as payment. This accounted 
for the relatively large number (7) of adult males in his HH where everybody 
appeared happy with the arrangements. The HHH of M4 was ready for any inter-
vention that would be to his advantage as he had the capacity to investigate all 
angles of a situation. Everyone in the community would watch him carefully and 
this expertise explains why he was selected by them to take part in the seed yam 
trials.

4.3.5  Household E1 (Farmer and Vigilante)

HHH E1 in Edeke was a person who combined farming, fishing and hunting in 
that order of importance to him. He was the only one of the four Edeke HHH 
selected for the SLA who was not originally from Edeke but from the nearby local 
government area of Ibaji. He also headed the local vigilante groups, which earned 
him income from the local council. Crime was something of a growing problem 
in Idah local government area at the time of the project and it was not unusual for 
areas to establish their own vigilante. As the vigilante chairman, prominent peo-
ple from outside Edeke donated money to him because of his ability to mobilise 
village groups to protect Edeke from crime and maintain peace. Politicians also 
offered cash assistance for peace keeping during their political tours. He assisted 
the Madaki in settling local cases, which no doubt earned him some ‘tokens’. As a 
landowner in areas outside Edeke, he took part in sharing farmland and arranging 
rent. His wives were into farming, trading and other income generating businesses. 
At the time of the research many of his children were in schools and still read-
ily available for farm labour. Fishing was vital to his income generating business 
and his wives purchased part of the fish harvested by both children and husband 
and sold them in local markets. Sales from farm produce covered all household 
requirements but the money made from sales did not cover costs of planting mate-
rials for the following planting season. Farmers began each planting season with 
a debt given the high cost of planting materials; indeed local debt was a crippling 

4.3 Human Capital: The Households



112 4 The Sustainable Livelihood Approach in Practice

factor as farmers lived in a state of perpetual indebtedness. Moneylenders there 
were not the sharks many believed them to be in other places. Rather they often 
lost considerable capital and were regularly the victims of bad debt. The family 
were Muslim with wives and children belonging to the one Muslim denomination 
in their village of Ojigagala-Edeke and Idah. He had three wives, six sons, four 
daughters a son in law and daughter in law all of whom appeared to be living hap-
pily together. He spent the evening line fishing. He gave part of his catch to his 
friends who did not have the opportunity to fish. There was no reciprocity here as 
beneficiaries are mainly widows and older women.

4.3.6  Household E2(Madaki of Edeke)

An Igala from an Idah clan who heads this household was born in Edeke. He had 
three wives and numerous children. His education lasted to primary five after 
which he had to assume family responsibilities. He married while in primary 
school, as he was older when he commenced primary education. His first wife, 
who was illiterate, was the same age as himself. His second wife was literate as 
were all his children. His third wife was also literate. They too like household E1 
embraced the Islamic faith as had the family for generations. He was first a farmer, 
fisherman and herbalist. The three wives farmed extensively and the second wife 
engaged in the fish industry. The household head was also the Madaki (Chief) of 
the village with responsibility for a number of clans. None of his children were old 
enough to be employed so there were many expenses in this HH. He belonged to a 
number of social groups in the village and this membership enabled him to benefit 
from group labour, credit facilities in cash and kind. His second wife also assisted 
him with food ingredients as she traded in a number of different locations thereby 
securing bargains that helped the household economy.

4.3.7  Household E3 (Farmer and Fisherman)

The household head of E3 was the youngest and the most educated of the four 
HHH. His ancestry could be traced to an Idah clan that migrated to Edeke almost 
400 years ago. On completing his secondary education in Idah he obtained a white-
collar job in Kaduna. He remained in Kaduna for five years after which time he 
returned home as his father had died and his mother was old. His only option was 
farming for which he had to borrow money to get started. His choice was yam pro-
duction. He engaged in tree crop production taking a lead role in initiating tree 
crop maintenance in the locality. He also prided himself on being a skilled fisher-
man. To take care of his responsibilities effectively he engaged in hired labour for 
which he was paid. He also received help from the Ayilo group (rotational labour 
organisation) of which he was a member. At the time of the SLA he participated 
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in ten other social groups, mainly in agriculture. He was registered as a member of 
the ruling party in Nigeria, namely the People’s Democratic Party (PDP). His only 
wife was literate and not from Edeke or Idah. A friend who had married from the 
same village as his wife introduced him to her. His children of school going age 
attended the local primary school. The youngest was only a year old. He took care 
of his aged mother who was now blind. He had been secretary to the DDS micro-
credit programme in Edeke since 1998 and applauded by the members for the work 
he had done. His interest in yam production and long experience with DDS were 
the main reasons the community appointed him for the DFID seed yam project.

4.3.8  Household E4 (Madaki in Edeke)

This household head was the most senior of the four respondents. He too had 
Madaki (chief) status in his village and held the post since 1992. His jurisdic-
tion extended to seven clans. He attended adult education classes 15 years ago 
and obtained a certificate following his three year course in Edeke. He belonged 
to many social groups and assumed lead roles in some of them. At the time of 
the SLA he chaired the Achekaje yam producer’s association (Idah branch). 
Responsibilities embraced such matters as market research; ensuring yams were 
sold where prices were best. This association ensured that no particular group 
had a monopoly over yam purchase from local yam producers. They also regu-
lated supply to local markets so that there was never a glut that would cause prices 
to fall. They also settled cases related to loan defaulters especially in relation to 
yam. Because of his long-term proficiency in yam production he had earned a spe-
cial Igala title that means he had produced a certain number of seed yam varieties 
that completely filled a barn. This title is known as Egwele (Onwa), highly cov-
eted in Igalaland, and the meeting of seed yam producers is called Ujeju Onwa. 
Only farmers who have reached a certain level of proficiency are admitted to the 
Ujeju Onwa meetings the Egwele attends. He had long been a member of the Ayilo 
group from where he had enjoyed labour benefits on many occasions.

He prided himself in farming but had other strings to his career connected with 
agriculture. Foremost among these were his profound knowledge of herbal treat-
ments which made him custodian of many secrets and much indigenous knowledge. 
The younger members of his family, both female and male, worked with him in the 
herbal business and became privy to many of his secrets. His renown as a herbal-
ist had resulted in him being engaged as a consultant nation wide. His father, who 
was an expert in his time, passed on the gift to him. He claims he has inherited extra 
power in hunting and fishing and was keen that his family inherit this legacy. A 
skilled hunter and fisherman he supplemented his farm income from these activities. 
As he had five wives he had many children all of whom had been to primary and sec-
ondary school as well as some who had reached tertiary level. At the time of the SLA 
a number of his children were in gainful employment but each of them, especially 
the men, had an attachment to agriculture, herbal treatments, fishing and hunting.

4.3 Human Capital: The Households
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4.4  Natural Capital: Land and Farming

Since all Igala households are engaged with agriculture to some extent then land is 
obviously an important natural resource in both Ekwuloko and Edeke. Indeed any 
analysis of livelihood in Igalaland has to begin with this, so it is no surprise that 
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agriculture and land were important foci of the SLAs implemented by DDS. Based 
upon a field mapping exercise the plots which the Ekwoloko HH have access to is 
given in Fig. 4.6. The spatial distribution of plots tends to be clustered. Plots may 
be spatially grouped but there can also be some significant separation. There is 
typically a cluster of plots adjacent to the compound but there are also significant 
holdings some kilometres away. Distributions of land to which HH have access, 
such as those in Fig. 4.6, are common in Igalaland and indeed throughout West 
Africa. Given the distances that can be involved, there are clearly logistical con-
cerns such as travelling to and from the plots and these can also be relatively inac-
cessible to motor vehicles which can hinder transportation of farm produce after 
harvest.

The areas of land available for the Ekwuloko and Edeke HH are shown in 
Fig. 4.7. In Ekwuloko the two Igala HHs (M1 and M4) had the largest land area, 
the greatest number of plots and they owned their land. By way of contrast, the 
two Igbo HHs (M2 and M3) had smaller areas of land and fewer plots, although 
this is more noticeable for M3, and both of them rented land. This pattern is not 
surprising given that Ekwuloko is an Igala village and the Igbo HH are, in effect, 
immigrants and thus unable to own land. What is perhaps surprising is that the 
area farmed by M2 is quite close in size to M1 who actually owned his land. M4 
was substantially ahead of the other three farmers in terms of land ownership. 

M4

SS Secondary school
PS Primary school
C Cultivated plot
F Fallow plot

(d)

Fig. 4.6  Plot distribution for the Ekwuloko households. a M1. b M2. c M3. d M4
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Average plot sizes for M1 and M2 were similar. The average plot size for M3 
was small, less than 500 m2, and while that for M4 was 1.5 ha. The selection of 
these four farmers certainly introduced a degree of diversity especially for land 
ownership which is linked with ethnicity. In contrast to the Ekwuloko HHs, all 
four Edeke HH, were Igala and they claimed to ‘own’ their land while in fact they 
paid a tribute for it and thus cannot be said to ‘own’ their land in the same way 
that the Igala HH in Ekwuloko did. This is linked to the pattern of land owner-
ship in Edeke as, in fact, most of the HHs are of migrant origins. Also, while the 
number of plots per farmer (18–39) for Edeke were similar to those of Ekwuloko 
the total land area (cultivated and fallow) resulted in the average plots size being 
much higher in Edeke than in Ekwuloko. The only Ekwuloko farmer comparable 
to the Edeke respondents was M4. Thus in terms of land there are marked differ-
ences between the two villages and within them, most noticeably for Ekwuloko. 
The next question is: for what purposes did the farmers use the land that they had 
access to?

Both Ekwuloko and Edeke are rural and thus it is unsurprising that agriculture 
dominated land use in both villages. Farmers in Igalaland are almost entirely ara-
ble; there is little, if any, pastoralism except for the nomadic Fulani. The farm-
ers in Ekwuloko and Edeke are no different in this regard, but cultivation patterns 
were different between the HH farms of the two villages (Fig. 4.8) as well as var-
ying within each village. In Ekwuloko, the two Igala HHs (M1 and M4) had a 
relatively large proportion of their land under fallow at any given time. For M4 
this proportion was approximately 80 % while for M1 it was nearer 90 %. These 

Fig. 4.7  Land areas available to the HH in Ekwuloko and Edeke
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(a) 

M1 M2

M3 M4

(b)
E1 E2

E3 E4

Fig. 4.8  Fallow and cultivated areas. a Ekwuloko. b Edeke
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proportions were in fact relatively high compared with other areas of Igalaland, 
and suggested that at the time of the SLAs land shortage had yet to bite as has 
happened elsewhere. Indeed the relatively low pressure on land helps explain why 
Igbos migrated to Ekwuloko to farm and were welcomed. For the two Igbo HH 
in Ekwuloko the proportion of land under fallow tended to be much less, and for 
M3 it was less than 10 %. No discernible pattern in the area under fallow could 
be seen for any of the Ekwuloko HH across the two years—2003 and 2004—or 
between the two growing seasons in each year (early season = April to August, 
and late season = August to October). For the four Edeke respondents the inten-
sity of cultivation was higher than for the two Igala farmers in the Ekwuloko sam-
ple, although there were differences between the early and late seasons. Land in 
Edeke is more intensely cultivated in the early season compared to the late season, 
a fact readily explained by the flooding during the latter part of the rainy season. 
Thus farmers have to get their crops planted and harvested early.

The crops which were grown by the HH in the two villages are shown in 
Table 4.1. The pattern was quite different between the two villages but relatively 
consistent between the HH within each village. The diversity of crops grown by 
the four Ekwuloko respondents was significantly higher than for those of the Edeke 
respondents, and the difference can be attributed largely to the production of grain 
legumes (cowpea, groundnut and pigeon pea) and some vegetables (melon and 
okra) in Ekwuloko and their notable absence in Edeke. The riverine soils of Edeke 
are totally unsuited to legumes and many vegetables. There were variations in the 
other crop categories as well but these tended to be a result of substitution; cocoyam 
in Ekwuloko for sweet potato in Edeke and the same for guinea corn and rice. 
Leguminous crops ‘fix’ atmospheric nitrogen and thus their presence usually sug-
gests that farmers are using them to help manage soil fertility. However, while the 
absence of grain legumes in Edeke may seem to be a negative factor in sustainability 
terms, it should be remembered that Edeke does benefit from an annual flood which 
replenishes plant nutrients and helps control soil-born pests and diseases. Thus not 
only are leguminous crops not suitable for the land at Edeke they are not necessary.

In common with many places in Igalaland and indeed West Africa, cropping in 
Ekwuloko and Edeke tends to be dominated by intercropping; growing of more than 
one crop on the same piece of land at the same time. Intercropping is popular in the 
local context largely because it provides an element of insurance if one or more of the 
crops fails due to environmental reasons such as drought or pest/disease attack. Thus 
all the effort expended in clearing and land preparations are not wasted as at least one 
crop may survive. But at the same time intercropping is an intensification of resource 
use; more crops on the same piece of land does result in a more intensive use of 
resources such as light, water and soil nutrients. Thus the extent of intercropping can 
be an indicator of many factors such as pressure on land, volatile markets, environ-
mental variation, relative shortage of labour or simply the crops grown as some will 
not do well under intercropping. The proportion of cropped area under intercrop-
ping systems for the HH is shown in Fig. 4.9. During 2003 and 2004 in Ekwuloko 
much of the cultivated area of the four farmers was intercropped, although there 
were exceptions as some cassava, cocoyam and vegetable plots were sole cropped 
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120 4 The Sustainable Livelihood Approach in Practice

(only one crop on the same piece of land at the same time). Vegetables sole cropped 
were pepper and amaranthus (spinach or green leaf). There was no particular pat-
tern observable among the four farmers in Edeke in relation to the proportion of land 
intercropped, except for the preponderance of intercropping in the late season relative 
to the early season. This can be explained by the presence of the white yam/water 
yam intercrop over the two seasons and the fact that there were fewer plots of cereals 
and vegetables in the late season because of flooding. The annual flooding in Edeke 
enables a virtual monoculture of yams and the crop can be grown continuously in the 
same site for as long as six years. This would not be possible in Ekwuloko. There 

Table 4.1  Diversity of crops grown by the sample households in Ekwuloko and Edeke

Ekwuloko HH Edeke HH

M1 M2 M3 M4 E1 E2 E3 E4

White yam
Water yam
Cocoyam
Cassava
Sweet potato

Root crops

Maize
Guinea corn
Rice

Cereals

Cowpea
Groundnut
Pigeon pea

Leguminous crops

Riverine soil not suitable for  
leguminous crops

Melon
Okra
Pepper
Garden egg

Vegetables
Total number  

of crops 
grown by 
households

10 10 7 12 8 7 7 6

Shaded cell indicates that the household was cultivating the crop during the year
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was intense cultivation by the four HH in Edeke with more land planted in the early 
season than in the late season. Early season cultivation especially of yams, rice and 
vegetables usually begins in November; much earlier than is possible elsewhere in 
Igalaland. As the yam and water yam carry over to the second planting season there is 
proportionately more intercrop in the ground than in the first season.

As intercropping is common in Igalaland it is understandable that the land allo-
cated to individual crops did not add up to 100 % (a plot size of 2,000 m2 grown 

(a)

(b)

Fig. 4.9  Percentage of cropped area under the intercropping system. a Ekwuloko. b Edeke

4.4 Natural Capital: Land and Farming



122 4 The Sustainable Livelihood Approach in Practice

to maize and cassava will be recorded as that area for both crops—not half each). 
While such proportions are crude measures they can however be instructive. 
Indeed a comparison between Ekwuloko and Edeke as shown in Fig. 4.10 provides 
some interesting insights. The percentage of cultivated land will, of course, fluc-
tuate as the area under cultivation changes, but it is a reasonable indicator of the 
importance placed on a crop by a farmer. Cropping systems in both villages are 
predominantly root crop-based which is reflected in the relatively high percentages 
for yam, cassava, sweet potato and cocoyam, but this is more so for Edeke than 
Ekwuloko. Maize is also important in Ekwuloko as indeed are the legumes.

Cassava-based systems marginally dominated over yams in the Ekwuloko sam-
ple while fopr the Edeke farms yams dominated (white yam, Dioscorea rotundata, 

(a)

(b)

Fig. 4.10  Crops grown in Ekwuloko and Edeke. a Ekwuloko. b Edeke
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and water yam, D alata). For all four Ekwuloko HHs white yam occupied a sig-
nificant proportion of the cultivated land area, although the variation was from 13 
to 60 % (typically higher in the late season as most cropping is concentrated in the 
early season). For the farmers in Edeke this percentage was much higher, with on 
average some 60 % (early season) and 90 % (late season) of the cultivated land 
being planted to white yam. Yam was clearly important to these farmers although 
it is not the only crop they coveted. The figures for cassava were much lower in 
Edeke than in Ekwuloko. These differences can be easily explained. Cassava 
requires much less labour than many other crops and is useful as a last crop in a 
rotation before returning land to fallow (cassava can do well on poor land). The 
production costs of cassava are also low compared with those of yam. However, 
cassava products regularly fetch a low price in local markets as well as being 
low in nutritional value, as they comprise little protein, but high in carbohydrate. 
Cassava is relatively new in Igalaland and hitherto yam was considered the staple. 
With declining soil conditions, the disappearance of many varieties of white yams 
as well as their relatively high production and maintenance costs, cassava grew in 
popularity in Igalaland. Its biggest problem is well known to be the relatively low 
and fluctuating market price. In Edeke where the land is good, the farmers have 
less motivation to resort to cassava. For them yam has better nutritional value and 
brings a far higher and relatively consistent market price.

Thus farmers in Ekwuloko do not only grow the crop with the highest economic 
value (such as yam) but also diversify their cropping to allow for their own con-
sumption needs and to provide options to improve soil fertility. This enables them 
to manage their resources such as land and to provide some insurance against crop 
environmental and/or market failure. Overall this pattern is a classic indicator of 
poorer soil fertility in Ekwuloko relative to Edeke, with farmers having to diversify 
and grow crops which can cope with poor soil (cassava) and enhance it (legumes). 
But it has to be stressed that the cropping pattern identified for the four Ekwuloko 
HH farms along with the underlying rationale as explained by the farmers is common 
throughout much of Igalaland and was not surprising to DDS. Soil fertility manage-
ment was not their only concern. Igbo HHs use legumes and vegetables extensively 
as food ingredients. Also it is noteworthy that substantial land ownership generally 
does not necessarily imply extensification of cropping (cultivation of large areas at 
low crop densities). Ironically, such extensive land ownership can go hand-in-hand 
with indicators of intensification (cultivation of small areas at higher crop densities—
usually with additions of inputs) as farmers try to get the most out of plots closer to 
the village thereby avoiding long-distance travelling to their farms. Closeness of plots 
and farmland to compounds is now critical to ensuring the crop is not stolen. Food 
security and human security are thus becoming inextricably entwined.

A further interesting question is whether there was any difference in cropping 
patterns between the Igala and Igbo HH in Ekwuloko? There were similarities of 
course; the percentage areas for crops such as yam, cassava, pepper and cowpea 
were similar for the Igala and Igbo HHs. But there are also differences; percent-
age areas of maize, groundnut and melon were higher for the two Igbo HHs, while 
areas of cocoyam and okra were much higher for the Igala HH. The difficulty is 
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one of reading too much into these differences given that crop areas of only two 
HH from each of the ethnic groups were assessed. Differences will reflect HH 
dietary taste as well as culture and the type of land to which HHs have access. 
Cocoyam, for example, requires good quality land, and Igalas generally have a 
major preference for okra in their diet perhaps more than Igbos do.

Thus overall it has to be said that the information collected on land ownership 
and cropping patterns presented no real surprises to DDS and confirmed patterns 
that they had seen elsewhere. The biggest surprise was the scale of land owned 
by the two Igala HH in Ekwuloko, but given that those selected for the SLA were 
‘senior’ then in retrospect one would expect this.

4.5  Natural Capital: Trees

Trees are an important natural asset in Igalaland for a number of reasons. They 
can be an important source of income, particularly for women, they help maintain 
biodiversity by providing a range of habitats, give much welcome shade and pro-
tect the soil. Some of these advantages are directly linked to livelihood whereas 
others, such as maintenance of biodiversity, are indirect. Indeed the main cash 
crop of Igala is arguably palm oil from the oil palm tree (Elaeis guineensis) rather 
than field crops. Oil palm has its centre of domestication in the Niger/Benue flood 
plains, and once slavery was abolished the oil palm in Nigeria became a major 
export of interest to British companies (Lever for example). Oil palms provide the 
raw material and by-products for a range of local industries suitable for women, 
and like yam it is a significant cash crop in the local economy. Some of the 

V
ul

ne
ra

bi
lit

y 
co

nt
ex

t
E

nv
ir

on
m

en
ta

l/e
co

no
m

ic
/s

oc
ia

l 
sh

oc
ks

, t
re

nd
s 

ov
er

 ti
m

e 
an

d 
sp

ac
e,

 
se

as
on

al
ity

, c
lim

at
e 

ch
an

ge

Institutional and policy context
Public, private and N

G
O

 sectors
L

aw
s, culture, policies, institutional 

structures/function

Livelihood Assets 

Interventions 
(internal and/or 
external) to help 

enhance livelihood 
strategies

Livelihood outcomes
For example: more income, better health care, more access to quality 
education, reduced vulnerability to shocks,  improved food security, 

more sustainable use of natural resource base

Fig. 4.11  Natural capital (tree crops)



125

produce is also consumed locally especially in the local food industry. Indeed a 
much sought after delicacy is boiled yam eaten with a palm oil sauce.

Traditionally, tree crops can be a contentious resource as they relate to land 
ownership—ownership of trees can imply ownership of the land upon which they 
grow. Economic trees are a long-term investment and most tree crops can take 
years to reach full maturity (even the fast-maturing oil palm varieties can take up 
to five years). However, once established they require little maintenance, produce 
can be lucrative and in most cases they have a high nutritional value. Women in 
particular are interested as they do the marketing of tree crop produce; they use 
oranges and palm oil to improve nutrition at household level. These resources pro-
vide back-up income for school fees and other essential household needs (medical 
and clothing) where income from arable crops has proved less reliable. Prices for 
many crops, especially cassava, fluctuate depending on supply and demand.

Other studies of tree crops in Igalaland facilitated by DDS (Morse et al. 2000) 
have shown that fathers were planting tree crops especially oranges, bush mango 
and oil palms for their daughters and sisters as part of their dowry. Women had 
access to such trees long after their fathers had passed away even though women 
were not able to own land. However access to the produce of such trees extended 
only to the lifetime of that woman. In trying to make provision for their daughters 
and sisters men saw that trees were a reliable source of income and their initiatives 
have given rise to cultural transformations within many villages.

A summary of tree crop ownership and revenues for the HH in 2004 (Ekwuloko) 
and 2005 (Edeke) is provided as Table 4.2. These figures refer to the fruit trees 
(orange, guava etc.) and also oil palm, the two types of locust bean and trees such 
as gmelina and teak which are a source of timber. There are a number of interest-
ing points that emerge from this table. Firstly, the Ekwuloko HHs had far more trees 
than Edeke HHs. In Edeke the average ownership of tree crop stands was 60 while 
in Ekwuloko it was 1,065. The difference was largely accounted for by oil palm; the 
Ekwuloko farmers often had many stands while the Edeke farmers had none. The reg-
ular flooding of riverine soils does not provide a suitable environment for oil palm. 

Table 4.2  Tree crop ownership and revenue for Ekwuloko and Edeke

Number of stands (04) Revenue (04)
Other trees also economically  
important in the local context

M1 1,148 55,000 Oil palm, locust bean, gmelina,  
teakM2 79 39.700

M3 1,099 None
M4 1,935 18,500

Number of stands (05) Revenue (05)
E1 24 None Bamboo
E2 37 35,200
E3 49 24,000
E4 130 17,500

Trees contributing to revenue in both villages include orange, guava, mango, cashew, banana and 
pawpaw

4.5 Natural Capital: Trees



126 4 The Sustainable Livelihood Approach in Practice

However, it can be difficult for farmers to estimate the exact number of stands of some 
species (locust beans) as they are self-generating. Hence figures for Ekwuloko in par-
ticular could well be underestimated. The good news in terms of sustainable liveli-
hoods is that all trees mentioned in Ekwuloko and Edeke are inexpensive to produce as 
well as fast growing and thus provide a viable alternative source of revenue for the HH.

As expected in Ekwuloko, the two Igala HHs (M1 and M4) had the largest hold-
ing of tree crops compared to the two Igbo HHs (M2 and M3). This links immedi-
ately to the land ownership issue already discussed. People who rent land are often 
loath to plant tree crops, as these automatically become the property of the land-
lord. Yet surprisingly all four farmers referred to themselves as ‘owners’ of the tree 
crops. This was unusual, and that was the reason why people distinguish between 
the ‘owner’ of trees and ‘controller’. A controller was someone who had access to 
and control over produce and received the full benefit of planting the trees for him/
herself even though they did not necessarily own the trees. Hence a husband would 
‘own’ the trees and the wife would ‘control’ them. In Ekwuloko the Igbos planted 
trees for themselves and controlled their management and produce but if they left, 
ownership reverted to the landowner. No relative could come back to claim them 
later. In Edeke tree crop ownership was more uniform across the four households.

While much of the produce from tree crops was consumed by the HHs, it has 
to be noted that income from trees was significant for some of the households 
(up to N55,000 in the year). Another surprise was the local nature of the markets. 
Ekwuloko respondents reported selling their produce through their local market 
and this was unexpected to DDS given that the market did not look all that big 
(markets in Igalaland—like much of Nigeria—operate on a four day cycle). It was 
anticipated that more of the produce would be sold in the larger markets of Odolu 
or perhaps even Idah and Nsukka. However, upon further investigation it was clear 
that Ekwuloko market is deceptively large. Indeed, it was the only major market 
for some distance and Igala and Igbo traders travelled there to purchase agricul-
tural produce and manufactured goods such as pestles and mortars. The Edeke 
HH had the advantage of proximity to Idah and that market, one of the largest in 
Igalaland, unsurprisingly featured heavily in their responses.

The complete absence of kola nut from the tree crop culture was a further sur-
prise, especially in Ekwuloko. The Edeke soil is not conducive to its growth but 
the environment in Ekwuloko certainly is. Kola nut is an important tree crop from 
a traditional perspective, given as a sign of welcome at traditional feasts and meet-
ings, and it tends to fetch a good price. For a village where it was expected to be 
in abundance its absence was a mystery. When questioned the farmers referred to a 
lack of ‘know how’ in growing it. Given the Igbo presence in Ekwuloko it was also 
surprising to discover the low numbers of banana/plantain stands. Bananas and 
plantain are important as they form part of the staple diet, and local growing con-
ditions seemed suitable. The main reason proffered for not producing it was that 
land was rented. Other oddities included the absence of bush mango and low num-
bers of locust beans. Even the most soil-depleted places in other areas where DDS 
had worked had more of these tree crops than did Ekwuloko. A rather aggressive 
bush clearance must have taken place at some time, and the repercussions must 
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have lingered to the time of the SLA. There is a mere semblance of teak and 
gmelina and fuel wood will surely be a problem for the future as the population 
grows. For a more balanced future economy, fast growing fuel trees needed to be 
encouraged as they were a source of income contributing to the overall well being 
of the economy and the environment. The HHH M4 already indicated he was tak-
ing up this challenge. However, it has to be said that while there were gaps in local 
knowledge of tree crop planting and maintenance, the composition of the commu-
nity in Ekwuloko did not lend itself to tree planting. Fixity of tenure did not exist 
for a significant proportion of the Ekwuloko population—the Igbos. The results 
showed HHH M1 as benefiting well from his tree crops. The Igbo household (HH 
M2) grew fruits with a view to improving diet and subsequently sold the balance. 
HHH M3 (Igbo) was not as committed to such matters as he had less land and the 
family bi-locates between houses in Ekwuloko and Nsukka.

Tree crops grown in Edeke were related to the economy of hunting and fishing 
and particularly the latter. A limited number of trees were grown in the uplands, 
which the lowlands could not support, and it should be noted that all four HHs in 
the SLA rented their land. Oil palm was the most popular in the more elevated parts 
of Edeke though most of these were self-seeded. Fruit trees especially the improved 
varieties were now to be found especially oranges, guava and mango. Cashew was 
also to be seen but grew in a vegetatively condition, a sure sign of high quality land. 
Cooking banana and new improved plantain varieties were in evidence too, with 
demand for planting material exceeding supply. Good varieties of pawpaw were to 
be found in almost every compound, a fruit that is particularly useful in traditional 
medicines now making their return in Edeke. Such crops were also being promoted 
by DDS as part of nutritional and environmental programmes. Edeke has long since 
benefited from programmes promoting tree crop maintenance and even if the num-
ber of trees growing there was limited, good quality fruit obtained in households.

Calabash trees were popular in Edeke due to their role in the local fishing 
industry. Bamboo was to be found everywhere, considered vital to the lives of fish-
ermen and women. It served as useful material for kitchens and yam barn, atakpas 
(meeting places) and houses.

Overall the results with regard to tree crops provided DDS with both the famil-
iar as well as a number of surprises. The relative paucity of some tree crops in 
Ekwuloko—as evidenced by both the returns for the four HH and general observa-
tion within the village—was the most surprising result for a village in Igalaland.

4.6  Social Capital: Networks

Social networks are an important aspect of Igala and Igbo society. These take 
many forms, ranging from faith-based groups, youth groups, labour rotational 
groups, and savings/credit groups to entertainment clubs. They were therefore 
important instruments, worthy of consideration in the SLA. A significant social 
unit in Igalaland is the clan (an extended family unit), and clans tend to have a 

4.5 Natural Capital: Trees
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clear spatial pattern in the layout of HH buildings and meeting places. Usually 
there is a central meeting place for each clan called the atakpa (can be loosely 
translated as ‘parlour’ or ‘meeting place’ in English). However, in this respect, 
Ekwuloko turned out to be unusual when compared with other village studies con-
ducted by DDS. The Ekwuloko community can trace their ancestries back to clans 
in Idah of which they are still part, and indeed Ekwuloko has its clan network 
linked to the Royal Clans. Both ethnic groupings in Ekwuloko have their own 
clan meetings and as need arose, all met with the gago (chief) for the resolution 
of problems or decision making. Indeed the large diversity of societal membership 
amongst the HH samples in Ekwuloko and Edeke was striking.

A summary of societal membership in Ekwuloko and Edeke is provided as 
Fig. 4.13 where groups are pooled under broad headings. The three headings cho-
sen here are faith-based and secular (non-faith based) groups, local to the village 
and non-local (national for example) and agricultural and non-agricultural. The 
only HH in both villages with a relative paucity of membership in groups was M3, 
but the situation here may be because his wives and older children did not for the 
most part live there. The other Igbo HH of M2 appeared to be much more embed-
ded in the local, although still with dominant membership in non-local groups. The 
two ethnic groups in Ekwuloko also had their own meetings and in instances where 
decisions needed to be made at village level the gago summoned the head of all 
groups. For the two Igala HHs in Ekwuloko, membership of local groups tended 
to dominate over non-local, while the opposite was true for the Igbo HH of M2. 
Indeed the Igbo HHs were more inclined to membership of faith-based groups.

There were some interesting differences between Ekwuloko and Edeke 
group membership highlighted in Fig. 4.13 and this was particularly noticeable 
with regard to membership of faith-based groups and to a lesser extent with the 
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agricultural and non-agricultural categories. Membership of faith-based groups 
was more dominant in Ekwuloko than in Edeke; three of the Edeke HH were 
Muslim while all Ekwuloko HHs were Christian. Faith-based groups tend to be 
more numerous within Christian Churches than in Islam.

The Catholic Women’s Organisation (CWO) is an active organisation of 
Catholic women with branches in every diocese and parish throughout the coun-
try and linked with its sister organisations in Europe and the USA. There are 
exchange visits between parishes in Idah diocese and Fulda diocese and par-
ishes in Germany. The main purpose of the CWO is to help its members be more 
Christian and Catholic through learning about, and putting into practice the princi-
ples of the Christian and Catholic faith.

The Catholic Youth Organisation of Nigeria (CYON) was also to be found in 
Ekwuloko as it exists in every parish and diocese throughout the Federation of Nigeria. 
It too has international links but is usually most active in secondary schools and some-
times in tertiary institutions. Membership of such organisations is typically seen as a 
means of helping with character formation instilled mainly through life coaching skills 
which would help youth help themselves and others for the rest of their lives. They 
became aware in theory at least that on—going formation is essential if one was to live 
a Christian life to the full through being our brothers’ and sisters’ keepers.

Besides the CWO and CYON there were six other active Catholic organisations 
in the Ekwuloko community. These were the Knights of St. John, the Knights 
of St. James, the Legion of Mary, St Anthony De Padua Society, St. Augustine 
Society and St. Teresa’s Society. The Knights of St. James and the Legion of Mary 
were part of the Catholic International network. The others were to be found in 
practically every parish and diocese which is likely to have more of such groups 
than found in Ekwuloko. The paucity of such societies would indicate that 
Catholics were fewer in number than Protestants here. Society members helped 
in Church maintenance and had different duties depending on what activities were 
happening. There was no Catholic Priest in the village (Ekwuloko was part of 

Fig. 4.13  Summary of group membership in Ekwuloko and Edeke. Figure shows membership in 
three different types of group: faith-based, local and agricultural

4.6 Social Capital: Networks



130 4 The Sustainable Livelihood Approach in Practice

Akpanya Parish) but there was a resident catechist. At the time of the SLA one of 
MM2’s sons was a seminarian. The Protestant groups in Ekwuloko were exten-
sions of national evangelical churches, some with an international link. Members 
met each Sunday for service and other activities such as Bible studies. They did 
not seem to engage in any specific social activities.

Religion forms an important part of life in every HH in Igalaland and much 
of the social life of the Igala communities revolves around meetings based on the 
religion to which they belong. Members of the same family may belong to differ-
ent religious denominations and rather than being divisive this is often a unifying 
factor within communities. Igbos tend to be Christian in the main while Igalas can 
be either Muslim, Christian or traditional believers. This fact ensures that what is 
learned in one group is also shared with other members of the same family and 
community. The diversity works in many ways as the following example relayed to 
the authors by DDS staff shows. In the course of DDS implementing a rain harvest-
ing programme in an Igala area, there was a request for three rain harvesters from 
the same village. On investigation it was discovered that one was for the Muslim 
community, another for the Protestants and a third for the Catholics. The popula-
tion warranted three as there was almost a mile between each project proposed. The 
three local contributions (money paid by the communities to DDS) were complete 
and the three leaders (one from each denomination) approached DDS to explain the 
reason for three applications. Initially when the community decided to engage with 
the construction of a rain harvester there was dissension as to where the actual pro-
ject should be located; would it be in the centre of a rather large village or if it were 
to be in a church or mosque compound then which one would win out in the end? 
There was stalemate. It was at this point the three leaders intervened to resolve the 
issue. The population alone warranted three projects as this village had a population 
in excess of 5,000 people. Water was by far the greatest need so many sacrifices 
were made by men, women and children to reach the required local contribution. 
The most efficient way of collecting this was through the religious leaders who were 
united in their efforts to improve conditions for all members of the community. This 
collection generated some competition and the target was reached in record time 
and the three projects were successfully concluded. This is just one of many exam-
ples in the experience of DDS where religious groups are a vital source of social 
capital which not only gives meaning to their lives but also helps them engage more 
meaningfully with each other and the wider society. However, there are also occa-
sions when dissension has had the opposite effect to what happened here.

Infrastructure projects such as water provision outlined in the previous paragraph 
are by no means the only means by which DDS engages with its members via faith-
based groups. From the perspective of DDS the religious aspects of group member-
ship, which impart important values to its members, are now beginning to ensure 
that members are part of discussions and debates that encourages them to think for 
themselves and not be mere passive recipients of information or pawns in bringing 
about undesirable change. Indeed in Igalaland religious and cultural values are often 
similar and help members to show respect for their own culture as well as what needs 
to be challenged. In recent times most groups have benefited from information on 
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critical issues and foremost among these is HIV/AIDS. Disbelief at first, has given 
way to a realisation that the pandemic is for real and that a change of behaviour is 
called for where needed. HIV/AIDS is by no means the only issue raised by DDS via 
such groups. It has also been possible to educate women and men of the evils of traf-
ficking young girls and women through making them aware of the different guises 
such ‘modern-day slavers’ employ and thus helping to prevent this from happening. 
They also learn about what can be done in the case of people whom they believe may 
have been trafficked. Women become more aware of their rights and how to protect 
these rights. Men are helped to be more in tune with such issues and this information 
and the discussion it provokes is gradually leading to profound changes in relation 
to women’s rights. Widows are treated with more respect and such mourning cus-
toms that demand women to sit on the floor in her room alone have been replaced by 
more consoling and comforting rituals. Other issues such as ‘Care for the Earth’ have 
been raised by DDS via religious groups throughout Igalaland and they see it as an 
efficient and sustainable means of education and awareness building. Women in par-
ticular welcome and cherish such input and not only respond but also invite people 
to give input. DDS has also known for long that such groups are an important means 
of recording change. What happens within them helps those who give and those who 
receive and all parties are gaining as everyone has an opportunity to be both a donor 
and a beneficiary. Progress is incremental but enduring.

Many of the non-faith based organisations found in the two villages have 
branches in Idah and throughout Kogi State. Ufedo kpai Udama is an exam-
ple of such an organisation. There were approximately seven women’s organisa-
tions mentioned by the HH in Ekwuloko, and were for the most part groupings of 
women who came from villages close by and who formed a solidarity group for 
their own well-being. Such women’s groups are common and are to be found in 
every town and village in the country as a whole

Youth clubs and associations were mentioned by a number of HH members. 
Youth clubs assist the villagers in what is known locally as ‘credit labour’. Any 
farmer in need of hired labour but short of capital could engage a youth group. At 
harvest the members are paid in cash at a price agreed upon at the time of hiring 
and usually reserved for Christmas celebrations. These same groups provide com-
munal labour for land clearance or harvesting free of monetary charges but are 
compensated by the community with food and drinks at Christmas. At the time 
of the SLA there were two such groups in Ekwuloko; one named the Christian 
Youth Group the other Ekwuloko Youth Club. Age of membership for these groups 
ranged between 15 and 40 years. However there was a preponderance of members 
in the upper age limits, a common phenomenon throughout this region.

Only two of the Ekwuloko HHs (M2 and M4) mentioned membership of a 
farming association as important whereas all the Edeke HHs included in the SLA 
had members of farming associations. It could be argued that membership of 
social groups such as farmer’s associations might have been an indicator of inter-
est in farming as well as a willingness to try new ideas. However, farmers’ asso-
ciations are to be found everywhere in Nigeria and in practice seem to have little 
connection with improving agriculture as they were often political.

4.6 Social Capital: Networks
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Only one of the Ekwuloko HHs (M3) and two of the Edeke HHs (E3 and E4) 
mentioned any association with a political party (PDP, the ruling party in Nigeria 
at the time of writing) as important. It was not surprising that a ‘Drivers’ Union’ 
was mentioned in the lists as HHH M4 spent many years as a driver, an opportu-
nity rich with possibilities that later helped him develop his entrepreneurial skills.

Figure 4.14 shows the mean number of societies to which HH members 
belonged. Interestingly the mean number of social groups to which members of the 
four Edeke HHs belonged varied between 3 and 6, and these figures were higher 
than for Ekwuloko. In Ekwuloko the number of social groups to which an individual 
from any of the 4 HHs belonged varied between none and 5. A number of factors 
could have determined this. Age is very much wrapped up with status in Igala and 
Igbo societies and thus the household head and his wife (wives) would have had sta-
tus to maintain, and membership of social groups might have been one vehicle for 
achieving this. Such status might be of lesser importance for sons and daughters and 
perhaps even less again for friends who were only temporarily residing in the village.

Generally the diversity of social networks in Ekwuloko and Edeke was encour-
aging and no doubt an asset in helping to make livelihoods sustainable. They 
provided an immediate and efficient means of communication where there was 
informal discussion with problems and possibilities highlighted. While societal 
membership is well known throughout Igalaland, and the societies that emerged 
from the SLAs were not especially surprising, the differences between the HH of 
the two villages were not expected by DDS.

4.7  Physical Capital: Assets for Income Generation

Access to land for agriculture is obviously important within a largely agrarian 
society such as those represented by Ekwuloko and Edeke. Hence it was reason-
able for DDS to spend time in understanding the land tenure and agricultural 

Fig. 4.14  The mean number of groups to which HH members in Ekwuloko and Edeke belong
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systems. The soil types and local environmental conditions were quite different in 
the two villages, hence it was not surprising to see differences in terms of crops, 
cropping systems and trees. However HHs have access to other ways of making an 
income besides agriculture. Indeed all the HHs included in the SLA talked about 
income generation outside of agriculture as being important and were willing to 
provide examples such as trading and income from rental of land and machinery. 
But judging how important these are can difficult as such information generally 
tends to be sensitive. This point has already been made in Chap. 2 and is a famil-
iar issue to DDS. As a result it was necessary to triangulate all information with 
observation and one reliable method of addressing this within the SLA context 
was to catalogue physical assets (tools, vehicles, machinery, livestock, buildings 
etc.) available to the HH and assume that this was related to their relative wealth 
and the options they may have available for income. This is not a perfect solution, 
of course, but it does provide some clues.

A summary of the total value of the HH assets for the samples in the two vil-
lages is provided as Fig. 4.16. The most striking point to emerge was the low value 
of assets for M1 compared with the other HHs in Ekwuloko and Edeke. With a 
total asset value of less than N200,000 this HH would appear to have had only 
a fraction of the wealth of the other three HHs. It should be noted, however, that 
M1 had extensive areas of land that he rents, and thus could provide a source of 
income. At the time of the study he had 15 tenants who paid him Naira 1,500 rent 
each per annum. These tenants also did compulsory labour for him each year. 
Secondly, the value of the Edeke HH assets was far below those of Ekwuloko HHs 
with the one exception of HH M1. Much of this difference was due to HH M2, M3 
and M4 owning many buildings within and outside Ekwuloko. By way of contrast 
the Edeke HHs were more ‘fixed’ in Edeke, with few (if any) assets outside the 
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Fig. 4.15  Physical capital associated with income generation
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village. It was worthy of note that the variation between the four Edeke HHs in 
terms of their asset value was much less than that of the Ekwuloko villages. The 
difference between E1 and E4 was some N800,000 while the difference between 
M1 and M4 was more than N6.5 million. Even between M4 and M2 (ranked 1st 
and 2nd respectively in asset value) the difference was N4 million, and M4 is by 
no means the richest HH in Ekwuloko.

The wealthiest HH of the eight was M4, whose combined assets were worth 
more than the total of the other three HHs in Ekwuloko put together and the same 
would be true of the four Edeke HH. One visit to his house was sufficient to confirm 
this. The HHH of M4 was an entrepreneur par excellence. He was as well a perfec-
tionist as evidenced in his farming practices. He was committed to this business so 
it was easy to see how he could accumulate wealth; he was painstaking and thor-
ough in all he did and not one to miss out on any opportunity. However, it should 
be noted that the high value of M4 assets was in part due to the HHH owning a 
house in Idah. He traced his ancestry to one of the clans in Idah so he made the 
most of that opportunity by having a house there. Houses in Idah then had a high 
monetary value. The Idah house was valued at N3,000,000; therefore nearly half of 
M4’s assets were tied up in the Idah house. Nevertheless, even without this asset the 
valuation of M4’s assets was more than any of the other three HHs. The differences 
can be attributed to differing valuations of houses between Idah and Ekwuloko. The 
term ‘house’ was a loose one and would typically cover a number of buildings not 
just one. While individuals would naturally tend to perhaps over-value their own 
buildings the DDS researchers confirmed valuations via a neutral source.

A second complication with asset valuation was linked to location. This point 
has already been noted for HH M4 with regard to the ownership of the house in 

Ekwuloko
(2004)

Edeke
(2005)

Fig. 4.16  Total physical assets (not including value of land) owned by the four HH in Ekwuloko 
and Edeke
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Idah. The same applied to a lesser extent to the two Igbo households in Ekwuloko, 
but especially to M3. The house valuation of nearly M2,000,000 covered two 
properties: one in Ekwuloko and one in Nsukka. Also, the valuation of N150,000 
for two grinding mills covered the value of one at Ekwuloko and one at Nsukka. 
This further highlighted the ‘bi-locational’ nature of three HHs included in the 
study. The only one with a sole presence in Ekwuloko was M1.

It was another matter when houses and buildings were taken out of the equation 
and comparisons were made in terms of what could be referred to as ‘productive’ 
capital although this was not an easy distinction in the Igala context where many 
assets are flexible in the sense that they can be used to generate income, even if 
only in kind. Also, valuation of an asset may not be directly linked to its potential 
for income generation. Even so it can be useful and here it was taken in a narrow 
meaning of agricultural equipment, livestock/fishing, transport (necessary for mar-
keting, paid employment etc.) and processing. The valuation of ‘productive’ assets 
under five categories is provided as Fig. 4.17. The greater comparative wealth of 
some of the four Ekwuloko HHs (notably M2 and M4) compared to Edeke was 
again evident in the ‘productive’ assets. Indeed the productive assets of M4 were 
almost equivalent in value to the combined productive assets of all four Edeke HH. 
However, Edeke HHs had more in the way of agricultural assets, and this reflected 
the larger land areas they farmed and the dominance of agricultural products in 
HH income, a point that will be returned to later. In Ekwuloko the valuation of 
agricultural tools was much the same across the four HHs, with the high value 
of N152,100 for M4 being explained by the inclusion of a motor which showed 
M4 clearly had much less livestock than the other three HHs, probably further 
confirming the part-time nature of his farming activities. However, both M3 and 
M4 had a great deal of investment in transport, confirming their greater mobility. 
These two HHs also had a strong investment in crop processing.

How does this pattern of asset ownership seen for the sample of HH compare 
with the other HHs in the villages? It was neither possible nor necessarily desir-
able to carry out the same detailed assessment as presented here for the whole vil-
lage, but it was possible to use some indicators of wealth across HHs in Ekwuloko 
to allow a comparison with the four HHs. This was not logistically possible in 
Edeke. A summary of the wealth ranking exercise for Ekwuloko is presented as 
Fig. 4.18. The three indicators of wealth employed were:

1. Total number of buildings owned by the HH (dwellings, kitchen, toilet, goat 
houses, processing buildings etc.)

2. Car ownership
3. Ownership of motorcycles and grindings mills (combined)

These indicators were in order of importance. Both the choice of indicators and 
their relative ranking were as determined by people in Ekwuloko and not by DDS. 
Figure 4.18 presents the ranking of the 111 HHs in Ekwuloko based upon these indi-
cators. The range from top to bottom, particularly with the first indicator (number of 
buildings occupied by the HH) is substantial. Here it ranged from one to 10 buildings. 
However, it was obvious that many Igbo HHs in particular rent the buildings (albeit 

4.7 Physical Capital: Assets for Income Generation
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on a long term basis) rather than own them. Wealth ranking based on occupation of 
buildings either through ownership or rent can therefore be considered as somewhat 
crude. However, it would have been difficult and time-consuming to pursue ownership 
in greater detail. After consultation with key informants it was apparent that the results 
would have presented a rather biased distribution of wealth in Ekwuloko that favoured 
Igala HHs, markedly underestimating the wealth of Igbo HHs.

(a)

(b)

Fig. 4.17  Valuation of ‘productive’ assets within the categories of agricultural tools (cutlass, 
hoe, saw), livestock (hens, goats, sheep), transport (bicycle, motor bike, wheel barrow, canoe), 
processing (oil palm trough, grinding mill) and fishing (nets, hooks, spears). a Ekwuloko (2005). 
b Edeke (2004)
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However, the four HHs selected for the research in Ekwuloko did not span all 
wealth categories in Fig. 4.18. One HH (M2) appeared in the wealthiest 20 % 
while two others (M1 and M3) appeared in the next category. M4 is not living 
in Ekwuloko and therefore does not appear in Fig. 4.18, but based on the same 
indicators M4 would also appear in the top 20 %. Hence all four HHs were in the 
wealthiest 40 % of the Ekwuloko HH population. As already mentioned, this was 
largely a reflection of the self-selection by the farmers in the village of four HHHs 
who would command respect and provide leadership. Therefore the fact that they 
were in the top part of Fig. 4.18 was not a surprise.

The figures in Fig. 4.18 can also be broken down in terms of Igala and Igbo 
HHs and the results are shown in Fig. 4.19. Of all the HHs in Ekwuloko, Igala 
HHs tended to be wealthier than the Igbo, based on the three indicators. This was 
not surprising given that Igalas own the land and had more potential to develop 
their assets and build up their wealth. However, some Igbo HHs were not so far 
behind; the third wealthiest HHH in the village was Igbo.

It is also important to note that there was no difference in distribution between 
male and female headed HHs in terms of the wealth indicators. Females headed 
some 14 % of HHs in Ekwuloko, and as mentioned previously the trend in 
Igalaland was towards having more female HHH as males migrated looking for 
work. Unlike ethnicity, there was no apparent association between wealth and gen-
der of HHH. Female-headed HHs were as likely to be classified as wealthy or poor 
as male headed HHs. The explanation for this equality is relatively straightfor-
ward. In Igala and Igbo culture a female-headed HH can arise when the husband is 

Household number

Fig. 4.18  Wealth ranking, based upon three indicators, of HH in Ekwuloko. Also shown are 
the relative placement of three of the sample HH within the village based upon these indicators. 
Wealthiest HH are to the left hand side of the graph

4.7 Physical Capital: Assets for Income Generation
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working away from the village, perhaps in paid employment elsewhere or when a 
husband dies. If the husband dies then assets, including land, are passed to the eld-
est son if he is old enough, who, strictly speaking is the new HHH. However, if the 
eldest son is too young to assume this responsibility, the family of the late husband 
is entitled to take all assets but is obliged to look after the widow and her family. 
Nowadays this law is being relaxed as education increases and as there is no guar-
antee that the deceased husband’s family will take care of the widow and her fam-
ily. The ‘acting’ HHH is then the eldest female, typically the wife. If the husband 
is living away he is still technically the HHH but the wife acts in that capacity. In 
either case it is unlikely that the wealth indicators will detect any difference.

4.8  Financial Capital: Household Budgets

As well as an examination of assets as a means of assessing wealth in the com-
munity, DDS has in the past found it useful to explore income and expenditure 
by a HH. As difficult as the cataloguing of physical assets may be, it is nothing 
compared with attempting to assess income and expenditure as HH members are 
understandably loath to reveal such information. However, in general they are more 
than willing to set out their expenditures as a way of stressing their ‘suffering’. 
The result is typically a much higher value for HH expenditure than for income 
as all details pertaining to health costs, school fees, food etc. can be remembered. 
Attempts to exaggerate costs is common but can be readily checked when com-
pared with other areas by both DDS Igala and Igbo staff and key informants. 
Expenditure can be a reasonable proxy indicator for income if it is assumed that a 
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Fig. 4.19  Distribution of Igala and Igbo HHs (based on ethnicity of HHHs) amongst 5 wealth 
categories
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HH account is more or less in balance, and this can be checked against asset own-
ership to see if there are signs of investment. However, the value of HH income/
expenditure analysis rests more with the information it provides as to the main 
sources of revenue sinks and their relative rank rather than the absolute amounts.

Table 4.3 is a summary of an income: expenditure budget for the four HHs in 
Ekwuloko and Edeke. The figures are presented as absolute amounts of income 
and expenditure as well as a percentage of the total. Also shown are the balances 
(income—expenditure). The budgets raise a number of interesting points. The 
results from Edeke were either negative or only marginally positive. This con-
trasted with the more favourable results for Ekwuloko (except for the special case 
of M2 where there was a relatively high expenditure on health care for that year). 
Of course these were only the declared amounts and it is likely that in both vil-
lages there was an under-estimation of income and an over-estimation of expendi-
ture. Thus the balances were likely to be higher than actually declared. Even so, 
the negative balances suggested that the four Edeke HHs were relying on credit 
to maintain their production and indeed conversations with the HH and others 
in the village in a similar position suggested that was the case. All stressed the 
importance of credit for farming and fishing far more often than did respondents 
in Ekwuloko. During the interviews the four Edeke HHs claimed to have borrowed 
the following amounts for farming for the 2005 growing season:

E1 N300,000
E2 N300,000
E3 N250,000
E4 N40,000
These figures were broadly in tune with the negative balances for the HHs, 

although it should be noted that interest payments on loans were high—often as 
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much as 100 %. Debt was known to be a particular problem in Edeke. With the 
exception of M2 in Ekwuloko who was facing ongoing hospital bills due to ill 
health in the family and had probably borrowed money to ensure treatment, the 
HHs in Ekwuloko were not in debt. The small negative balance for M1 was more 
likely to indicate a small positive balance once allowance was made for under/over 
reporting.

The second point of interest in Table 4.3 relates to the source of income in 
Ekwuloko and Edeke. HH income in Ekwuloko was spread among a range of 
sources and crop sales represented between 30 and 50 % of total income. The 
rest was largely made up from land rental and paid employment as well as sales 
of tree products and livestock. This illustrates the importance of non-agricultural 
income in Ekwuloko; although it was difficult to extrapolate for the whole village, 
interviews suggested that this balance was broadly the case for the area. In Edeke 
crop sales (mostly yam) comprised 70–95 % of total income of the four HH, with 
income from fishing and livestock also significant (4–12 %). The income from tree 
crop sales and rent were of little importance, which was generally true with regard 
to paid employment with the notable exception of E3.

For expenditures there were also differences between the two villages. In 
Ekwuloko the percentage spent on food (11–22 %), religious fees (4–13 %), com-
munity fees (1–4 %), education (5–13 %) were comparable. Expenditures on 
transport, building and maintenance were particularly high for the two Igbo HHs 
(especially M3). For M4 the largest single sink of expenditure was farm labour and 
tools. HHs M2 and M3 rented land from M1 at the rate of N1,500 per area per 
annum. M2 was also renting land from M4. In Edeke the two largest expenditures 
tended to be food (9–38 %) and farm labour (34–50 %). This appeared to be contra-
dictory. After all, one would expect that because these were farming HH spending 
much of their income on hired labour, it would not have been necessary for such 
a relatively high expenditure on food. However, it can be explained by the rela-
tively narrow crop base of Edeke noted earlier, and especially their inability to grow 
certain vegetables. The four farmers were growing their crops largely for revenue 
and not for home consumption. This was especially the case for yam, the crop that 
formed the mainstay of the production and income (some 87–97 % of total crop 
income is from yam). Expenditure on building, maintenance and transport for the 
four Edeke HHs was lower than that of Ekwuloko at between 6 and 18 %. This was 
not surprising given that all four HHs were based in Edeke rather than earning sala-
ries from outside the village and none had many buildings to maintain. While com-
parisons were problematic with some of the lower figures (i.e. those below 10 %) 
it would appear that proportional expenditures on health and education were com-
parable across the two villages once the especial case of M2 was taken out of the 
equation. It also appeared as if the expenditures on community and religious fees 
were significantly lower for the four HH in Edeke relative to those of Ekwuloko,

Income for the two Igala HHs (M1 and M4) was dominated by rental of land 
and income from sales of crop, livestock and tree products. For M1 86 % of 
income came from these sources while for M4 the figure was even higher at 94 %. 
For the two Igbo HHs, (M2 and M3) income was far less dominated by rental and 
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sales of farm products. The figures were 56 and 33 % for M2 and M3 respectively. 
For these two HHs paid employment was important (44 and 67 % of total income).

Expenditure was relatively high for M2 and M4. For M2 expenditure on health 
care was particularly high as one of his daughters was seriously ill in 2004—hence 
the expenditure of N614,000 for the year and a net deficit in the HH budget. For 
all HH the percentage spent on food (11–22 %), religious fees (4–13 %), commu-
nity fees (1–4 %), education (5–13 %) were comparable. Expenditure on transport, 
building and maintenance were particularly high for the two Igbo HH; especially 
for M3. For M4 the largest single sink of expenditure was farm labour and tools. 
Neither M2 nor M3 mentioned rent payments, although the land they farm was 
not theirs. HHs M2 and M3 rent land from M1 at the rate of N1,500 per area per 
annum. M2 was also renting land from M4.

The difference between income and expenditure suggested that the two were 
broadly in balance, although HH M2 clearly had problems related to the sickness 
of one of the daughters. This illustrated how medical treatment can seriously upset 
the HH budget and indeed lead rapidly to debt if the balance had to be borrowed. 
However, in general there were few surprises here regarding the main sources of 
income and expenditure sinks. DDS had long been aware of the problems of edu-
cation and health care as serious expenditure sinks, and had been involved in vari-
ous projects over the years designed to help mitigate some of this. The budgets 
added further confirmation that M4 was the wealthiest of the HHs and, allowing 
for the unusual circumstances of M2, M1 was the poorest.

4.9  Vulnerability and Institutional Contexts

The sections above have already described some of the trends and shocks found 
in the two villages, much of which was already familiar to DDS but there were 
also surprises. Increasing population in Igalaland continues to put more pres-
sure on land, although younger men in particular tend to retreat from farming and 
migrate in pursuit of paid employment. Fallow periods are generally in decline and 
crops such as cassava which do well on depleted soil are increasing in acreage. 
Flooding, while positive if it happens at the expected time, can be damaging when 
crops are newly sown and can also result in a loss of property and even death. 
Added to this was the more macro-scale uncertainty generated by the economic 
and political situation in Nigeria at the time of the SLAs, with local government 
workers, teachers, pensioners and many others often not paid for months. Thus it 
was certainly not difficult to imagine the challenges faced by HHs in villages like 
Ekwuloko and Edeke. This tapestry is common not just in Igalaland and Nigeria 
but throughout West Africa and beyond. However, the two villages presented some 
interesting variations on the broad theme.

Ekwuloko is a village of two communities—Igala and Igbo. The Igbos are 
immigrants, even if their place of birth is only a few miles away (the Igboland 
border is within a few miles of Ekwuloko). At the time of the SLA there seemed to 

4.8 Financial Capital: Household Budgets
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be an abundance of land in Ekwuloko which explained why Igbos migrated there. 
Thus the two populations had different asset bases. The Igalas had access to more 
land which they owned while the Igbos rented. The HHs were generalists who 
grew a variety of crops and trees and engaged in off-farm activities, including paid 
employment. The less diverse cropping system in Edeke with a dominance of rice 
and yam led to greater specialisation and as yam was an expensive crop to pro-
duce an elaborate system of seed supply and credit grew along with it, generating 
peaks and troughs for availability of finance throughout the year. The HH budgets 
in Edeke painted a picture of credit dependency, and those HHs also had a smaller 
asset base that those in Ekwuloko. The Edeke HH rented their land and needed 
access to credit and good quality seed yam planting material.

Social networks appeared to be more diverse in Edeke where HHs had a higher 
degree of membership of such groups. Agriculture-based groups seemed to be 
especially strong in Edeke. In theory, such networks should provide a valuable 
support-base for livelihood. Information could be exchanged and as some of the 
groups were state or national in scale they could provide a valuable basis for feed-
ing into policy. There was no evidence to suggest that such groups were under 
threat and, if anything, their diversity and scope seemed to have increased rather 
than diminished. The extent to which they provided real support to livelihoods was 
difficult to say, but it seemed reasonable to suggest that membership was advanta-
geous and the diversity of the groups seen in both villages was a positive contribu-
tion to livelihood.

So how do these differences affect vulnerability to shocks? This is a difficult 
question to answer despite the volume of information collected. In Edeke the live-
lihood base was more specialised (narrower) than Ekwuloko suggesting that they 
were more vulnerable to shocks. A catastrophic flood event would cause extensive 
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damage and potentially wreck livelihoods at least for a time, and indeed this has 
been the case in 2012 when the River Niger burst its banks and caused extensive 
damage to the farms and property of riverine communities. Given the changes 
being brought about by global warming, it is possible that river levels could rise 
resulting in floods that could increase in both frequency and intensity. Also, it is 
not just the natural shocks which need to be considered. The reliance on but a few 
crops for the bulk of HH income puts them at the mercy of price fluctuations. The 
price of yam has remained relatively high as many farmers in Igalaland and else-
where find it increasingly difficult to cultivate and have tended to switch to cas-
sava. The yam specialists of Edeke could do well in these circumstances especially 
as yam remains a highly coveted food, but this too could change. Did they have 
other options for replacing yam if prices crashed? Given the nature of their land 
the answer was probably no. Other crops could be grown but they would not be 
as financially lucrative as yam, and fishing was also not a good substitute. One 
approach would have been for them to reduce the costs of growing yam, and one 
of the major costs was seed material which they import each year from specialist 
seed yam growers along the western bank of the Niger River; but this is not an 
easy option and credit is critical. Indeed it is worthy of note that the Edeke com-
munity has had a long association with DDS and at least in part this is because 
of the micro-credit scheme. The dominance of the river in their lives is indeed a 
mixed blessing. It ‘gives’ in terms of land replenishment, income from fishing and 
ease of transport but it can ‘take’ because of its ferocity. At the time of writing the 
2012 flood, the worst for 40 years, has resulted in many communities who reside 
along the banks of the Niger having to migrate to Idah. They have lost much of the 
crop produce and the impact on their livelihood has been severe.

The wider base of livelihood in Ekwuloko suggested a greater ability to deal 
with shocks and that village had certainly survived for many years. Its links to 
the Igala ruling families also seemed to add to a greater sense of resilience. The 
hybridisation of Igala and Igbo cultures provided a unique sense of looking 
towards both Igalaland and the very much larger Igbo populations of the South 
East of Nigeria. Transportation links have been improved with the construction of 
a major highway linking Idah with Nsukka and on to Enugu. The cropping system 
is diverse relative to Edeke and drops in some crop prices can readily be accom-
modated by a shift to other crops or indeed other forms of income. Despite all 
this the problems faced by Ekwuloko were probably the same as elsewhere in 
Igalaland—primarily the danger of losing its younger generations as they sought 
gainful employment elsewhere. They may not face the same threat of catastrophe 
as do the HHs in Edeke but there are challenges to be faced nonetheless.

In terms of institutions in both villages there is a virtual absence of govern-
ment (local, state and Federal) structures or interventions other than schools and 
health clinics. Ekwuloko only has one primary school and no secondary school. 
Edeke is better served, with four primary schools and three secondary schools, but 
as in Ekwuloko as soon as the youth leave school they often relocate to the cities. 
In Ekwuloko the presence of a State-Government managed Forest Reserve some 
3–4 miles from the village provided a resource for some farmers to utilise for crop 
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production, including yam, even if this is illegal. It should be noted that none of 
the Ekwuloko HH included in the SLA were involved in such utilisation of the 
forest reserve. The main Nigerian political parties have a presence in both villages 
although it has to be said that they do not appear to be a positive force for enhanc-
ing livelihood. Both villages also have a number of Churches and their positive 
role in terms of social capital has already been noted. To what extent these help 
is not known other than a sense amongst the HHs that they are positive. The only 
faith-based group that provides support, at least for Edeke, is DDS. At the time 
of writing DDS has not established any groups in Ekwuloko but the reasons for 
that are mixed and not necessarily a reflection of any lack of desire from either 
party. Thus the institutional contexts in both places do not seem to be especially 
important with regard to supporting HH income generation and livelihood, at least 
in any direct sense. Having said that, education is, of course, important and the 
presence of schools that are accessible to the respective communities cannot be 
underplayed.

4.10  Did SLA Succeed?

The final section of the chapter will draw together the components of the SLA pic-
ture and evaluate the advantages and disadvantages of the approach; it will outline 
the learning gained by DDS to inform changes to its credit scheme. Did the analy-
sis succeed in producing a story that DDS could use as a basis for change?

It must be noted that any SLA is by definition unique to the specific context 
within which it is applied. Thus there are facets of the Ekwuloko and Edeke analy-
ses which only apply to those places. Ekwuloko is a border village in every sense 
of the term. It is close to the border between Kogi and Enugu States but more 
importantly lies within an area of ethnic mixing. Many villages in that region have 
the same mix of Igala and Igbo and to the west of Igalaland borders with Benue 
State has villages with mixed Igala and Idoma communities. Nigeria is a coun-
try of 160 million people with hundreds of ethnic groups. Social borders between 
these groups are fuzzy. Thus while on the one hand any attempt to generalise the 
findings from Ekwuloko village may well be resisted this should not be taken 
too far. Similarly, the village of Edeke is representative of thousands of villages 
along the banks of that great Niger but are obviously far different in context from 
the hundreds of thousands of villages that exist away from the two main rivers. 
Dismissal of any attempt to generalise from the Edeke results is all too tempting 
and to some extent warranted, care therefore needs to be taken to avoid rejecting 
any wider lessons that can be gleaned.

Nonetheless the case-study foundation of much of the SLA literature can be 
problematic precisely because it is so easily dismissed as being ‘site specific’. 
While it is ‘analysis’ in a real sense such studies can also be labelled with that 
most deadly of labels—being descriptive. Ironically this label is also often applied 
to SLA studies in general (van Dillen 2002). In terms of the central import of SLA 
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as a means of bringing about change this frankly does not matter, but there is a 
case to be made for enhancing the potential for comparative research with SLA so 
as to identify patterns (de Haan 2005). In this study an attempt was made to com-
pare two villages that were expected to be quite different but this was not so much 
to identify a pattern, not possible with just two places in any case, but for DDS to 
learn about two extremes and how a new credit scheme may apply. While a more 
meta-SLA approach may be attractive in theory the practice may not be easy. First 
there are issues of commonality in approach (or lack of it). SLA is a broad banner 
that covers many disparate practices even if the underlying philosophy is constant, 
and this may not help comparisons. Secondly, there is a ‘lower common denomi-
nator’ issue. Some SLAs are employed in greater depth than are others, thus the 
additional knowledge from some SLAs may be wasted as comparisons are not 
possible with other places where that knowledge was not gleaned. Therefore the 
danger is one of only being able to identify somewhat large-scale patterns that are 
almost meaningless; for example, that ‘agriculture is an important component of 
livelihood in many places’!

Similar issues over representation arise within villages. Only four HHs were 
assessed in each place and they obviously represent a small proportion of the vil-
lage populations. There was an attempt in Ekwuloko to locate the four HH within 
the population using some socio-economic indicators and results suggest that the 
four HHs were at the upper end (better off) of the spectrum. In Edeke it was not 
possible to do this for logistical reasons. Thus even with a better spread of HHs 
within the spectrum in Ekwuloko, there is always the criticism that those selected 
are unrepresentative of the village population as a whole. Community is indeed a 
myth and populations are not homogeneous. Conclusions drawn from the SLA on 
the four HHs in Ekwuloko can readily be contradicted by talking with members of 
another HH in a different compound on the same road. If one is only attempting to 
help those four HHs then it may not matter, but if the aim is to draw out generalities 
that apply to more HHs then diversity will always win and some will either not be 
affected at all by any planned intervention and some could even be disadvantaged.

What do the SLAs say about the two villages? It is clear that Edeke is a quite 
different agro-ecological and socio-economic environment to Ekwuloko but that 
is not surprising as Edeke was chosen with precisely that in mind. It would have 
been astonishing if the results for the two villages were similar. Credit was clearly 
an important issue in Edeke and less so in Ekwuloko, and in part this explains the 
longer history of engagement of Edeke with DDS. Some of the female (and male) 
money lenders reside outside of Edeke and wield much power. In a focus group 
discussion one of the four HHHs said that he was wary of upsetting the money 
lenders by not borrowing from them in any year as he may require credit the fol-
lowing year. Breaking HH dependence on such credit traps is not easy given that 
whatever is done has to ensure sustainability; not availing of such credit facilities 
in one year means farmers have almost to go on their knees to obtain it in subse-
quent years. Confidence is a critical ingredient for sustainable livelihood.

Can it be said that Ekwuloko is more sustainable than Edeke? Asking this 
question and indeed attempting to answer it is certainly tempting, but can it be 
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done? At one level it may seem that Ekwuloko is the more sustainable of the two 
as it has greater diversity in livelihood, at least for the HHs that were assessed. 
However the Edeke agricultural system works well even if the HHs have to 
source expensive yam planting material from Edo State, and there is definite reli-
ance on credit. If sustainability is taken to be the ability of the system to resist 
and survive shocks then Ekwuloko would arguably be in a better position to 
switch between livelihood options. What would the HH in Edeke do if credit was 
no longer available from current sources at a reasonable cost? The problem with 
such hypothetical questions is that markets can shift. Why would the Edeke HH 
not be able to source credit from other sources as they have done in the past? 
It would take a major upheaval, such as rising river levels as a result of climate 
change, to bring about a major disruption to their way of life and that would also 
impact on millions of others. Indeed this is precisely what has occurred in 2012. 
Such a severe ‘shock’ to Edeke has had a major impact on their livelihood and 
thus highlights the difference between the two villages. But the severe flood is 
a one in a 40 year occurrence and provided it does not happen every year then 
the communities will recover. It is undoubtedly the case that the future year or 
so will be a tough one for the Edeke people as they have lost so much in 2012, 
but the soil fertility will still be there. Therefore any attempt to empirically com-
pare Edeke and Ekwuloko by using some normative definition of sustainability is 
problematic.

With regard to the SLA methodology it has to be stressed that the work 
involved, even when looking at relatively few households, was substantial. DDS 
expected this and hence during the process of village selection care was taken to 
think through the costs and the logistics involved. DDS’s prior knowledge of vil-
lage HHs, in both places, but especially Edeke, was of immense help and find-
ings could be checked constantly with those who knew both villages well. DDS 
has many key informants in Igalaland including the Attah of Igala (the Chief of 
all Igala people) and from among the District and Village Chiefs, civil servants, 
business men and women, religious groups (Christian and Muslim) and village 
folk. Thus findings can be readily checked. Trust in DDS staff was always evident 
amongst the households. But even with all these advantages and a relatively nar-
row focus on a few households the SLA was far from being easy or cheap. At its 
height, DDS had one member of staff dedicated almost full-time to the two SLAs 
(a total of two years) and sometimes up to four other staff were drafted into help. 
Add to this, the cost of transport and subsistence for field work as well as data pro-
cessing, costs are significant.

As important as the logistics are, even more important is that to be effective an 
externally-led SLA depends upon the quality and quantity of information supplied 
by participants. Indeed one of the criticisms often levelled at SLA is that it ends 
up being a cataloguing exercise which generates long lists of figures which can 
lessen the priority of ‘people’. Trust is an important element and so is the need to 
‘truth’ information which HH’s supply. In both cases, but especially in Ekwuloko, 
there was a tendency for respondents to downplay their ownership of assets. In 
the case of farmer M4, for example, who admitted he did not mention in early 
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interviews, a larger tract of land he owned. This, of course, would have a signifi-
cant impact on an assessment of his asset base and hence options for improving 
livelihood sustainability. There are various reasons why HHs would want to do 
this. For example:

1. Tax (or other government intervention). A fear that those engaged in SLA 
would report the findings back (directly or indirectly) to government officials 
who may then seek to increase taxes.

2. Theft. Revealing the ownership of assets may make the HH a target for 
thieves as armed robbery in Nigeria was widespread and with the opening up 
of Igalaland with new roads this had even spread to areas that had been rela-
tively free of armed robbery. Given that Ekwuloko was more vulnerable in this 
sense, and more accessible to vehicles, this was more of an issue there than in 
Edeke.

3. Development. Claiming that a HH has less assets than they actually own could 
be seen as a means of enhancing the chances of more development coming to the 
village, or more precisely to the HH. The perception here might be that claiming 
relative wealth would be detrimental; any resources would go elsewhere.

Thus it should be noted that HH do have motives for not providing informa-
tion or for exaggerating or downplaying some facts. The assumption that people 
will always tell the truth is wrong, but they have good reasons (at least from their 
perspective) for being economical with the truth. This does not mean, of course, 
that skilled SLA facilitators can compensate to some extent for this. Triangulation 
of methods can help a lot. For example, observation can be used alongside for-
mal interviews and more informal discussions. It was clear to the DDS staff 
engaged in the Ekwuloko SLA that farmer M4 was ‘hiding something’ and thus it 
was possible to tease out from him at least some of the additional land he owned. 
Observation can go a long way to identifying at least the physical assets and 
this process can in turn encourage better cooperation as respondents realise that 
some aspects of HH livelihood cannot be hidden or exaggerated. Thus the ben-
efits of cataloguing assets were not simply the numerical lists generated at the end, 
although there are limits to what even the most skilled external observer can glean.

A second issue revolves around exactly how the SLA was employed to help 
inform the activities of DDS. The SLA model as suggested by DFID implies two 
forms of intervention which could take place (Fig. 4.22). Firstly the SLA could be 
part of a participatory process to allow HHs and the ‘community’ to learn about 
themselves and how they can best overcome obstacles or take advantage of opportu-
nities that may come to light. The limitation here, is the assumption that the SLA will 
bring to light these aspects of which HHs were not previously aware. The danger is a 
simple response of ‘well we know that already so why did we have to go through all 
this?’ or perhaps even ‘well OK but we don’t have the necessary resources to address 
the problems that have been highlighted’. More often than not, the SLA is a prelude 
to a planned intervention on the part of external agency acting on behalf of the com-
munity. Thus the SLA may generate learning at the local level but the findings are 
used to plan interventions which can help the community. This is illustrated by the 
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boxes and arrows to the right of the DFID diagram. There is obviously a need to con-
sider wider policy and other contexts and constraints that may operate.

Interestingly, in the case of DDS, their motive for the SLAs in Ekwuloko and 
Edeke was to seek evidence to support an assumption that their credit scheme 
needed to be re-modelled and redirected and were exploring ways of how best to 
do this. They were especially keen to move towards a more specialised approach 
suitable to current situations. Given that the SLAs were funded in part by DFID 
as a component of a seed yam project, and credit was likely to be a strand of the 
strategy, DDS saw the SLAs as providing useful information as to the range of 
income generation with which HHs could engage. But why go to the trouble of 
such detailed analyses? Why not rely on existing knowledge of the local context? 
DDS certainly had much local knowledge and experience gained over 40 years 
of working in Igalaland, including the running of saving and credit schemes for 
much of that time. At various points in the chapter it has been noted that some 
of the findings coming out of the SLA were familiar to DDS, and given that the 
organisation is staffed by Igalas and Igbos that should not be all that surprising. 
However it felt bound to take a fresh look at changing conditions locally, nation-
ally and internationally with any changes and adaptations connected to evidence. 
It was also the case that DDS gained new knowledge, especially with regard 
to Ekwuloko. Thus the SLAs were a part of an attempt to overhaul and evalu-
ate existing interventions rather than about creating new ones. Despite the pres-
ence of the familiar, DDS certainly realised that it learned a great deal from the 
SLAs and its new credit scheme, Farmers Economic Enterprise Development 
(FEED), does have a much stronger emphasis on recipients showing how credit 
helps enhance their livelihoods. Pining down a cause-effect relationship between 
the SLA and FEED is not easy given that DDS went into the SLA process with 
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an underlying ‘feel’ that their credit scheme needed to be overhauled and better 
linked to investment. In fact the growth of the new approach to credit occurred 
in parallel with the SLA rather than at the end. Reliance on credit in Edeke was 
especially pertinent and DDS has already reviewed its credit provision to the riv-
erine communities; the matter is complicated given the presence of many local 
credit providers.

Nonetheless the question has to be asked as to whether a more ‘quick and dirty’ 
approach would have succeeded better than what was achieved by DDS? Frankly 
while this would have been a great deal cheaper and quicker it is doubtful whether 
it would have been any more successful in these circumstances and may well 
have been less so. Indeed did DDS need to do an SLA at all given their exten-
sive knowledge of Igalaland? Could FEED have been designed without resort-
ing to SLA? The fact that DFID was providing some funding for the SLAs may 
well have influenced the decision of DDS to widen the remit of the work, but such 
‘what if’ scenarios are not easy to dissect. DDS senior staff were certainly ada-
mant that its redesign of the credit scheme would be based on “village level stud-
ies” as to what is required irrespective of DFID’s involvement. To some extent, the 
fact that DDS participated in the SLAs as a basis for redesigning its credit scheme 
does provide it with much credibility as such thorough research in finding a base 
line for FEED is impressive, especially for partners upon whom DDS obtains 
much of its funding. These constantly require DDS to provide arguments and evi-
dence for its planned interventions; at that point DDS was seeking support from 
an Irish aid agency to provide a ‘kick start’ for FEED and of course against such a 
background of research this assistance was forthcoming without further questions. 
Indeed herein rests an answer to one of the dilemmas inherent in the SLA namely 
how is ‘success’ to be assessed? Is it with the quality of the analysis, whatever that 
may mean, or quality of the analysis as a trade off with cost? Alternatively should 
success be gauged in terms of any change which followed the SLA rather than 
the SLA itself? These are not unrelated and presumably all three of these stances 
could be adopted, albeit with greater emphasis upon what was finally achieved. 
DDS certainly saw the SLAs in Ekwuloko and Edeke as a success, and the farmers 
involved, especially those in Edeke, continue as DDS partners. At the time of writ-
ing (2012) DDS maintains that the FEED programme is working well, although 
they have not as yet extended it to Ekwuloko. The reasons for the latter do not 
appear to be related to any breakdown in relationship, but more the result of a 
number of factors including a change in leadership at DDS, a temporary shift of 
attention and resource towards some other projects that the organisation has been 
engaged in and a reduction in the number of personnel. It is not yet possible to 
talk about how the credit scheme has impacted upon HH livelihoods and which 
in turn enhanced (or not) the asset base. Hence the final step of the SLA—show-
ing a positive impact on livelihood of the participating households—has not been 
achieved in a formal sense (Fig. 4.23) and may be a significant challenge given 
that the changes were being planned prior to and in parallel to the SLA. At this 
point it may be more logical to think about the impacts upon DDS rather than the 
households. Opportunities to do this are awaited.

4.10 Did SLA Succeed?



152 4 The Sustainable Livelihood Approach in Practice

4.11  Conclusions

Compared to the studies reported in the literature the SLA conducted by DDS 
was unusual in a number of respects. The motivation was clearly focussed upon 
providing:

•	 A backdrop of HH livelihood which would allow the results from the seed yam 
trials to be seen in context

•	 Information on livelihoods which could be used as a ‘feed’ into the redesign of 
the DDS credit scheme and its presentation to potential partners for support

•	 An introduction into a new and important location (Ekwuloko) where DDS had 
only little previous involvement.

The first of these is perhaps more in tune with how SLA has tended to be 
applied by researchers and practitioners, at least as reported in the literature. The 
second and especially the third are novel uses of SLA as far as these authors are 
aware. The literature on microcredit is a substantial one and individual systems 
such as that of DDS are known to evolve as circumstances change. In itself that 
is not a new insight. But the use of SLA to feed into the design of a microcredit 
scheme appears to be new. The third use of SLA listed above is perhaps the most 
unusual of the three. SLA can certainly provide a means by which a community 
such as Ekwuloko can become ‘known’ to an outside agency, especially as applied 
here by DDS over a long term and in quite an intimate fashion. Much time was 
devoted to the interaction by DDS and the selected HH in Ekwuloko and it must 
be remembered that one of the factors in selecting the four HH was their leader-
ship roles in the Igala and Igbo communities of the village. This use of SLA as a 
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means of ‘getting to know’ each other does have a logic, especially when seen in 
conjunction with the other reasons and the resources provided by DFID and oth-
ers that helped to underpin the SLA. Whether an SLA would have been employed 
solely for that purpose is doubtful. However, it is important to stress the caveat 
that much of the SLA experience has perhaps not been documented, at least in a 
readily accessible form, so it may be that parallels to the uses made of SLA by 
DDS exist elsewhere.

Resources were provided by DFID, via the seed yam project, and Gorta who 
sponsored the credit scheme. These are inter-related, given that credit is impor-
tant for the sustainability of the seed yam system being introduced to farmers. 
Resources are always limited so inevitably DDS had to engage in some trade-offs 
between what it would ideally like to do as set out by the SLA framework dis-
cussed in Chap. 2 and what was feasible. The result of this was a decision to focus 
on an SLA of the HH engaged in the seed yam trials; even if this this meant that 
the numbers were relatively low. From the perspective of DDS this focus deliv-
ered what they wanted to achieve and at a cost that could be covered. Success 
was measured in terms of meeting those objectives and it managed to do just that. 
There were no academic publications in mind when the process began except for 
an ‘output’ (report) required by DFID for the seed yam project. The SLA was not 
intended as a basis for further research.

The broad nature of the intended intervention (i.e. microcredit) by DDS was 
known before the SLA began. In theory the SLA demands an open mind with 
regard to strategies; one has to analyse the situation and base any interventions 
upon what is found. An open mind should be kept as the SLA can suggest inter-
ventions not immediately obvious to those implementing the process. Indeed the 
SLA may suggest that little constructive work can be done in the circumstances, 
or perhaps it may result in a need for further research. In this case DDS were in 
the process of making changes to their credit scheme across their membership and 
were using the SLA as a means of informing the change. Hence while the SLA 
may have been broad in its scope it wasn’t geared towards looking for suitable 
strategies in an ‘open minded’ sense. However, it has to be said that this is not 
especially unusual for SLA. Many of the examples covered in Chap. 2 involved 
the use of an SLA linked to an already identified intervention or perhaps to 
explore options regarding a specific problem. For example, Wlokas (2011) used 
SLA to explore potential of solar water heaters for households in South Africa and 
Cherni and Hill (2009) used the approach to explore energy supply in Cuba. Thus 
it is understandable that examples of ‘blank page’ SLA may be rare and its link to 
an already established intervention or a discrete problem may be more the norm.

Thirdly the process was a long one. The costs were controlled to match what 
DDS thought was acceptable, but each of the two SLAs still took a year to com-
plete. This was partly because of the need to have specific data during the whole 
growing season-market cycle. While donors and researchers may not consider 
the effort required in doing an SLA there is no doubt that DDS put quality time 
and energy into what they did in Ekwuloko and Edeke. Their constant visits, 
observation and interviews demanded significant time on the part of the DDS 

4.11 Conclusions

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-94-007-6268-8_2
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-94-007-6268-8_2


154 4 The Sustainable Livelihood Approach in Practice

staff involved, this was compensated by the depth and breadth of the knowledge 
acquired of the villages and its peoples; a point that was of especial relevance for 
Ekwuloko. Based upon the SLA literature this time put into the process by DDS 
would appear to be on the long side, especially given the small sample size in 
each of the two villages. Admittedly this is not often reported in the literature so 
it can be hard to gauge. As noted in Chap. 2, sample sizes for reported SLAs can 
be in the hundreds and thus while they may take months to complete the time allo-
cated for each respondent may be relatively small. The DDS case study effectively 
involved an equivalent time allocation of 3 months (=12 months/4 HH) for each 
HH. This might not sound like much time to try and understand the livelihood of 
a HH, and indeed it is not, but is significantly longer than many of the reported 
SLAs in the literature would have allocated.

SLA in itself does not avoid some key issues in deriving an evidence base for 
action. As with social science research in general, the answers (evidence) that one 
gleans is influenced by the ways in which that information is collected and ana-
lysed. While it is broad in scope SLA is certainly not a panacea that avoids these 
issues. After all, it is still largely an approach implemented by ‘outsiders’ to the 
community whose livelihood is being explored and limits on time and resources 
inevitably force a compromise as to the depth of exploration. Community partici-
pation may be nothing more than an extractive process to help fine-tune the exter-
nal vision of sustainable livelihood and a means of providing information. As a 
result there are some real dangers here, clearly outlined by the post-development 
movement. Even with the very best of intentions it is still likely that the SLA prac-
titioners will miss much in the search for relatively ‘quick’ and ‘representative’ 
(as seen by the practitioners) answers. The Igala experience of SLA was idyllic 
as conditions conducive to its success abounded. Loop holes are always possible 
although even these will be valuable as part of an on-going learning experience.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-94-007-6268-8_2
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5.1  Introduction

In the previous two chapters the authors provided an in-depth example of an SLA 
in practice. The context, at least on the surface, was a familiar one for SLA; a 
predominantly rural environment in a developing country, Nigeria. The case study 
revolves around the activities of an NGO—the Diocesan Development Services 
(DDS)—and as with all SLAs there are various contexts which are important and 
these have been summarised in Chap. 3. There was a perceived need by DDS to 
understand livelihoods in two Igala villages (Ekwoloko and Edeke) and the SLA 
followed the framework set out in Chap. 2. Admittedly this case study-based 
approach is prone to the criticisms that normally surround case studies in general, 
most notably the wider applicability of any lessons that may arise out of the analy-
sis. But while there is much to the DDS-SLA story that is familiar there are also 
some interesting and unique features. Indeed the intention was to bring together 
insights from the existing literature on SLA and the lessons that could be gleaned 
from its application in the case study; an approach that was termed ‘phronesis’ (a 
form of practical wisdom) by Aristotle.

The perceived need for the SLA came from reflections within DDS and was not 
an external requirement imposed upon it by outside partners. Neither was it financed 
or planned by an agency outside of Nigeria or indeed Igalaland; on the contrary, it 
was decidedly a local SLA and does provide some contrast with the broad tendency 
in the SLA literature which implies that the SLAs were largely driven by outside 
agencies. In fairness this criticism is not easy to discern from the literature as the 
reasons for the SLA in relation to who decided to do them and why are often miss-
ing or unclear. Typically the literature gives the sense that the SLA is an early stage 
within an externally funded research project; designed and implemented by groups 
living some distance from the local communities who were the focus. DDS’s inten-
tions for engaging with the SLA were multi-faceted and were to help:

1. Provide an input into the reorganisation of the microcredit scheme that had 
been in place for some 30 years.
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2. Identify gate-keepers in Ekwuloko village through which DDS could reach out 
to the wider community.

3. Bring overseas donors on board for the proposed changes to the microcredit 
programme.

The first was tangentially related to the involvement of DDS in an on-farm  
programme of research funded by DFID and thus has some resonance with the 
notion of SLA demands by a distant agency. However, the DFID project did not 
require an SLA to be done—the emphasis was upon the agronomic and economic 
aspects of the on-farm trials with seed yam—but DDS saw an opportunity for a 
degree of piggy backing the cost of the SLA onto the trials. This seemed fair as 
DDS staff were involved in the trials and had to travel to the villages on a regu-
lar basis so why not avail of that opportunity to expand the potential for further 
insight? Indeed, while the DFID project did not require an SLA the whole out-
come would be enhanced by putting the results from the healthy seed yam trials 
into a wider context. In turn, the DFID project was keen for DDS to sustain its 
support for the healthy seed yam system by providing microcredit. The interven-
tion offered a mix of opportunity plus restraint; opportunity by using the DFID 
project to support the SLA; restraint because resources were limited to allowing 
for anything wider than a focus on the few households in each village.

The second point was motivated by deliberations within DDS to extend its 
activities into a ‘new’ area. As highlighted in Chap. 3, villages in the border areas 
between Igalaland and Igboland tend to have characteristics that are different from 
where DDS has functioned to date; Ekwoloko in particular provided an oppor-
tunity to establish a bridgehead of activity that could be expanded upon. Border 
areas are important areas for a variety of reasons, also covered in Chap. 3, and 
the need on the part of DDS to include them is understandable. In effect the SLAs 
were almost a ‘getting to know you’ exercise which could help build trust; an 
important factor also in social inclusion as people in the border areas now had an 
opportunity to study again what opportunities DDS could offer them.

Thirdly the SLA was seen as being of value in terms of DDS making a case to 
overseas partners for support with the microcredit scheme. The intended revamp-
ing of the microcredit scheme was towards a more business-plan approach that 
mirrored what formal bank lenders were already doing. This required borrowers 
being asked to set out in detail how they intended using credit, what costs and 
revenues they might expect and challenges they may face. The farmers involved 
in the on-farm trials were engaged in a pilot study of this process and DDS felt 
it would help improve their case for funding when they were able to provide a 
complete picture of the process in which the farmers were involved. DDS is no 
different from other development NGOs in the Global South in seeking partner-
ships with donors for development programmes. This process requires constant 
interaction and understandably partners need to see evidence of engagement and 
impact from those they fund. This evidence is obtained in many forms including 
reporting and field visits, and any new project has to be justified. Understandably 
agencies such as DDS have always engaged their partners in dialogue which 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-94-007-6268-8_3
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-94-007-6268-8_3


157

included a genuine understanding and appreciation of problems and achievements. 
Reciprocity included hard comments at times but on balance relationships were 
understood to be part of the healing and restorative justice that is part of the total 
development process. Why is development required in the first place? The imbal-
ance that gave rise to it dates back over half a millennium and hence the need to 
tackle the process with much respect recognising the dignity of each participant. 
The value of reciprocal partnerships is by no means a new insight or indeed one 
restricted to Catholic Church-based agencies, the literature on donor-field agency 
relationships is an old and extensive one. For a flavour of main issues the inter-
ested reader is referred to a series of papers written by the authors that have 
explored relationships between a number of Catholic Church-based field agencies 
in Nigeria and development donors from four countries (Morse and McNamara 
2006, 2008, 2009).

It also needs to be noted that DDS had arguably applied SLA in the sense of it 
being a set of guiding principles for action since its inception in the early 1970s. It 
had spent many years working with local communities, getting to know them (and 
the communities getting to know DDS) during which there was an implicit assess-
ment of the important facets within SLA such as capital, resilience and institutions 
as a prelude to intervention. Such terms were not in vogue then but the concepts 
existed and were well understood and practised. The more formal SLA structure 
was not known but in essence its framework and guidelines were implicit in much 
of what was done. Indeed the undeniable logic of the SLA is such that most devel-
opment agencies embedded within a community over a relatively long period will 
have developed much of what is in the SLA framework.

With these considerations in mind, the decisions by DDS to implement an 
SLA and to do so in a certain way were influenced by a number of circumstances. 
The intention was certainly not to do it for academic publication or to influence 
broader policy at national or local levels in Nigeria and beyond. The lessons to 
be gained were for internal consumption initially at least. This is within the spirit 
of the SLA although no doubt the reader can question the decisions that were 
made. For example, and perhaps most obviously, the small number of households 
involved in the SLA in the two villages can be readily criticised. Ideally, the sam-
ple size should have been greater in order to provide a better representation of 
the populations, but DDS was willing to trade this desirability for representation 
against other demands. Hence the typical balance outlined in Chap. 2 where the 
emphasis with SLA is so often upon more technical aspects of doing it ‘right’ with 
perhaps less concern about eventual use of the information is reversed. These are 
not mutually incompatible concerns; doing an SLA ‘right’ is fully compatible with 
making sure that the knowledge is ‘used’. But in the DDS example there were 
trade-offs between these two, driven in part by cost but also by the other motives 
for doing the SLA.

Perhaps surprisingly, at least to these authors, the reason(s) for ‘doing’ an 
SLA in the first place have seldom been discussed in the literature other than in 
a broad sense of it being necessary to discover what people are doing (as a feed 
into a rather vaguely, if at all, defined ‘policy’ or decision-making process) or 
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what impacts an existing intervention might have had or is likely to have. Rarely 
if ever is there any attempt within the published literature to link the SLA to what 
has subsequently happened to the communities; SLA journal papers usually end 
by making recommendations and suggestions for further research or intervention. 
In other words, did the SLA make any meaningful difference to their livelihoods? 
Given that SLA is meant to provide a basis for action then this serious omission 
as to what action subsequently took place and what impact it had is glaring. In 
part it is perhaps understandable given that the academic literature tends to priori-
tise papers that are highly focussed, with clear objectives, methodology and results 
to match. Whether the research has any impact or use is often of lesser, if any, 
importance. What matters is whether the research underpinning the paper is push-
ing forward the frontier of human knowledge. As mentioned in Chap. 4, DDS did 
feel that the SLAs were beneficial with regard to its objectives set out above, but at 
the time of writing Ekwoloko still remains largely outside of the new microfinance 
scheme. Thus ‘success’ is a matter of perspective; what is meant by success and 
success for whom?

SLA was developed to be applied within the context of intentional 
 development. Thus it embodies, almost by accident, the polarity of developed and 
less-developed which is often applied, albeit simplistically, to all nations of the 
world. But the principles upon which the SLA framework is founded can apply to 
any community on the globe; after all every person has a livelihood even if they 
don’t have to work all that hard for it. In this case, given such a breadth of rele-
vance then SLA could help inform policies and interventions within the developed 
world as much as it could within the developing. Indeed this takes us to an inter-
esting transition between sustainable livelihoods and sustainable lifestyles, where 
the latter is more than just earning a living but also embodies culture, recreation, 
image and so on.

In this chapter the intention is to broaden the points made about SLA within 
previous chapters. How can all of the points discussed help with an evolution 
of the concept? What would such a change look like and what advantages, and 
issues, would it bring? The chapter will continue with a further exploration of the 
Global North–South polarity in the development and application of SLA and the 
implications that arise from this. It will then progress to explore the extension of 
livelihood to lifestyle and what that means for the traditional framework for SLA 
set out in Chap. 2 and applied by DDS.

5.2  How SLA?

The SLAs implemented by DDS demanded much effort, and it was clear that in-
depth material was required given the need to triangulate findings and build up 
trust with the households. As a result each of the SLAs took one year of constant 
engagement to fully grasp a sense of the capitals as well as the institutional and 
resilience contexts. It was, in short, a non-trivial exercise. DDS had the luxury 
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of being able to take this time given that the on-farm trials also took almost a 
year to complete. In effect the SLAs were implemented as case studies, where a 
case study can be defined an in-depth investigation of an individual or a group 
(Armstrong 2006). In the previous chapter it was questioned whether a faster ver-
sion of SLA could have been implemented via observations, participatory sessions 
and questionnaire-based surveys. The advantages of this would arguably have been 
better representation and it certainly could have been a lot cheaper. However, on 
the negative side there would be issues of superficiality and lack of trust leading 
to untruthful answers. There were certainly numerous indications with the more 
in-depth approach taken by DDS that households could be economical with the 
truth or present their situation in different ways, facts that were only discovera-
ble with the intensive process of observation and double-checking that could take 
place over time. Given the sensitivity which probably surrounds any exploration of 
livelihood then this reticence is perhaps understandable and should be expected, 
but it does raise important questions of data quality and subsequent confidence in 
the knowledge which is created. Is it acceptable to get an SLA partially correct, at 
least in terms of what may be seen as the key facets of livelihood? Does it really 
have to be all that accurate? If not then what degree of inaccuracy is acceptable 
and how can this be balanced with representativeness? In other words is it better to 
have a larger sample and less depth or a smaller sample and greater depth? These 
are highly subjective questions, and arguably the important output is as much to 
arrive at the key features of livelihood and how they can be improved as it is to 
obtain extensive and detailed datasets.

The use of such in-depth case studies within the social sciences certainly has 
its adherents as well as critics, and the debate is somewhat polarised. While case 
studies do allow for depth of insight they can be dismissed as being ‘site specific’ 
and hence ‘descriptive’ in nature (Miller 1977; Forsyth 2006), and thus having lit-
tle of wider value. Putting aside the reasons why DDS implemented the SLAs and 
focussing instead on the wider value for informing intervention in Igalaland let 
alone anywhere else the focus on just eight households in two villages would cer-
tainly suggest that the value of any insights is limited. This conclusion does, of 
course, ignore some of the reasons why DDS implemented the SLAs in the first 
place, but it does nonetheless seem reasonable. Researchers such as Campbell and 
Stanley (1966), Dogan and Pelassy (1990) amongst others have provided the case 
against the use of case studies. But the approach also has its enthusiasts, primarily 
because it does allow for an in-depth and sustained study of what can be extremely 
complex dynamics (Forsyth 2006). This means that the findings can have a strong 
validity as time is allowed for triangulation and checking of insights (Miller 1977), 
although it has to be said that there is still potential for bias on the part of the 
researcher; they can still only see what they want to see. Ironically one of the case 
study enthusiasts was the same Campbell who along with Stanley initially referred 
to case studies as having no scientific value in their 1966 publication (page 6). He 
completely changed his mind and became one of the case study’s strongest pro-
ponents (Campbell 1975). Others who have provided strong a strong defence of 
the case study are Geertz (1995), Flyvbjerg (2006). But even so the debate over 
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the value of case studies still seems to be highly polarised. One way of trying to 
bridge the gap is to look for patterns with a range of case studies and de Haan 
(2005) amongst others have suggested with SLA. Given that the SLA framework 
is broadly consistent across studies then it could potentially allow for a more qual-
itative ‘meta-analysis’ of the results to see what patterns may emerge, but to date 
there has been little research in that direction. It also has to be stressed that while 
the debates over the value of case studies can be somewhat polarised this is often 
not an ‘either/or’ situation and case studies can be used as the prelude for wider 
surveys and indeed theoretical analysis (Armstrong 2006).

However, as has already been noted care does need to be taken when applying 
such critiques of the case study approach to the work undertaken by DDS. The 
object of the exercise from the point of view of DDS was multi-faceted but was 
not primarily to generate information for presentation within journals and books; 
the development of this publication being very much an a posteriori event. It was 
not even intended that the results would be ‘scaled up’ to drive DDS policy else-
where in Igalaland. It is true that it was at least in part designed to help inform 
the development of the microcredit scheme, but there were many other influ-
ences at play within that and the nature of the FEED programme (the new form 
of microcredit adopted by DDS) was already being explored at the time the SLAs 
were planned. The SLA results were one input into that process and helped illus-
trate the value of the proposed changes to potential partners. Hence while one 
can have some sympathy with critiques over the data collection methods within 
SLA these should not lose sight of other important dimensions inherent within the 
framework.

5.3  Where SLA?

It is perhaps worth reflecting at this point upon the geographical disparity  
presented in the SLA literature. At the outset it has to be stressed that there are 
dangers of over-simplification given the globalised world of ideas in which we 
live. Ideas development in one place can rapidly evolve and expand elsewhere. 
Indeed the people who develop ideas can be highly mobile, thus making it dif-
ficult to tie ideas down to one place or indeed one time. Looking at Table 2.1 it 
is clear that SLA originated from a range of ideas and influences from across the 
globe. Amartya Sen’s book Commodities and Capabilities was influential, and 
while Sen has held academic positions in both the USA and UK, he is from India. 
Indeed his insights, as is so often the case, did not exist in a vacuum but were built 
from existing knowledge on poverty. Similarly, international agencies such as the 
UNDP have played a major role in the evolution of the ideas upon which SLA is 
based. It also has to be repeated that the analysis of the academic literature may 
not necessarily be a reflection of SLA activity as a whole. Much of the work may 
not be documented at all or perhaps in formats that are not readily accessible such 
as internal reports, project proposals and evaluations. Nonetheless a geographical 
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analysis of who ‘does’ SLA and where it is largely ‘done’ is informative, even if 
based upon a limited sub-set of activity.

Figure 5.1 presents the analysis of the literature in regions where the SLA was 
implemented. The bars represent regions and the vertical axis is the count of pub-
lications from those regions. As the graph shows, the bulk of locations were in 
Africa and Asia, and indeed of the 46 countries that are specifically named in the 
publications (rather than just a reference to a region or unspecified) 31 (67 %) are 
in Commonwealth countries and 15 are not. By way of comparison, it is usually 
assumed that there are 193 countries in the world (at the time of writing) and the 
Commonwealth has a membership of 54 countries (28 % of the total number of 
countries). The population of the world is seven billion people out of which two 
billion live in Commonwealth countries, equating to 29 % of the total. Thus the 
emphasis on Commonwealth countries in the SLA literature is remarkable and to 
some extent understandable given the history of SLA discussed in Chap. 2. The 
UK aid agency, DFID, has been a significant stakeholder in this evolution and 
given that they tend to focus their activities primarily on Commonwealth coun-
tries then this apparent bias in the literature may perhaps be anticipated. What is 
also interesting from Fig. 5.1 is the relative paucity of reported SLA’s in South 
America. It is also worthy of note that SLAs based in Europe and North America 
are almost entirely absent. One of the notable examples where SLA was utilised in 
a developed world country is provided by Davies et al. (2008) in Australia, where 
it was applied to aboriginal communities. Thus the message from Fig. 5.1 is that 
SLA has largely been applied in the developing world (the ‘Global South’) and 
particularly to countries that were once part of the British Empire.

The mirror of the picture represented in Fig. 5.1 is the country of residence 
of the authors of the studies, or more accurately the country where the authors’ 
institution is located. These are different given the international nature of research 
institutes and universities. In the UK for example, a report written by ‘Universities 
UK’ (an umbrella group) on the international market for academic staff with the 

Fig. 5.1  The focal regions of reported SLA’s
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evocative title ‘Talent Wars’ published in July 2007 estimated that in the academic 
year 2005/2006 some 19 % of academic staff in the UK were non-UK nationals 
(some 27 % of all academic staff appointed in 2005/2006 were non-UK nation-
als). This indicates a highly mobile workforce, at least for the UK, and in journal 
papers the authors provide the address of the employer at the time of the work and 
not their birthplace. However, an analysis is still useful in providing a sense of the 
places that ‘do’ the SLAs and how this might differ from the places where SLAs 
are ‘done’. Figure 5.2 presents counts of ‘SLA authors’ for the regions where the 
authors were ‘located’. The 70 papers had a total of 142 authors as many had more 
than one author (not surprising given the complex nature of SLA). European-based 
authors dominate this list; representing 37 % of the total author count. Indeed 
of the 53 authors based in Europe some 31 (22 % of the total author count) are 
from the UK. By way of comparison, authors from the whole of Africa, Asia, 
South America and the Caribbean combined (representing a substantial part of 
the Global South), numbered 51 in total (36 % of the total count of 142); a figure 
equivalent to that of Europe.

Therefore it is not unreasonable to claim that Figs. 5.1 and 5.2 together paint a 
picture of SLA as a predominantly developed world concept applied to the devel-
oping world, and given its origins in ‘intentional ‘development then this is perhaps 
to be expected. SLA is therefore, a framework by which outsiders can understand 
the livelihoods of those which previously, they may have had little, if any, pre-
vious contact or knowledge as a first step towards trying to help them. In effect, 
SLA was created within a context of a rich ‘us’ trying to help a poor them poor 
‘them’ and this history brings with it some unintentional baggage. In theory SLA 
should be applicable to all human beings with a livelihood, irrespective of where 
they live, yet Fig. 5.1 does not suggest that this is the case; SLA is apparently not 
for the developed world. Why is that so? This will be discussed later, but this his-
tory within ‘intentional development’ could act to restrict its assumed usefulness 

Fig. 5.2  Authorship of SLA publications
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within the developed world. Thus SLA could to some extent be a prisoner of its 
own history.

In fairness it has to be stressed that the geographical dichotomy in  
conceptualisation-implementation observed within the SLA literature is by no 
means the only or indeed the first such example in the broader development 
literature. The reader needs to look no further than the evolution of stakeholder 
‘participation’ with its origins in Rapid Rural Appraisal (RRA) from the 1970s, 
or indeed earlier, as a means by which the poor can be included within analy-
sis and decision-making. Stakeholder participation did not begin with RRA in 
much the same way that notions of capital and resilience did not begin with 
SLA, but it represented a new wave within intentional development. Partly this 
was because of a predominant ‘top down’ approach to development that existed 
till the advent of RRA and partly because RRA used new visual tools designed 
to engage the poorest and less educated in society. Indeed SLA in practice 
often utilises the sort of tools used within RRA such as mapping and group dis-
cussions, and these were employed in the case study set out in this book.

5.4  Transferability of SLA

As discussed in Chap. 2 SLA does encourage the following:

•	 a wide perspective
•	 an engagement with people
•	 an understanding of current livelihood as well as opportunities and threats
•	 an appreciation of change over time and why that has happened
•	 an appreciation of what an intervention should be and how it would help to 

improve matters

These are all appealing attributes. The taking of a wide perspective and an 
engagement with those meant to benefit makes sense, as does the need to under-
stand how livelihoods are currently constructed and the options people have for 
improvement. Indeed such an appeal should make SLA applicable and desirable 
in any context but as noted above this does not seem to have been the case. The 
reasons are probably varied. To begin with there is often a ‘glass fence’ divide 
between the mandate of national and international-focussed agencies in many 
countries. For example, in the UK, DFID has a mandate for international devel-
opment that includes environment and agriculture, while the Department for the 
Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (DEFRA) currently has the mandate for 
these (fields) amongst others in the UK. Approaches and techniques developed 
and/or adopted by DFID for its work may not necessarily find their way into 
DEFRA and vice versa. But the ‘glass fences’ do not stop there. Higher educa-
tion institutions and research institutes in the UK and elsewhere often have simi-
lar internal arrangements with different departments involved in projects from the 
developed and developing worlds. These groups may even publish in different 
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journals, and the resulting literatures may not necessarily be familiar to  academics 
and researchers from both sides of the ‘glass fence’. Therefore it is perhaps not 
unreasonable to suppose that as SLA originated from one side of the fence then it 
may not necessarily be familiar to those on the other side.

The glass fence argument applied to institutions may be one possible 
 explanation for the geographical divide seen with SLA but this is highly simplis-
tic and cannot be the sole explanation. There may also be the attraction of an 
approach which can be applied by outside experts to a community to help them 
understand and help that community. ‘Outside’ in this context does not only 
mean the geography of where they live but also their culture, language, wealth 
and so on. Thus there is a sense of the ‘alien’ that needs to be studied and under-
stood and SLA neatly fits that demand. For practitioners that are trying to bring 
about change within a context they believe they understand—in their own cul-
tural context for example—then the need for something as intensive, intrusive 
and demanding as SLA may perhaps be far less obvious and the response may 
be to turn to other approaches which they think to be more appropriate. As is so 
often the case in research if the starting point is a set of ‘knowns’ (or assumed 
‘knowns’ = hypotheses or expectations) that cover aspects of livelihood then it 
may only be necessary to fill in some gaps rather than follow the whole process. 
In effect they may see SLA as being a very large hammer to crack a small nut. In 
practice, of course, this may be debateable as even within a single country live-
lihoods may not be as well understood as researchers may think. SLA may be 
complex and resource-intensive but the framework is designed to encourage an 
exploration of the unexpected and not just the unknown.

Thirdly there could be an element of overlap with the argument often put  
forward for the rise of participatory techniques in general. These techniques have 
often been portrayed as helping to provide a ‘voice’ for communities in situations 
where democracy is weak, or non-existent, with powerful elites able to impose 
change at will. Here policies can be created without any involvement of those 
potentially impacted upon, and this includes the setting of research agenda and 
creation of new technologies. At least in theory the use of SLA can help create a 
bridge between local communities, help in assessing what they need, along with 
evidence of that need and gradually presenting this chain of reason to those with 
the power to bring about change. In the developed world with more sophisticated 
and presumably effective democratic structures that link communities to decision 
makers, then the rationale for approaches such as SLA may be less obvious for if 
people don’t like their leaders they can vote them out of office.

Fourthly, and arguably perhaps the weakest point, nonetheless worth 
 mentioning, livelihoods in the developed world may by and large be simpler than 
those of the developing world. After all, for the majority of people in the richer 
parts of the world, livelihood comes down to a wage or salary. Sure there are 
complications such as concerns about the security of one’s job, and how that may 
be influenced by the wider economic situation, but the heart of livelihood may 
not be as multifaceted as in poorer regions. But in many countries the aspects 
of such simpler livelihoods are well explored and appreciated. As Tao and Wall 
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(2009) have pointed out SLA does seem to work best where there are multiple 
 contributions to livelihood rather than just a single wage or salary. Interestingly, in 
the latter case SLA may even be seen by researchers as over-elaborate and unnec-
essary. This view is contentious, of course, as while the source of a livelihood may 
well be narrower in some places than in others there is still a need to consider 
resilience and what can enhance or limit it. A narrow source of livelihood could 
arguably increase vulnerability.

While the above points may not necessarily be the only ones at play in helping 
to create this geographical divide in the use of SLA, there are other caveats that 
need to be considered. Most notably just because the SLA framework as formally 
set out by DFID and others has not been reported as such for the developed world, 
that is not the same as saying that the underlying ideas it encompasses have not 
been applied. The point has already been made in the context of DDS that over 
its history it may not have used the formal terminology associated with SLA but 
it had intuitively applied many of its principles. Similarly, the notions of ‘capi-
tals’ at the heart of the SLA are by no means unique to that framework and have 
often been explored in the developed world. Similarly the idea of exploring the 
role of institutions in peoples’ lives is certainly not unique to the developing world 
and neither is the notion of livelihood resilience, even if these are often expressed 
in diverse ways. Based on the DDS experience, it is important to understand that 
while the SLA may be presented as a package, its components and interactions are 
often part of many other analyses. The expression of an SLA framework may be 
geographically biased but the ideas at its heart are not.

5.5  Livelihood into Lifestyle

The reader may well have picked up from the preceding pages of this book the 
challenges of SLA in practice. The breadth of the approach is logical, as peo-
ple can have livelihoods that encompass many interacting capitals all embedded 
within a rich context of history, institutions and so on. As Sanderson (2009) has 
put it in response to those who are critical of livelihood approaches such as SLA:

Those that criticise livelihoods approaches point to their breadth—livelihoods can be 
almost anything. But that is precisely the point. SLA provides a model for navigating 
messy reality, and for layering onto that the range of development and emergency inter-
ventions, always with people at the centre. That in itself is more than enough for any piece 
of thinking.

This is very true; the breadth of SLA is certainly one its strengths and should 
allow it to be applicable in just about any development context, or indeed any con-
text where it is necessary to understand livelihood. But in practice it can also be 
a weakness. A framework that can help see the holism (or messy reality) of what 
is involved with livelihood is useful as a conceptual device but it doesn’t wash 
away the complexity when it comes to the practicalities of putting the framework 
into practice. This is not to say that SLA is wrong or should be rejected but only 
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that it is difficult and the effort involved should not be underestimated. The DDS 
 experience with SLA was at two levels. Firstly it can be argued that DDS had 
employed SLA (seen as a set of principles) throughout much of its existence, even 
if it wasn’t given that name. Secondly the use of SLA (as a framework) for the two 
villages each took a year to complete with all the challenges outlined in Chap. 4. In 
both cases—framework for analysis and a set of principles—time was on the side 
of DDS. The reader may feel that seeing SLA as a set of principles is vague, and 
indeed this is true given how broad and logical those principles are, but he applica-
tion of SLA to the two villages in the sense of it being a practical framework for 
guidance was also time and resource consuming. There are dangers with the imple-
mentation of an SLA as already highlighted in the trade-offs faced by DDS. But 
again that is not to say that the framework is wrong but simply that it is difficult 
to implement and there are dangers inherent in short cuts and especially incorrect 
interpretations of information that may result from poor SLA practices. This is true 
of much research in the social and economic sciences, and the point has already 
been made in Chap. 2 regarding the constructivist/interpretivist position where it 
is argued by some that there are real dangers is treating it in a way which suggests 
that it can be deconstructed so as to arrive at cause-effect relationships. While the 
points made about such dangers are noted the alternative may be to do nothing—
to make no attempt to understand livelihood and what can be done to help make 
them sustainable. Mistakes are possible given the complexity involved but having 
a framework for guidance is more desirable than having no help. Criticising the 
breadth of SLA and highlighting the pitfalls should not be construed as meaning 
that nothing should be done and that livelihoods should remain unexplored.

The authors wish to go further and show that SLA for all its breadth does not 
arguably go far enough and misses much of importance in sustainability. Carney’s 
(1998) definition of livelihood has already been given in Chap. 2 but given its con-
tent it is worth repeating:

A livelihood comprises the capabilities, assets (including both material and social resources) 
and activities required for a means of living.

The key phrase here is means of living. But the point has already been made 
that one of the limitations of SLA is its inherent focus on livelihood to the exclu-
sion of other important aspects of human existence. People don’t just ‘do’ liveli-
hoods—they don’t just have a means of living—but there are other considerations 
such as culture, recreation, family, social status and so on which come into play 
each and every day and which can impact upon livelihood. Indeed it can be said 
that livelihoods are influenced by values. Books and papers on sustainability nor-
mally begin by providing a formal definition as to what it is and while there are 
many of them the one most used is that of the World Commission for Environment 
and Development. Here it is given at the end of the book rather than at the start 
and there is a reason for that. The WCED definition is as follows:

development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of 
future generations to meet their own needs.
WCED (1987), p. 8
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Note how this definition ends in the plural needs; in fact the word is used twice 
in the definition and linked to current and future generations. This embodies some-
thing much wider and more comprehensive (holistic) that just a means of living. 
People’s lives are not static no matter how poor; there is far more to life how-
ever poor one is than mere survival. People have dreams and expectations and seek 
ways as to how their livelihood can be enhanced to meet their aspirations. Thus 
any analysis of livelihood has to take cognisance of these dreams and ambitions 
as these help frame where people wish to be. There has to be a sense of progress 
within any appreciation of livelihood, and the process should encourage such 
exploration of where people want to be and indeed influence it. A pitfall here is 
that in helping someone meet such ambitions, the result may be detrimental to oth-
ers, including future generations.

Some other components such as recreation and culture may not necessarily help 
support livelihood in a direct sense, but are nonetheless important. In short, peo-
ple have a lifestyle as well as a livelihood, where lifestyle can be defined in sim-
ple terms as the ways in which a person or group lives. Livelihood is a means by 
which people underpin their lifestyle, but the two are obviously related. Included 
here, are the accumulations of goods that people may not need for ‘livelihood’ but 
which they perceive as enhancing their status in society—or in effect how others 
see them. The SLA framework as set out in Fig. 2.1 does not in itself embrace 
these wider concerns of lifestyle, although there may be impacts upon one or more 
capitals and much (admittedly) depends upon definition. It is not difficult to see 
how these become intertwined. For example, an individual’s involvement in a 
club or society for recreational purposes could bring them into contact with oth-
ers who could help them in terms of livelihood. A number of societies mentioned 
under ‘social capital’ for the two villages in Chap. 4 are primarily recreational. But 
such a gain for livelihood from recreation may not always be possible, and indeed 
within an SLA such activities may not be regarded as relevant.

Prosperity is often defined quite narrowly in terms of income but could equally 
be regarded as having the lifestyle one desires. This is more than a material con-
cern of owning enough goods. As Tim Jackson has pointed out:

Prosperity is about things going well for us—in accordance with (pro- in the Latin) our 
hopes and expectations (speres). Wanting things to go well is a common human concern. 
It’s understood that this sense of things going well includes some notion of continuity. We 
are not inclined to think that life is going well, if we confidently expect things to fall apart 
tomorrow. There is a natural tendency to be at least partly concerned about the future. 
Jackson (2009), p. 16

Indeed the research agenda has arguably moved more into understanding and 
enhancing the sustainability of lifestyle—making sure those things don’t fall apart 
tomorrow—rather than a focus on livelihood. Part of this is about understanding 
the wants of lifestyles and how that impacts upon the resources available on planet 
earth and other people and species that inhabit this same space. Thus lifestyle is 
more in tune with concerns over consumption, whereas livelihood has concerns 
about production and consumption. Indeed the notion of livelihood is arguably 
more in tune with the emphasis one sees so often at national and regional scales 
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where a maximisation of indicators such as the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) is 
king and the tendency of governments has been to promote consumerism; albeit 
to different degrees in different countries. The logic is a clear one; emphasise 
income generation as a means of underpinning livelihood and then all else will fol-
low. Others, such as Tim Jackson quoted above, have argued against this dominant 
focus on increasing economic growth, at least for the developed world. But can the 
developed world accept this, especially as monetary income is still seen by many 
(including governments) as the linchpin for the lifestyle?

A question which follows on from the above is whether the ‘classic’ SLA 
framework should be modified to include a sense of where people want to be with 
their livelihood and how this is driven by the lifestyle they wish to enjoy? These 
considerations can certainly be added to the ‘classic’ SLA framework as shown in 
Fig. 5.3 where lifestyle, and all its associations, has been highlighted (not implied) 
as both a key driver of livelihood and underpinned by it. There is the inclusion of 
lifestyle expectations (what people would like) as well as their current lifestyle), 
and interventions that are intended to change some of these if necessary. An obvi-
ous dilemma with Fig. 5.3, herein referred to as SLifA (Sustainable Lifestyle 
Analysis) is that while a need to influence lifestyle choices may be desirable (per-
haps even imperative) in the richer countries of the world it is less palatable in 
poorer regions. How can it be desirable to destroy an expectation from a family 
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that wish to own a car? How can this be squared with the high level of car owner-
ship in richer countries? In both cases the car may be needed for livelihood (the 
example of commuting has already been given) but also for recreation and status. 
Indeed while SLifA raises deep issues about growth in the developing world, and 
the point has already been made that it is hard to see how lifestyle expectations of 
the poorest communities in the world can be limited, it does not necessarily mean 
that such limits will be any easier to embrace in the developed world.

As with the classic SLA diagram (Fig. 2.1) Fig. 5.3 is a theoretical framework 
which sets out points that need to be considered. It certainly does not make it 
easier to put into practice and if anything makes it far more difficult. But these 
are important and challenging questions none the less, and SLifA helps to bring 
into the classic SLA the important (and missing) domain of ethics. SLifA certainly 
makes the process more messy and complex, but even with the issues highlighted 
here it is debateable whether that in itself is a bad thing. After all, the logical 
endpoint of that argument is for there to be no attempt at all to provide help to 
a community. As already stated, complexity should not be an excuse for disen-
gagement. It is certainly the case that over-simplification can be dangerous, and 
the DDS example has shown how easy it is to come to superficial but incorrect 
data. Each of their SLAs took a year to complete with much triangulation to check 
answers researchers received. One of the problems of SLA is that its complexity 
can encourage the ‘quick fix’, especially when time and resources are limited and 
that will be no different with SLifA. But what it does do is extend the boundary of 
what needs to be considered.

An interesting outcome of SLifA is that it brings a model designed by the 
developed for the developing world into a broader realm of application that dis-
misses that polarity. At first this might sound counter intuitive as the SLA  
framework should be applicable to people wherever they live, but some of the rea-
sons why the SLA has the geographic dipole it has have already been discussed. 
SLifA may not necessarily change that polar reality but it should. Lifestyle and 
the consumption that underpins it are concerns for everyone, even if there are 
important issues of equity and social justice at play. Indeed the inclusion of life-
style may resonate far more with developed world contexts, and also opens up the 
need to change behaviours which are damaging to society and the environment. 
Thus while SLA speaks of interventions in terms of improving the lot of the poor, 
SLifA also includes the need to consider whether all behaviours, not just those 
underpinning livelihood, need to be changed. The refection-action reflection praxis 
is no longer about what actions can be done to improve livelihood but about life-
style, and some of this could be about what the household itself can do.

It is perhaps worthy of note that DDS pursued a reflective approach 
( reflection-action reflection) which was far more akin to the SLiFA model than it 
was to SLA; at least when seen as a set of guiding principles. Thus it was not just 
a case of understanding livelihood and working to improve it as DDS was also 
engaged in other aspects of human existence including the spiritual and appreci-
ating all circumstances within the household especially ambitions, anxieties and 
concerns of those that comprised it. In the course of evaluating DDS services 
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in 1997 the participants rated the extra-curricular activities such as care of the  
physically and mentally challenged and the HIV-AIDS programmes higher than 
the micro-finance and agricultural components. DDS was seen as a source of 
advice, guidance, information and assistance rather than just an agency which 
helped with improving livelihood. But this took time to develop and SLiFA is per-
haps an approach that takes a long -term engagement for it to succeed and may 
not be suited to short-term and project focussed planning and intervention. There 
needs to be continuous dialogue and discussion as to what is happening not just in 
the physical sense but around how this change is affecting thinking and behaviour.

Finally it is necessary to return to a point made towards the end of Chap. 2 
regarding the recent retreat of DFID from the use of SLA (Clark and Carney 
2009). Of the reasons behind this retreat of one of the prominent pioneers of SLA 
was its apparent association with the ‘project level’ and this is, of course, based 
on a vision of SLA as a practical framework rather than a set of principles. DFID 
appears to have moved its focus more towards national-scale interventions and 
SLA was apparently perceived by them as having little to offer at that scale. As 
a result Clark and Carney (2009) suggest a number of strategies to enhance the 
relevance of SLA, and at least to the authors of this book these strategies say a lot 
about the often unwritten weaknesses of SLA. The fact that Clark and Carney felt 
that these changes were needed, at least in part, to help enhance adoption of SLA 
within DFID is interesting in itself. But some of their other suggestions also serve 
to highlight the complexity of ‘doing’ SLA rather than pointing to a problem with 
the ideas. Two of them are as follows, along with some notes as to how an incor-
porate of lifestyle within the traditional SLA could help.

•	 review how SLA can be adapted to contribute to current development chal-
lenges, including the food crisis, fragile states, economic growth and making 
markets work for the poor

It has already been noted how SLA should be able to readily encompass these 
challenges and indeed any that can be imagined within development. As its cham-
pions have stressed, the holistic nature of SLA should allow it to cope with any 
‘messy reality’, and indeed the SLA literature is replete with its application in a 
wide variety of contexts. Hence it is intriguing as to why Clark and Carney feel 
that changes are required to SLA to allow it to better contribute to these chal-
lenges—as complex and intractable as they are. Perhaps this is a further manifes-
tation of the ‘scale’ issue—that SLA is too micro in its spatial focus—but why 
should this inherently be so? Surely an SLA approach can be used to explore 
actors within a food supply chain or markets? The people in those systems might 
be separated in space but they have livelihoods and presumably a desire a make 
them more sustainable.

An adaptation of livelihood that includes a consideration of lifestyle and 
 influences (including policy) that may be required to help manage expectations 
within lifestyle could be one means of achieving such a wider relevance. Some points 
surrounding ‘theory of change’ and ‘evidence-based’ approaches have already been 
made in Chap. 2, and influences move in a number of directions across actor groups.
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•	 address perceived weaknesses of SLA, such as limited analysis of policy processes, 
ecological sustainability, gender and power relations.

Parts of the latter point may seem odd as SLA in its classic form and as applied 
in Chap. 4 should include ecological sustainability (overlap here with ecosystems 
goods and services discussed in Chap. 2) within natural capital and elsewhere, and 
similarly gender and power relations should also appear when it comes to social 
and human capital as well as wider institutional and resilience contexts. It is hard 
to see how these are perceived weaknesses in SLA. One wonders whether the issue 
here is more the complexity of addressing these within SLA rather than the idea 
that they should be. After all, as the Nigerian case study has shown it can be diffi-
cult and time-consuming to get at the bottom of some of these. The importance of 
ethnicity for land ownership was shown for Ekwuloko, and this was not something 
that anyone attempted to hide or minimise, but power relations can be difficult to 
fathom. But a broadening of SLA to SLiFA would help highlight an important role 
for policy makers and politicians, and should reinforce the need for a considera-
tion of ecological sustainability (lifestyle has a strong link to consumption) as well 
as gender and power relations.

5.6  Conclusions

This book is about SLA and how it was conceived and applied which is in itself a 
rather narrow outlook. It has covered the evolution and application of an approach 
that is intended to lead to progress; a new way of thinking about livelihood as well 
as a new way of intervening to help improve livelihood and enhancing sustainabil-
ity. But the story has encompassed a number of issues of import, indeed central, in 
the sustainable development discourse, from an emphasis on livelihood rather than 
lifestyle to a geographical dichotomy of those having the power to set the SLA 
agenda and those who are less powerful and who are the focus of the analysis. 
SLA is a microcosm of this.

While SLA has been popular amongst development agencies and researchers 
it may be that its popularity is waning as evidenced by the DFID retreat—one 
of its original and key advocates. The number of publications mentioning SLA 
has not been high—70 in total from 1999 to mid 2012 (13 years) is not a large 
output although it is also not insignificant—and there is no evidence that the 
publication-rate is increasing. For a holistic approach that was so promising the 
last mentioned facts are hardly encouraging. Could it be that the future of SLA 
is uncertain and it is certainly not difficult to understand why this might be so. 
Some have pointed to the lack of applicability of SLA as a practical framework to 
larger-scales such as the nation-state as one reason, but there are no doubt other 
concerns related to the observed polarity of SLA as an approach promoted by 
the Global North for the Global South. SLA should be applicable in any situa-
tion where livelihood needs to be understood and enhanced so as to make it more 
sustainable, but in practice its use has been restricted to the developing world.  

5.5 Livelihood into Lifestyle
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In addition to this is the practical challenge of ‘doing’ an SLA as highlighted 
with regard to the case study in Nigeria, and the tensions between cost, quality 
and representation have been mentioned. The way DDS did its SLA may have 
suited its purposes and circumstances but is by no means the only way in which 
an SLA can be employed. There are indeed cheaper and quicker ways of collect-
ing data to populate the SLA framework but issues of data quality may then begin 
to emerge. But this is probably only a small part of the story. Much of the results 
of SLAs may not appear in journal publications but as reports and these may not 
necessarily be accessible to those outside the agencies which commissioned them. 
But whichever way one looks at it, the evidence suggests that the future of ‘clas-
sic’ SLA as set out in Chap. 2 may not be a rosy one. This is ironical given the 
logic setting within which the SLA is embedded, but it may also be the case that 
the agenda is moving on—or trying to. There is an increasing questioning of the 
desirability let alone practicality of economic growth based upon ever increasing 
consumption, especially as governments continue to prioritise it. It now appears 
the critical question now revolves more around how lifestyle is managed rather 
than livelihood. Prosperity as part of lifestyle and how to maintain it may be 
replacing an emphasis on income and goods; livelihood is after all only one part 
of the human experience.

However, many people still face poverty and for them an enhancement of 
livelihood so as to make it both more rewarding and more sustainable is a pri-
ority. SLA was created to help these people within the context of an intentional 
approach to development. The logic upon which it is founded is credible, even 
if its practice may be imperfect; it is hard to argue against the principles which 
are encompassed within the framework. Indeed the point has been made that 
field agencies working at the cutting edge of development have long incorporated 
the principles set out in the SLA. What is perhaps needed is an extension of the 
framework to make the links with policy more apparent and the SLiFA framework 
which includes a consideration of lifestyle; management of expectations is per-
haps one way forward. There is nothing new here but such management impels 
leaders and the better off members of the community to lead by example espe-
cially with respect to the ‘consumption’ side of the equation. Personal responsibil-
ity has to be challenged which necessitates drawing upon important issues such 
as ethics, distribution and social justice. In other words SLiFA not only embodies 
SLA but a whole range of spiritual and moral obligations although in so doing it 
does not make development easier. SLiFA adds many more considerations to the 
list provided within SLA, and that is the challenge. On the other hand, human 
beings resist simplification so SLA has helped blaze an important trail by guiding 
the discourse to this point demonstrating as it did so that there are no simple fixes 
in any intervention.

Finally, it perhaps has to be stressed that the power of frameworks such as SLA 
and indeed SLiFA is not so much to provide mechanistic and almost ‘tick box’ 
recipes for investigation and intervention but as concepts that help guide aware-
ness. The relatively small number of papers published on SLA mentioned above 
is mostly those that refer to SLA more in its ‘recipe’ mode for a specific project 
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or programmes. The wider concept of a ‘sustainable livelihood’ has been much 
more popular and the same is true of a ‘sustainable lifestyle’. SLA is to the former 
what SLiFA is to the latter. These frameworks can be seen as enhanced definitions 
rather than recipes and in that sense have been successful even if they have not 
been noted; they can be present without being visible. That is perhaps their great-
est contribution.

5.6 Conclusions
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