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INTRODUCTION

1
The impacts of climate change threaten to affect the natural and human systems, 
including ecosystems, biodiversity, agriculture, water resources, human settlement 
and physical infrastructure. These impacts disproportionately affect Sub-Saharan 
African (SSA) countries and in particular, some communities in those countries such 
as smallholder farmers (Bryan et al. 2009; Calzadilla et al. 2013; Cohn et al. 2017; IPCC 
2014c). Smallholder farming, with characteristics of high reliance on rainfall, less 
intensive farming and small plot size (Salami et al. 2010), is central in the livelihood 
of millions of people and the national economies in most of SSA, Ethiopia included 
(Bryan et al. 2009; Cohn et al. 2017; Djurfeldt et al. 2011; Salami et al. 2010). For instance, 
nearly 80 percent of the 90 million inhabitants of Ethiopia (i.e., about 72 million) rely on 
small-scale agriculture for their livelihood. It also accounts for 43 percent of the GDP 
and generates 90 percent of export revenue (FDRE 2015). However, climate change, 
variability and extreme climate events pose a threat to smallholder farming (Calzadilla 
et al. 2013; Cohn et al. 2017). This threat comes on top of the existing constraints that 
include land tenure insecurity, natural resource degradation, financial deficiencies, 
inadequate services and infrastructure provision and weak institutional arrangements 
(Cohn et al. 2017; Salami et al. 2010). Thus, adaptation to climate change is proposed as 
a pivotal policy agenda in smallholder farming (Cohn et al. 2017). 

Despite its wide acceptance as a necessary response to changes in climate, the definition 
and conceptualisation of adaptation remain arguably ambiguous and are still evolving. 
The IPCC defines adaptation as “…the process of adjustment to actual or expected 
climate and its effects. In human systems, adaptation seeks to moderate or avoid harm 
or exploit beneficial opportunities” (IPCC 2014c,118). However, its conceptualization has 
changed in light of the non-climate factors in which vulnerability and adaptation are 
embedded (Moser and Ekstrom 2010; Pelling 2011). Moser and Ekstrom (2010, 22027) 
define adaptation as involving ‘changes in social-ecological systems in response to 
actual and expected impacts of climate change in the context of interacting nonclimatic 
changes’. Adopting that definition, in this dissertation adaptation refers to a response to 
actual and expected impacts of climate change in a context where non-climate factors 
also shape adaptation choices, decision and goals (see also Moser and Ekstrom 2010; 
Pelling 2011).

1.1. Problem Outline 

The debate on climate change adaptation has made notable strides, drawing from a 
range of issues such as social inclusiveness, sustainability, determinants and barriers, 
governance and transformation, to mention a few (Ayers 2011; Adger et al. 2009; Bassett 
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and Fogelman 2013; Biermann et al. 2012; Brown 2011; Moser and Ekstrom 2010; Pelling 
2011; Smit and Wandel 2006). The gender dimension of climate change adaptation is 
one of the emerging subfields in this debate. Feminist and gender scholars who engage 
in the climate change debate rather propagate a gender ‘responsive’ construction of 
climate change discourses, problems and responses. Theoretical and empirical studies 
have accumulated remarkably since 2002, when pioneering scholarly works were 
collected in the Journal of Gender and Development. The core of the debate highlights 
the way in which gender influences vulnerability and the capacity to adapt to climate 
change (Denton 2004; Farhana 2014; Pearse 2016; Resurrección 2013; Sultana 2014; 
Terry 2009). Thus, it has been argued that any response to climate change that fails to 
consider gender will not only be unsuccessful and unsustainable (MacGregor 2010; 
Terry 2009) but also may sustain the existing chain of inequalities (Bee et al. 2013; Pearse 
2016). 

So far, a growing body of scholarship has contributed to our understanding of the 
subject; however, gender and feminist scholars raise three concerns regarding the 
ongoing construction of the gender and climate change adaptation linkage (Arora-
Jonsson 2011; Bee et al. 2013; Bunce and Ford 2015; Farhana 2014; MacGregor 2010, 
2014; Resurrección 2013). One of the observations is that the dominant narration of 
women, especially women in the global south, as inherently vulnerable tends to ignore 
the context-specific aspect of the gender and climate change adaptation linkage 
(Arora-Jonsson 2011). Aside from an essentialist perspective, such framings become 
problematic as they inform and direct adaptation policy and interventions to prioritise 
women or to include uncritical gender-sensitive language without having a nuanced 
understanding of context-specific underlying factors and gender power imbalances 
(Arora-Jonsson 2011; Bee et al. 2013; Nelson and Stathers 2009; Skinner 2011). 

The second concern is that existing literature tends to focus on women rather than 
on gender (MacGregor 2010). According to Bretherton (1998, as cited in MacGregor 
2010), focusing on ‘women’ instead of gender disconnects them from the gendered 
socio-economic, cultural and institutional ground upon which their marginalisation is 
generated and sustained. In line with this, MacGregor (2010, 228) states that ‘[r]ather 
than theorising gender as a social and political relationship between people with 
masculine and feminine identities, most analyses of gender and climate change fall 
into the familiar trap that gender-means-women’. Thus, scholars call for focusing on the 
underlying structural and institutional factors that result in vulnerability and adaptation 
to climate change that is differentiated along gender lines (Bee et al. 2013; Bunce and 
Ford 2015; MacGregor 2010, 2014; Resurrección 2013). 
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1
The third concern is connected to the construction of adaptation discourses and policy in 
gender-neutral terms (Israel and Sachs 2013; MacGregor 2010, 2014). Feminist scholars 
state that climate discourses and policy dominated by masculine norms tend to focus 
on a technocratic and managerial approach that is often presented as gender ‘neutral’ 
(Bee et al. 2013; Israel and Sachs 2013; MacGregor 2010, 2014). Avoiding discrimination, 
gender-neutral policies assume that all people can be affected by or benefit from 
policies and strategies in the same way (Kabeer 1994; Wharton 2005). However, as 
communities such as smallholders are heterogeneous and positioned differently within 
contextual power relations, often gender-neutral policies end up in discriminatory 
outcomes against disadvantaged groups such as women (Kronsell 2006). 

In response to these black boxes, this dissertation, therefore, aims to contribute to 
the literature by emphasising gender asymmetric relations and structural factors that 
regard adaptation to climate change in a smallholder farming context. The argument 
in this study is that understanding gender as a relational concept provides a better 
analytical lens to capture the complex gender dimension of climate change adaptation.

1.2. Gender in Climate Change Adaptation: Key Concepts 

1.2.1. Conceptualising Climate Change Adaptation 

The earlier adaptation discussions tended to be dominated by a plea for technocratic 
and top-down interventions using deterministic methods of analysis in response to 
exposure to climate change effects (Adger et al. 2009; MacGregor 2010). However, most 
scholarly work today accedes to the fact that adaptation to climate change is a complex 
process influenced not only by climate-induced problems but also by broader social, 
economic, political and institutional drivers (Adger et al. 2009; Moser and Ekstrom 2010; 
O’Brien 2012; Pelling 2011). 

Adaptation to climate change materialises in different types and forms based on when, 
where and how adaptation is carried out, who adapts and what changes adaptation 
demands (Füssel 2007; IPCC 2014a; Smit et al. 2001). Among various categorisations, 
this dissertation deals with autonomous and planned adaptation. Autonomous 
adaptation refers to adaptation responses of individuals and households triggered by 
a perceived or actual change in climate (Smit et al. 2001). In the smallholders’ context, 
studies have identified various types of autonomous adaptation measures, including 
crop and livestock selection, crop diversification, farming adjustments, soil and water 
conservation, livelihood diversification and migration (Deressa et al. 2009; Goulden 
et al. 2009). In order to systematise adaptation measures, this study adopts Agrawal’s 
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(2010) analytical categorisation of adaptation activities that include risk diversification 
(spreading risks across assets); migration (spreading risks across space); storage 
(spreading risk across time); market exchange; and communal pooling (spreading risk 
across households). 

Planned adaptation, on the other hand, refers to policy-driven adaptation implemented 
by government and other public bodies (Adger et al. 2007; Füssel 2007). Planned 
adaptation strategies can be categorised as either ex-ante (before the event/ in 
response to expected change, called anticipatory) or ex-post (after the event happened, 
called reactive) (Hoddinott and Quisumbing 2003). Sometimes, planned adaptation is 
formulated in response to specific demands, e.g., from the agriculture sector (cf. Adger 
et al. 2007). For instance, Smit and Skinner (2002) developed a typology of adaptation 
to classify and characterise agricultural adaptation options in Canada that includes 
technological development, government programs and insurance, farm production 
practices and farm financial management. Ayers and Huq (2009) propose three different 
adaptation options available to the agriculture sector: institutional policies, public/
private arrangements such as technologies and building infrastructure and livelihood-
based approaches. Alternatively, planned adaptation takes a broader, no-regret 
orientation, referring to adaptation that will have benefit, or at least will not incur cost, 
even without any climate change incident (cf. Heltberg et al. 2009). 

Another theme this dissertation deals with is the process surrounding the making of 
adaptation policies. With recognition of adaptation as a necessary strategy to respond 
to the unavoidable impacts of climate change (IPCC 2014a), policy makers have begun 
to engage in the development of climate policy (Lwasa 2015; Massy and Huitema 2016). 
Although the development of adaptation policies and strategies at different levels of 
governance has shown significant growth, climate policies seem to remain relatively 
uncontested and value-free compared to other policy arenas, mainly due to the 
dominance of technocratic framing that downplays the political and social dynamics 
(Bee et al. 2013; Israel and Sachs 2013; MacGregor 2010, 2014). When policies are 
framed as asocial and apolitical, gender tends to be ignored and policies remain largely 
gender-neutral, if not biased. As a result, there is a growing call among gender scholars 
to consider and evaluate the policy discourses surrounding policy making processes in 
which adaptation options are proposed, developed and decided upon (Bee et al. 2013; 
MacGregor 2010, 2014: Skinner 2011).
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1.2.2. Conceptulisation of Gender 

In this research, gender refers to a social relation that is deeply embedded in resource 
regimes and power relations and discursively frames concepts of masculinity and 
femininity (MacGregor 2010; Wharton 2005). In a patriarchal system that privileges men 
and their experiences, gender relations are entrenched upon by and emanate from the 
asymmetrical and hierarchical relations that are an essential part of social structure, 
interaction, processes and institutions (Acker 1992; Scott 1986; Wharton 2005). These 
asymmetric gender relations create and maintain a system of inequalities between men 
and women vis-à-vis access to resources, power and decision making, as well as roles 
and responsibilities (ibid), which in turn results in a differentiated vulnerability, adaptive 
capacity and adaptation process between men and women (Nelson and Stathers 2009; 
Terry 2009).

1.2.3. Gender and Adaptation Nexus

Despite this long-standing discussion in environmental discourses, gender was a 
‘latecomer’ in the climate change debate (Denton 2004). Different reasons are forwarded 
for its delayed start. This is in part due to the overwhelming emphasis on mitigation 
instead of adaptation, and in part due to scientific and technocratic construction of 
adaptation to climate change that overlooks its social and political attributes (Denton 
2004; MacGregor 2010, 2014). For instance, MacGregor (2010) indicates that the 
relatively value-free managerial approach of dominant climate discourses obscures the 
political dimensions and questions of power that are vital from a gender perspective. 
Indeed, by now there is a large body of empirical and theoretical literature dealing with 
gender and climate change adaptation, and it reveals that gender is indeed a vital part 
of both climate change problems and responses (cf. Arora-Jonsson 2011; Denton 2004; 
MacGregor 2010, 2014; Pearse 2016; Resurrección 2013; Terry 2009).

The nexus of gender and/or women and the environment has been a subject 
of discussion since the 1970s and 1980s when ecofeminism, which is the first 
conceptualisation, posited a special connection between women’s oppression and 
exploitation of the environment. Some ecofeminists hypothesise that this connection 
results from an intrinsic biological attribute, whereas others link the connection with 
social constructions (Plumwood 1993; Shiva 1988, 2001). An approach to development 
known as ‘women and environment’ has emerged from this construction of the women 
and environment linkage. However, the suggestion that women are closer to nature has 
been widely criticised by feminist scholars in the field as being ‘essentialist’ (Agarwal 
1992; Rocheleau et al. 1996). 
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Against this viewpoint, alternative conceptualisations have emerged. One alternative 
approach is feminist environmentalism, which focuses on gender and highlights 
the need to emphasise differences in material realities of labour, property and 
power between women and men in order to understand their relationship with the 
environment, instead of relying on a natural, inherent connection (Agrawal 1992). The 
gender and environment approach is aligned with this theorisation. So is a feminist 
political ecology that regards gendered ideology and structural power relations as vital 
variables in shaping environmental knowledge, rights and responsibilities in relation to 
resources (Leach 1994; Rocheleau et al. 1996). 

The body of scholarship in climate change indicates that (a specific group of ) men 
and (a specific group of ) women experience and respond to climate change effects 
in different ways (Bee 2016; Djoudi and Brockhaus 2011; Farhana 2014; Terry 2009). 
For instance, in their study in Northern Mali, Djoudi and Brockhaus (2011) identify 
that not only do men and women use different adaptation strategies, but also they 
have a different perception of the same strategy. According to their findings, rural 
men consider migration as an adaptation, whereas women consider it as the cause of 
vulnerability. Nabikolo et al. (2012) also found that there is a gender dimension to the 
choice of adaptation strategies between male household heads and female household 
heads in rural Uganda. Moreover, evidence indicates that men and women encounter 
different adaptation constraints. For instance, in their study in Uganda, Ghana and 
Bangladesh, Jost et al. (2015) find that women have less adaptive capacity than men, 
as they encounter resource constraints, limited access to information and extension 
services and high labour demands in available adaptation strategies. Bee (2016) also 
demonstrates the differentiated effect of  ‘changing institutions, politics and landscapes’ 
on women in a study carried out in rural Mexico.  

As vulnerability of women in the developing world dominates the discussion (Arora-
Jonsson 2011; IPCC 2007), a growing number of studies discuss the subject in the global 
south (Pearse 2016) and particularly in Sub-Saharan Africa (Bunce and Ford 2015). In 
their analysis of adaptation, resilience and vulnerability literature from 2006 to 2014, 
Bunce and Ford (2015) found that compared to other parts of the world, gender in the 
SSA context got a high level of coverage in the literature. However, their observation 
indicates that a majority of the studies tend to focus on women as vulnerable groups 
without critically examining the entrenched factors (ibid, p.9).
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1.3.  Research Objective and Research Questions

The primary objective of the dissertation is to explain the influence of gender on 
smallholders’ adaptation engagement, planned adaptation intervention and national 
adaptation policy making. The thesis intends to answer the following research questions. 

Research Question 1: How is gender influencing adaptation measures carried out by 
farm households? This research question has two parts: (1) How do male- and female-
headed households respectively adapt to climate change – and more particularly to 
drought? (2) How do various types of interconnected barriers to adaptation influence 
their respective adaptation choices? This first part deals with the ongoing (autonomous) 
adaptation measures carried out by female and male household heads. The second part 
of the analysis is about barriers to adaptation as a gendered process that aims to find 
out the factors attributable to different adaptation priorities and choices. This question 
is dealt with in the second chapter. 

Research Question 2: What gendered effects does government adaptation intervention 
have on farm households’ autonomous adaptation? This research question focuses on 
Ethiopian government planned adaptation interventions at the local level, drawing on 
the case of the Productive Safety Net Programme (PSNP) and the effect of its interplay 
with households’ autonomous adaptation. The research question is dealt with at two 
particular levels: (1) How does planned adaptation emanating from the state interplay 
with autonomous adaptation operating at the household level? (2) How and why are 
the effects differentiated? This research question is dealt with in Chapter 3. 

Research Question 3: How and why does gender influence the national climate adaptation 
policy strategy? This part of the thesis explores the policy arena and its gender 
dimension, zooming in on the Ethiopian government’s Climate Resilient Strategy for 
Agriculture and Forest. The research question aims at unpacking the gendered policy 
making process. Chapter 4 elucidates this part.

Research Questions 4: How can transformative adaptation be made gender-responsive? 
Drawing on the understanding of previous chapters, this research question intends to 
identify the potential leverage points for promoting gender-responsive transformative 
adaptation that rectifies the underlying gendered structural and institutional factors in 
a smallholders context.
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1.4. Research Framework and Analytical Lens 

1.4.1. Research Framework 

The dissertation aims to explain the influence of gender on smallholders’ adaptation 
engagement, planned adaptation intervention and national adaptation policy making. 
Under this research objective, four research questions, mentioned above, are raised, and 
the study applies different approaches that suits each research question (see Figure 1.1). 

 

Focus: 
Local adaptation 

options and role of 
gendered barriers to 

adaptation 

Focus:  
Gendered effect of 
autonomous and 

planned adaptation 
interplay 

Focus: 
Policymaking arena 

as gendered  
contested space 

Chapter 5: Gender-
responsive 

Transformative 
Adaptation (GRTA)  

Observation: Overlooked 
Gender Asymmetric Relations 

and Structural Factors 

Chapter 4: National 
Adaptation Discourses 

and Policy  

Chapter 3: Planned 
Adaptation 

Intervention  

Chapter 2: 
Smallholder Farmers’ 

Autonomous 
Adaptation  

Approach:  
Sustainable 

Livelihood Approach 
 (Scoones 1998) 

Approach:  
Institutional Interplay 

(Young 2002) 

Approach:  
Discursive 

Institutionalism  
(Schmidt 2008) 

Focus:  
Leverage points for 

GRTA  

Approach:  
Multivariant 

Transformative 
Remedies  

(Fraser 1997, 2007) 

Figure 1.1: Research Outline

The first research question focuses on analysis of male and female-headed households’ 
adaptation strategies and the influence of gendered barriers. In this part, the study 
applies a Sustainable Livelihood Approach (SLA). SLA is rooted in the field of rural 
development and some of the prominent scholars include Chambers and Conway 

a.assefa-mersha-layout.indd   28 05/06/2018   16:05



29

INTRODUCTION

1
(1992), Ellis (2000) and Scoones (1998, 2009). Challenging a single-sector approach that 
neglects the complex nature of rural development problems, SLA extends the focus to 
a broader social, institutional and organisational context where capitals and access to 
them are situated (Ellis 2000; Scoones 2009). As gender scholars indicate, this context is 
where asymmetric gender relations are (re)produced, reinforced and sustained (Acker 
1992; Lowndes and Roberts 2013). We adopt SLA because the study positions adaptation 
to climate change in the broader set of livelihood processes that are shaped by climate 
and non-climate factors (see also Below et al. 2014; Behrman et al. 2014). This is in line 
with Pearse (2016, 1), who states that gendered adaptation is ‘multi-dimensional and 
reflective of gender relations in particular socioeconomic and cultural contexts, not 
simply a matter of women’s intrinsic vulnerability’. 

The second research question seeks to examine the gendered effect of the interplay 
between households’ autonomous adaptation and government-sponsored planned 
adaptation. In the adaptation literature, both autonomous and planned adaptation 
are widely discussed (Bonzanigo et al. 2015; Christoplos et al. 2009; Easterling et al. 
2007; Forsyth and Evans 2013), but their interplay has gained little attention so far 
(IPCC 2012; Smith and Malik 2012). To capture the interplay and its effect, the study 
adopts institutional interplay as a tool of analysis. Some of the prominent authors in 
the analysis of institutional interplay include Young (1996, 1999, 2002) and Gehring 
and Oberthür (2004, 2009). Institutional interplay refers to the phenomenon where 
one target institution is, intentionally or unintentionally, affected by another source 
institution (Gehring and Oberthür 2009; Young 2002). We apply institutional interplay 
because it provides a tool to analyse not only the interaction between planned and 
autonomous adaptation but also the consequential negative or positive effects (ibid) 
instead of examining the individual adaptation interventions as ‘stand-alone entities 
that can be analysed in isolation from one another (Young 1999, 163). By applying 
institutional interplay, however, the dissertation would like to extend the discussion 
beyond unanimous effects, i.e., planned adaptation can either stimulate or hinder 
autonomous adaptation. The disseration aims to explain the different shades of effects 
across households following class and gender lines. 

The third research question deals with gender in adaptation policy making. It is based 
on the observation that climate policies and institutions tend to be relatively gender-
neutral, due in part to the rather limited attention that is given to gender and its role 
in climate discourses and policy (re)production (MacGregor 2010; Pearse 2016; Skinner 
2011). Hence, this dissertation intends to explain the gender-neutral policy outcome 
by analysing the policy interactive process – i.e., by looking at policy actors and their 
interaction. To do so, the study draws on the work of Schmidt (2008, 2010) on discursive 
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institutionalism (DI) and deploys an approach that focuses on policy documents and 
content, policy actors and interaction among policy actors to unveil what Schmidt calls 
coordinative discourses. According to Schmidt (2008), discursive institutionalism helps 
us to get a clear understanding of how and why specific policy ideas gain prominence 
in a given discursive policy making process. Recognising policy making arenas as a 
gender-contested space (cf. Kronsell 2006), the dissertation adopts DI to analyse how, 
when and by whom discourses of gender and climate change adaptation are delivered 
and dealt with. 

In answering the fourth research question, the dissertation intends to engage in the 
identification of leverage points for transformative adaptation that is gender-responsive. 
Recent adaptation debates have witnessed growing momentum for transformation, 
which advocates for altering the underlying structures and relations that put people 
in vulnerable positions and that constrain their adaptive capacity (Pelling 2011). The 
argument here is that as such structural and relational underlying factors are gendered, 
gender needs to be considered as an integral part of interventions aimed at the 
realisation of transformation goals. However, operationalising transformative adaptation 
is challenging (Feola 2015; IPCC 2014a; O’Brien 2017). The dissertation opts for the use 
of transformation theories; in particular, it adopts Fraser’s multivariate transformative 
remedies (Fraser 1997, 2000, 2007). According to Fraser (1997), transformative remedies 
aim at reconfiguring the underlying generative framework, which results in inequalities 
that cannot be addressed by incremental interventions. Fraser proposes three 
interdependent and inseparable remedies, namely, redistribution, recognition and 
representation (ibid). We apply this particular approach because it helps to integrate 
the social, economic and political factors in transformative adaptation that tend to be 
ignored in current interventions aimed at transformation (O’Brien 2017). It also helps 
to broaden the focus of transformative adaptation in the smallholder context from a 
sectoral approach to structural and relational factors. 

1.4.2. A Gender Relations Analytical Approach

This dissertation analyses the nexus of gender and climate change adaptation using a 
gender relations analytical lens. MacGregor (2010, 127) notes that a gender analysis of 
adaptation should entail considering ‘power relations between men and women and 
the discursive and cultural construction’ of masculinity and femininity. Unlike focusing 
solely on ‘women’ or taking gender as a categorical variable, using gender as a relational 
and analytical concept provides a better way to contest seemingly gender-neutral 
arenas (Scott 2010). 
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A relational conceptualisation of gender centres on a hierarchical power relationship 
between men and women vis-a-vis access to resources, roles and responsibilities and 
participation in decision making at the household and community level (Kabeer 1994; 
Wharton 2005). Hence, understanding the nature of this relationship is crucial not 
only to capture the nexus of gender and climate change adaptation but also to situate 
adaptation in the broader institutional and social context where gender relations 
are reproduced. This is in line with Nightingale’s (2009) suggestion to conceptualise 
climate change adaptation as a process where unequal social (and gender) relations 
are contested, changed and reinforced. Moreover, gender relations are enacted and 
reproduced at institutional and organisational levels including formal rules, informal 
norms, state and community, in addition to everyday routines at the household level 
(Acker 1992; Kabeer 1994; Lowndes and Roberts 2013). Thus, applying a gender relations 
lens as an analytical tool provides a better way to examine autonomous adaptation, 
planned adaptation intervention and adaptation policy making as gendered processes. 

1.5. Research Contributions: Scientific and Social 

The dissertation aims to contribute to the current discussion in the field of adaptation 
to climate change by analysing the nexus of gender and climate change adaptation, 
both in general and in the smallholder farming context in particular. The study has both 
scientific and social relevance. Scientifically, the relevance of this study is derived from 
its usage of a gender relations lens in analysing local adaptation engagement, the effect 
of planned adaptation intervention and the making of adaptation policies. 

First, regarding the theorisation of barriers to adaptation, the emerging academic 
literature identifies and examines different barriers to adaptation in different contexts 
(cf. Biesbroek et al. 2013; Runhaar et al. 2012; Shackleton et al. 2015). However, unlike 
the generic framing of barriers, by using a Sustainable Livelihood Approach to situate 
adaptation in people’s livelihoods, this dissertation contributes to our understanding 
of barriers as interconnected and as having a different role and a differentiated effect 
across gender line. To design and implement strategies that overcome barriers to 
adaptation, it is crucial to understand and consider the different and even conflicting 
roles of various factors. 

Second, although the presence of different types of adaptation is widely discussed, 
the potential interaction between them, especially between autonomous and planned 
adaptation, has gained little attention so far (IPCC 2012; Smith and Malik 2012). By 
analysing the interplay between government-sponsored planned adaptation and 
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farm households’ autonomous adaptation, this research aims to fill this gap and to 
further enhance our understanding with regard to different, often camouflaged effects 
of the interplay. From a gender perspective, the findings enable the questioning of a 
homogenised conceptualisation of planned adaptation intervention effects. 

Third, assessing interactive discourses and policy content, the study explains the 
reason behind the production of gender-neutral adaptation policy with the help of 
the discursive institutionalism framework. The study highlights the importance of 
investigating policy arenas as being gendered spaces in order to understand how 
gender is (mis)represented in adaptation discourses and policy. 

Lastly, in response to calls to make transformative adaptation responsive to social, 
economic and political factors (cf. O’Brien 2017), this study draws on feminist theorisation 
of transformation with the intention of proposing leverage points for transformative 
adaptation that is gender-responsive. In doing so, the study argues that the gender 
dimension of adaptation should be treated as an integral part of a transformative 
intervention. 

Socially, as more and more climate change-induced problems are expected to affect 
smallholder farmers in Sub-Saharan African countries, Ethiopia included (IPCC 2014b), 
research that specifically and explicitly focuses on gender relations is crucial for social 
reasons as well. As recorded by the agriculture and development literature for a long 
time now, gender inequalities in a smallholder farmers’ context is crucial and manifested 
in various ways, including in power imbalances in decision making and politics, unequal 
access to and control over resources, institutional marginalisation and limited access 
to agriculture and extension services (Aguilar et al. 2015; Doss 2001; Fisher and Naidoo 
2016; Huyer 2016; Kerr 2017). On top of this, the threats of climate change effects 
may exacerbate such pre-existing inequalities and generate new ones (Resurrección 
2013; Terry 2009). Therefore, understanding and addressing the gender dimension of 
adaptation to climate change is vital not only to respond to climate change but also to 
counter and transform existing inequality. 

Moreover, as gender inequality have both material and cultural dimensions (Fraser 
2007), addressing them requires a nuanced understanding of a broader set of 
multidimensional and contextual factors. It is anticipated that this dissertation will 
provide insights regarding the complex material and ideological gender order in study 
areas that can guide policies and interventions not only in climate change adaptation 
but also in broader development interventions. Furthermore, as any type of gender-
responsive intervention contains a social change agenda, a critical reflection on the 
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existing gender regime is required. Thus, the dissertation is expected to provide such 
reflection by questioning the normalised and naturalised gendered assumptions and 
practices that operate in formal and informal institutions. 

1.6. The Research Context: Ethiopia 

Ethiopia has the second largest population in Africa, with 90.1 million people and 
a growth rate of 2.5% in 2014. Some 80% of Ethiopia’s population lives in rural areas 
(FDRE-CSA 2015). It is a socially diverse country with more than 80 ethnic groups and 
diverse cultural backgrounds. Similar to other Sub-Saharan African countries, Ethiopia’s 
economy is mainly based on agriculture that is dominantly composed of smallholder 
farmers. In recent decades, Ethiopia has been highly acclaimed as being on the fast track 
of economic growth. Since 2003-2004, the economy has registered rapid growth with 
annual per capita growth rates of 8.3% (World Bank 2013). However, despite this rapid 
economic growth, the country remains one of the poorest in the world, as one-third of 
its population is living under the poverty line (UNDP 2016). It has a human development 
index (HDI) of 0.448, ranking 174th out of 188 countries (ibid).

On top of other social, environmental and political problems, Ethiopia has experienced 
climate change in terms of changing patterns of temperature and rainfall; declining 
and unreliable rainfall; and recurrent and intensified climate extremes such as drought 
and flooding (Conway and Schipper 2011; FDRE 2011a, 2015; NMA 2007). The National 
Adaptation Programme of Action (NAPA) of Ethiopia identifies six climate change-
related impacts that include increasing drought, floods, heavy rains, strong winds, frost 
and high temperatures (NMA 2007). According to the same document, the mean annual 
temperature has shown an increase by 1.3oC between 1960-2006 and a highly variable 
rainfall distribution both spatially and temporally (ibid). 

Future projections also report an increasing temperature (Conway and Schipper 2011; 
Eshetu et al. 2014; FDRE 2015; NMA 2007). Based on General Circulation Models (CGMs), 
Ethiopia is expected to experience an increase in annual average mean temperature 
of 1.2oC, 2.2oC and 3.3oC in 2030, 2050 and the 2090, respectively, in comparison to a 
baseline of 1961 to 2006 (FDRE 2011b). Although projections regarding rainfall seems 
to be inconsistent, the same model indicates considerable fluctuation and variability 
across regions (Conway and Schipper 2011; NMA 2007). 

Ethiopia has faced climate extreme events such as drought and flooding for a long time 
(FDRE 2011a, 2015; Viste et al. 2012). Drought has been the main threat behind severe 
food crises and famine affecting millions of people and livestock (OXFAM International 
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2011; World Bank 2010). Studies indicate that drought-related shocks used to occur 
every 10 years, on average; yet, the time between incidents has now shortened to 1 
to 2 years (cf. Gebrehiwot et al. 2011; Viste et al. 2012). The intensity and geographical 
coverage of droughts are also likely to increase (ibid). 

As people’s livelihood depends on rain-fed agriculture, climate change and extreme 
events have already had devastating impacts in terms of death and displacement of 
smallholder farmers (Deressa et al. 2009; FDRE 2015; OXFAM International 2011; World 
Bank 2010). Economically, evidence indicates a strong association between drought 
incidents and GDP decline (FDRE 2015; Deressa et al. 2009; World Bank 2010). For 
instance, the severe drought of 1984 reduced GDP by 10%, and the 2002/03 drought 
resulted in a 4% decline in GDP, a 12% reduction in agricultural output and a 15% 
inflation rate (FDRE 2015). Moreover, Ethiopia’s Arabic coffee was particularly impacted, 
with a 30% decline in harvest (ibid). If the current rate of climate change continues, 
growing Arabica coffee in Ethiopia could be impossible by the end of the century (FDRE 
2015; OXFAM International 2011). 

Regarding responses to actual and perceived changes in climate, both smallholders and 
the government have been engaged in different adaptation strategies. According to a 
nationwide study conducted by the Ministry of Finance and Economic Development 
(MoFED) (2007), identified smallholders’ autonomous adaptation strategies to withstand 
shocks include the selling of animals (40%), loans from relatives (18%), the selling of crop 
outputs (14%) and liquidification of savings (9%). Moreover, different studies across the 
country reported more or less similar lists of adaptation strategies (cf. Alebachew 2011; 
Belay et al. 2017; Deressa et al. 2009; Di Falco and Veronesi 2012). 

The Ethiopian government and international organisations have been engaged in 
devising and implementing adaptation strategies. Particularly, the current government 
has issued a number of policy and strategy documents, among others in response 
to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), such as 
NAPA in 2007 (EMA 2007) and Ethiopia’s National Programme of Adaptation to Climate 
Change (FDRE 2010). It also issued a Climate Resilient Green Economy Strategy in 2011 
that consists of a Green Economy Strategy and a Climate Resilient Strategy (Eshetu et al. 
2014; FDRE 2011b, 2015). 

Moreover, different sectors devised their own adaptation strategies. For instance, the 
Ministry of Agriculture and Natural Resources issued the Agriculture Sector Programme 
of Plan on Adaptation to Climate Change in 2011 (FDRE 2011a) and the Climate Resilience 
Strategy in 2015 (FDRE 2015). These documents identified a number of planned 
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adaptation interventions that focus on soil and water conservation, environmental 
rehabilitation, early warning systems and social protection programmes such as the 
Productive Safety-Net Programme (FDRE 2011a, 2015). 

1.7.  Research Approach and Methodology 

Each chapter in the disserations explains the applied methods in detail. Hence, this 
part simply highlights the overall approach of the study. Considering the nature of this 
study, i.e., an explorative gender inquiry, the dissertation adopts mainly a qualitative 
research approach. According to Hancock (1998), a qualitative research method aims 
to explain why things are the way they are, why people behave as they do and other 
related questions.

1.7.1. Case Study Research Method 

A case study is an approach used to analyse and understand a complex phenomenon in 
context. In this study, the context refers to the underlying social, economic, institutional 
and political factors where gender asymmetric relations are entrenched. Based on the 
notion that a case study is expected ‘to capture the complexity of a single case’ (Miller et 
al. 2008; Stake 1995, xi), this thesis applied a case study approach to unpack the gender 
dimensions of adaptation, considering the complexity of different factors not only as 
independently functioning but also as interacting with each other.

A case study approach is flexible to use different theoretical or analytical frames and 
to employ a mix of quantitative and qualitative methods (cf. Thomas 2011; Yin 2013). 
Hence, the empirical chapters of this thesis are built drawing on different theoretical 
and conceptual frameworks such as the Sustainable Livelihood Approach, institutional 
interplay, discursive institutionalism and transformative adaptation. Furthermore, as 
Willis (2007, p. 239) highlights, a case study focuses on ‘real people and real situations’ 
and helps to ‘illuminate the reader’s understanding of the phenomenon under study’. 
Narrations of respondents’ lived experiences are used to depict the complex contexts 
of the case. 

Empirical data was gathered from two districts located in the northeastern highlands 
of Ethiopia – Raya Azebo district in Tigray regional state and Kobo district in Amhara 
regional state. The prevalence of recurrent droughts was the main criteria in selecting 
the research sites. Both areas experienced all major droughts that have occurred in 
Ethiopia, including the 1970s and 1980s droughts that made global headlines and the 
very recent 2016 drought that hit the Horn of Africa (OXFAM 2016; World Bank 2010). 
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The two areas also have experienced many other localised droughts at different times 
(Alebachew 2011). The study does not consider these two cases as representatives of the 
whole highland smallholder community in Ethiopia, as looking for representativeness 
is not the main intention of a case study approach (Yin 2013). However, the results are 
generalizable to the extent that insights may be generally useful for the smallholder 
farming context in Ethiopia specifically, and Sub-Saharan Africa in general. 

1.7.2. Data Collection 

The data for this study were collected in three rounds. Qualitative methods were used to 
gather information, including semi-structured interviews, focus group discussion and 
key informant interviews. Table 1.1 presents the details of the data collection methods 
that were employed and the period during which the respective data were collected. 
Semi-structured interviews with household heads, women villagers, government 
officials from local to national levels and other related actors such as local civil society 
representatives, and focus group discussions with men and women villagers were the 
main data collection tools. Observation of public work and informal discussion with 
male and female adults and elderly people were also carried out to gain an in-depth 
understanding of the context. Furthermore, a household survey was conducted in order 
to supplement qualitative data. 

Moreover, this study relies on official government policy documents and technical 
documents and reports. The documents are used to analyse adaptation policy framing 
and construction at the national level. Document analysis is also employed to triangulate 
information gathered through interviews and focus group discussions. 

1.8.  Structure of the Dissertation 

The remaining part of the dissertation consists of five chapters, i.e., four empirical 
chapters and the conclusion chapter. Chapter 2 provides the analysis of autonomous 
adaptation in two cases, focusing on gender differences in adaptation types and 
the nature and types of adaptation barriers that male and female household heads 
encounter. Chapter 3 focuses on adaptation types, mainly planned and autonomous 
adaptation, with the intention of analysing their interplay. This part seeks to examine 
the outcome of the interplay as socially differentiated along gender and class lines. 
Chapter 4 moves the discussion to national climate discourses and policy making 
processes. The analysis reveals the interactive policy process that produces specific 
outcomes from the perspective of gender relations. Responding to the observed 
gender vacuum in the previous chapters, Chapter 5 proposes a mechanism through 
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which adaptation responses could better address gender dimensions, i.e., gender-
responsive transformative adaptation. Finally, the concluding chapter reflects on the 
research objectives and questions based on the results of the empirical chapters. 

Table 1.1: Field Work Details 

Field Work Phases Methods Details

First Field Work
(March and 
May 2014)

Semi-structured 
interviews

1. 44 with household heads 
- Based on area, 23 interviews were in Kobo 

district and 21 in Raya Azebo district 
- Based on sex, 20 interviewees were male household 

heads and 24 female household heads 

Focus group discussion • Two mixed-sex with community members 
• Two single-sex FGDs with women in both districts 

Key informant 
interviews and 
unstructured interviews 

• Elderly community members 
• Local extension workers 

Informal discussion and 
public and community 
meeting observation 

• Informal discussion with men while they were on farm duty 
• Observation of community informal 

meetings and holiday celebrations 
• Attending women’s gatherings and networks such as coffee 

ceremonies and Iquib gatherings (a traditional saving system) 

Second Field Work
(February and 
March 2015) 

Semi-structured 
interviews 

• 20 semi-structured interviews with Productive Safety 
Net Programme (PSNP) targeted household heads (10 
female household heads and 10 male household heads) 

• 10 semi-structured interviews with non-
targeted household heads 

• 15 interviews with government officials at 
national, regional and local levels

Observation • Two field observations of public work activities 
carried out by PSNP targeted households 

Third Field Work 
(January and 
April 2016) 

Semi-structured 
interviews 

• 12 interviews with government policy actors 
• 8 interviews with experts of local research 

institutes and civil society organisations
• 15 interviews with married women who are 

living in male-headed households

Survey • 142 questionnaires were administered for 66 de facto 
female household heads and 76 male household heads. 

Focus Group 
Discussion 

• Two FGDs with men members of the community 
• Two FGDs with women members of the community 
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Abstract 

While adaptation has received a fair amount of attention in the climate 
change debate, barriers to adaptation are the focus of a more specific, recent 
discussion. In this discussion, such barriers are generally treated as having a 
uniform, negative impact on all actors. However, we argue that the precise 
nature and impact of such barriers on different actors has so far been largely 
overlooked. Our study of two drought-prone communities in rural Ethiopia sets 
out to examine how female- and male-headed households adapt to climate 
change, particularly focusing on how a variety of barriers influence the choice of 
adaptation measures to varying extents. To this purpose, we built a conceptual 
framework based on the Sustainable Livelihood Approach. Data were collected 
using semi-structured interviews and focus group discussions with male- and 
female-headed households, community leaders and local extension workers. 
Our findings suggest that gender-based differences in the choice of adaptation 
measures at the household level are driven by cultural, social, financial and 
institutional barriers. Barriers to adaptation—particularly when interacting—
have a differentiated impact upon different actors. This outcome hints at the 
need for donors and policymakers to develop intervention strategies that are 
sensitive to this fact.
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2.1. Introduction 

In recognition of the inevitable impacts of climate change, attention to responses to 
these impacts by means of adaptation has been growing in recent years (Adger et al. 
2007). Adaptation refers to the process of adjustment to actual or expected change in 
climate and its effects, aiming to moderate harm or to exploit beneficial opportunities 
in human systems (IPCC 2014b). Adaptation is closely linked with adaptive capacity. 
Adaptive capacity is defined as ‘the ability of systems, institutions, humans, and other 
organisms to adjust to potential damage, to take advantage of opportunities, or 
to respond to consequences’ (IPCC 2014b, p 1758). Adger et al. (2005) indicate that 
adaptation comprises both building adaptive capacity and implementing adaptation 
decisions. Recently, the debate on adaptation has been expanding and now includes 
a particular focus on barriers to adaptation (Biesbroek et al. 2013) which are defined 
as ‘factors that make it harder to plan and implement adaptation action’ (IPCC 2014b, 
p 1758). Bryan et al. (2013) find that in Kenya, barriers that prevent households from 
adapting to climate change include a lack of means to invest in measures that go beyond 
marginal changes in planting decisions. Deressa et al. (2009) show how the range of 
barriers to adaptation includes education, age, wealth of the household head, access to 
extension and credit, and gender. The conclusions that Hassan and Nhemachena (2008) 
derive from their study of 11 African countries hint at partly similar barriers. In particular, 
they stress that access to markets, extension and credit services, technology and farm 
assets (labour, land and capital) are critical in helping African farmers adapt to climate 
change. A study of 160 households in the Babilie district of Eastern Ethiopia carried out 
by Tazeze et al. (2012) adds family size, livestock ownership, income from farm and non-
farm activities to the factors highlighted above. In the analysis of a study conducted by 
Nabikolo et al. (2012), explicit attention is given to the role of gender, operationalised by 
looking at male- and female-headed households in Uganda, respectively. They test and 
corroborate the hypothesis that there is a gender dimension to the choice of a climate 
change adaptation strategies. Various literatures have identified different barriers to 
adaptation to climate change and shown them to be context-specific and varying both 
across time and space (Adger et al. 2009; Biesbroek et al. 2013).

We are now beginning to understand the types of barriers that affect the choices of 
farmers who are confronted by climate change. However, rather than perceiving gender 
as a barrier in and by itself, we are interested in getting to understand how and why 
barriers may be affecting male and female-headed households differently. We build 
on and add to the important insights gained so far, by initiating the development of 
a unifying framework that, through a more standardised approach, would allow for an 
increased comparability of results.
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The fourth assessment report of the IPCC denoted a lack of attention in the literature to 
social and cultural barriers to adaptation (Adger et al. 2007). Studies now begin to focus 
not only on social and cultural barriers but also on political, institutional and cognitive 
barriers to adaptation experienced by individuals, groups and organisations (Adger et al. 
2009; Biesbroek et al. 2013). The fifth assessment report of the IPCC listed eight distinct 
types of barriers: physical; biological; economic; financial; human resource; social and 
cultural; and governance and institutional barriers, and barriers related to knowledge, 
awareness and technology, respectively (IPCC 2014a).

While expanding scholarly work recognises the decisive role that different barriers can 
play in processes of adaptation to climate change, the precise nature and impact of 
the different categories of barriers, and the interconnectedness between them, remains 
elusive. Overall, most literatures conceive of ‘barriers’ as having a linear, generic, and 
overall negative impact on people’s ability to adapt adequately (Biesbroek et al. 2013). 
However, we feel that insufficient attention has been given to the fact that barriers— 
especially when combined—have a differentiated impact on different actors, in 
determining whether or how they can or will adapt to climate change. For instance, 
cultural barriers combined with social barriers may restrict the adaptation choices of 
(certain) women, while simultaneously facilitating adequate adaptation by (certain) 
men. Therefore, this study explores how differentiation in terms of the impact of barriers 
pans out on the ground. We take a gender perspective when looking at the adaptation 
measures of male- and female-headed households, respectively, in drought-prone 
rural areas of Ethiopia. We assume that as a vital relational concept in social reality, 
the concept of gender helps us to uncover the connections between different barriers 
and reveal how they may have different effects on female and male household heads’ 
adaptation choices and decisions and their impact and effectiveness. According to 
MacGregor (2010, p 228), some of the existing literatures dealing with the gender–
climate change nexus still continue to focus on ‘women’ rather than on ‘gender’. This 
focus renders women disconnected from a gendered socio-economic, cultural and 
institutional reality by means of which their marginalisation is arguably constructed 
(Bretherton 1998). In line with this argument, and taking gender as our entry point, 
our study aims to answer two research questions. (1) How do male- and female headed 
households adapt to climate change—in particular— to drought? And, (2) how do 
various types of—interconnected—barriers to adaptation influence their respective 
adaptation choices?

a.assefa-mersha-layout.indd   50 05/06/2018   16:05



51

A GENDER APPROACH TO UNDERSTANDING THE DIFFERENTIATED IMPACT OF BARRIERS TO ADAPTATION

2

2.2. A conceptual framework: the sustainable livelihood 
approach (SLA)

Perceiving barriers to adaptation as operating in an interdependent manner helps 
to craft strategies to overcome them effectively (Biesbroek et al. 2013). Doing so 
requires a comprehensive framework. According to the framework proposed by 
Behrman et al. (2014), climate signals affect the vulnerability context (defined by user 
characteristics, biophysical characteristics, institutional arrangements, and information 
and technology), which in turns influences the adaptation arena (where actors with 
varying levels of decision-making power and resources interact). Well-being outcomes 
(i.e. livelihood security and empowerment) are both the result of what happens in the 
adaptation arena and the cause of subsequent changes to the vulnerability context. This 
framework partly satisfies our wish to analyse how various types of—interconnected—
barriers to adaptation influence the respective adaptation choices of male and female 
household heads, respectively. What we borrow from the Behrman et al. framework 
is (1) the operationalisation of outcomes in terms of livelihoods; (2) the notion that 
adaptation is something that concerns individuals, households, and groups; and (3) the 
notion that the vulnerability context should be considered (see below). However, rather 
than focusing on vulnerability, our framework needs to give centre stage to barriers that 
have different effects on different types of actors.

Since we view adaptation to climate change as embedded in a broader set of livelihood 
processes, we turn to the sustainable livelihood approach (SLA) to start building our 
framework. SLA helps to capture the effect of climate change on people’s livelihood 
strategy and to explore different factors that shape adaptation decisions and choices 
(Below et al. 2014).

SLA connects various livelihood elements, including ‘assets (natural, physical, human, 
financial and social), the activities, and the access to these […] that together determine 
the living gained by the individual or household’ (Ellis 2000, p 10). A livelihood is 
more than merely the generation of income and also includes activities related to 
the gaining and retaining of access to resources and opportunities, dealing with risk, 
negotiating within the household and managing social networks and institutions within 
communities (Scoones 1998). People combine various resources (i.e. livelihood assets) 
to create livelihood strategies for survival and/or for improving their well-being. These 
resources are dynamic in nature, and access is mediated by social relations, institutions 
and organisations (Ellis 2000).
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SLA pays attention to both resources and mediating factors. However, mediating 
factors are not always fully integrated in most studies (de Haan and Zoomers 2005). The 
overemphasis on assets rather than on mediating factors is considered as a reason for 
the lack of attention that gender seems to get in livelihood literatures (Krishna 2012). To 
address the gender gap, Krishna (2012) argues that gender concerns need to be brought 
more explicitly into SLA. Taking up this challenge, we attempt to give gender an explicit 
place in our framework. The framing of gender aspects in livelihood studies needs to 
go beyond categories and roles of men and women, and needs to allow for a deeper 
analysis that grasps the lived experiences of men and women as shaped by different 
social realities. Doing so requires the conceptualisation of gender as a constituent 
element of social structure and cultural interpretation (Scott 1986), and as an integral 
aspect of social processes (Acker 1992). 

How can this notion be given a proper place in SLA? The premise of SLA is that mediating 
processes play a pivotal role in guiding livelihoods through influencing access, livelihood 
strategies, decision-making and interaction among different types of capital (Ellis 2000; 
Scoones 1998). According to Scoones (1998, p 12), mediating processes are ‘Formal and 
informal organisations and institutions with regularised practices or patterns of behaviour 
that are structured by rules and norms of societies which have persistent use’.

As noted in gender literatures, these same formal and informal institutions and 
processes lead to the (re)production of gender inequality, both overtly and covertly 
(Lowndes and Roberts 2013). Therefore, gender must be conceived of as a central 
aspect of mediating processes. Attaining this necessitates an understanding of what 
are often called gendered institutions—a notion used to explain how gender relations 
and the construction of femininity and masculinity are entrenched in daily institutional 
processes and practices (Acker 1992; Lowndes and Roberts 2013). Building upon this 
notion, we propose to assign a central role to gendered institutions as a possible barrier 
to adaptation, which also directly or indirectly capture the effect of other types of 
barriers (e.g. financial and social barriers).

Lowndes and Roberts (2013) note different dimensions by which the gendered 
understanding of institutions can be captured: gendered rules, gendered effects of rules, 
gendered actors and gendered policy outcomes. For this study, we focus on gendered 
rules and gendered effects of rules. North (1990, p 3) defines institutions as ‘the rules 
of the game’; hence, gendered rules are rules, norms and practices that affect, among 
others, the behaviour, activities, roles and relations of men and women, respectively, in 
differentiated ways. Gendered effects refer to the fact that the impact of institutions is 
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differentiated along gender lines. For the purpose of this study, we propose to modify 
the SLA framework, taking into consideration these two aspects of gendered institutions 
(see Fig. 2.1).

 

 

Gendered 
Institutions as 

Barriers  
 

▪ Gendered rules, 
norms and 
practices 

▪ Gendered effect 
of rules, norms 
and practices 
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Differentiated 
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Measures 
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Context 

• State and Non-state 
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Context (climate 
and non-climate 
factors) 
 

Figure 2.1: Conceptual Framework of the Study
Source: Adopted from Scoones (1998)

In the framework, the first and core component regards gendered institutions as 
barriers to adaptation. This concept emphasises both formal and informal institutions, 
and as such also captures social, cultural, and governance barriers (IPCC 2014a). This 
component focuses on two analytical notions—gendered rules, norms and practices 
and gendered effects of rules, norms and practices. The framework recognises and allows 
for the analysis of gender at the individual, household and community levels (see also 
Behrman et al. 2014). However, since the household is the unit of analysis in this study, 
such issues are examined here primarily from the experiences at household levels. 

Moreover, gendered institutions are perceived here as a possible barrier with a 
differentiated impact on access to the five livelihood capitals, i.e. the second core 
component of the framework. Natural capital comprises natural resource stocks 
including land, forest and rangeland. Physical capital encompasses access to roads, to 
communication such as radio and telephone, and to farming oxen and tools. Human 
capital covers the ability to labour (e.g. the presence of adult male household members) 
and access to skills training. Social capital consists of bonding, membership of (in)formal 
organisations and linking networks. Finally, financial capital includes income (from on-
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and non-farm activities), access to credit and livestock ownership. The ways in which 
gendered institutions affect differentiated access to these capitals create additional 
barriers to adaptation.

The third core component of the framework regards adaptation measures. Adaptation 
measures in the modified framework are substitutes for livelihood strategies in the original 
framework. Adaptation measures refer to the range and combination of activities and 
choices that households make in order to achieve their goals. Our study uses Agrawal’s 
(2010) activity-oriented analytical classification of adaptation measures, which focuses 
on activities that involve either the pooling or sharing of risks. After our fieldwork, we 
adapted Agrawal’s classification to make it more suited to local circumstances. We 
recognise the following adaptation measures: on-farm adaptation, mobility, storage, off- 
and non-farm diversification, and communal pooling.

On-farm adaptation measures include change in cropping season, change in varieties 
of crops, mixed cropping (combining crops to reduce the risk of crop failure) and soil 
management. Mobility refers to the distribution of risk across spaces. For example, 
individuals may temporarily migrate to another area to engage in alternative income-
generating activities. Storage, or, the distribution of risk across time, is another option. 
Storage becomes an effective method when there is a well-developed infrastructure, 
low levels of perishability and a high level of coordination across households and social 
groups (Agrawal 2010, p 19). Diversification refers to the pooling of risk across resources 
and livelihood activities, and includes the engagement in off-farm activities (Ellis 
2000). Communal pooling is concerned with the distribution of risk across households; 
accordingly, in response to risk, vulnerable households pool their collective resources 
(Agrawal 2010).

In line with the original SLA framework, we also recognise the importance of context, 
traditions, and trends. Hence, the framework considers what we call the vulnerability 
context (see also Behrman et al. 2014) that includes both climate change-related factors 
(e.g. drought) and nonclimate factors (e.g. land degradation and poverty). It also draws 
attention to the possible influence of state and nonstate actors (e.g. NGOs and donors) 
and to socio-economic, political, and policy processes. The forward and backward 
linkages depicted in the visualisation of the framework denote the interaction between 
different components.
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2.3.  The Context: Ethiopia

Located in the Horn of Africa, Ethiopia is a diverse country both socially (with more 
than 80 ethnic groups) and physically. The topographic variation results in diverse 
climate conditions with 30 agro-ecological zones defined by temperature and moisture 
regimes (MoA 2011). The Ethiopian economy largely depends on the agricultural sector 
dominated by smallholders’ rain-fed agriculture that contributes 43 % to the GDP and 
generates 90 % of export revenues. It is also the main source of food and employment 
for 85 % of the population (MoARD 2010). The overwhelming dependency of the 
country’s economy on rain-fed agriculture, combined with persistent poverty, makes 
any change and variability in climate a major threat for the country in general, and for 
rural livelihoods and food security in particular (Alebachew 2011).

Drought, as characterised by the absence of rainfall or the late or too early onset of 
inadequate rain (Gebrehiwot et al. 2011), has been associated with Ethiopia for long 
time. However, in terms of frequency, magnitude and spatial coverage, drought has 
been more pronounced in recent decades (Alebachew 2011). Since the 1970s, drought 
has hit the country every 10 years, and this interval seems to have shortened to 2–3 
years, recently. Also, studies indicate a trend of increasing temperatures (Gebrehiwot et 
al. 2011).

2.3.1. Gender in Ethiopia

As a patriarchal society, gender norms and rules are biased in favour of men in Ethiopia, 
although variations across space and ethnicities exist. Rural women, and specifically 
female household heads, are identified as the most disadvantaged groups in highland 
farming communities where gender disparity in access to and control over productive 
resources such as credit, extension services and land is dominant (Alebachew 2011; 
MoWA 2006). An increasing trend in the number of households headed by women has 
been observed, and a recent report shows that one-fifth of all households (22 %) are 
headed by women (CSA 2014). Therefore, we chose to operationalise gender impact by 
looking at the differences between male- and female household heads, respectively. 
Overall, despite the recent attempt to affirm women’s rights and gender equality 
through progressive laws and policies, such laws and policies often remain on paper 
and gender gaps still persist due to deep-rooted gender norms and implementation 
failure (MoWA 2006).
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2.3.2. Study areas: Raya Azebo and Kobo Districts

This study was conducted in two selected districts in the north-eastern highlands of 
Ethiopia, namely Raya Azebo in the Tigray Regional State and Kobo in the Amhara 
Regional State (Fig. 2), considering persistent drought and subsequent interventions 
by the government (and international donors). According to the districts’ extension 
workers, the study areas experienced localised drought from 2010 to 2013 (personal 
communication). Based on the above-mentioned criteria, two drought-prone Kebeles 
(lowest administrative unit) were chosen from the districts as study sites: Mechare Kebele 
in the Raya Azebo district, and Zoble (Kebele 010), in the Kobo district.

Mixed farming is predominantly practiced in both study areas. Sorghum is the main 
crop, followed by maize, pulse and teff1. The districts receive bi-modal rainfalls; Belg, the 
small rain, occurs during March–April followed by Meher—the main rainy season during 
June–September. Belg is the most important rainy season because crops like sorghum 
are planted during this time. Belg rain is also crucial for pasture. Most big droughts in 
Ethiopia are associated with dry Belg (Viste et al. 2012).

2.4. Methods

Our analysis is based on a qualitative, single case study design where we combine 
within-case spatial variation with temporal variation to gain insights into the adaptation 
experiences of male- and female-headed households, respectively. We used purposeful 
sampling to select two drought-prone districts from Northern Ethiopia and two Kebele’s 
from within these districts, considering the presence of persistent drought and erratic 
nature of rainfall. In our sample selection strategy, we tried to keep control variables 
that regard ethnicity, occupation and other socio-economic indicators constant, 
to the extent that that was possible. In agreement with, for example, Gerring (2001) 
and Yin (2013), we assume that whereas external validity is obviously compromised 
by the relatively small-N character of our study, the in-depth exploration of the two 
communities (that can be assumed to represent a larger pool in the region) may inspire 
the formulation of innovative working hypotheses for future research.

Focus group discussants were selected with the help of local extension workers, using 
random sampling. Snowball sampling was used to select household heads for the semi-

1. Teff is fine grain that is Ethiopia’s traditional staple.
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structured interviews. After local extension workers had identified one male household 
head and one female household head, these respondents were asked to recommend 
other male and female household heads for further interviews.

Jost et al. (2015) warn against the conceptualisation of women as one homogeneously 
vulnerable group in the discourse related to gender and climate change. We recognise 
that there is a distinct difference between inter and intra-household gender dynamics, 
respectively. With regard to gender differences within the household, for example, 
Bernier et al. (2015) show that whereas increasing awareness about climate change 
increases the likelihood that farmers will adopt climate-smart agricultural (CSA) 
practices, providing information on climate change and CSA options to the husband 
does not mean that this information will also get passed on to the wife (see also Tall 
et al. 2014; Twyman et al. 2014). In order not to render our analysis unnecessarily 
convoluted by taking in two expressions of gender dynamics that are to an important 
extent different and unrelated, we chose to focus on interhousehold gender dynamics. 
We operationalise gender effects by means of differentiating between male- and 
female-headed households, respectively (see also Bryan et al. 2013; Deressa et al. 2009; 
Nabikolo et al. 2012; Hassan and Nhemachena 2008; Tazeze et al. 2012). We suggest that 
future work continues to look at intra-household gender dynamics, as well.

The empirical basis for this paper is fieldwork conducted in March 2014 and May 2014 
using semi-structured interviews and focus groups discussion with male and female 
household heads. In addition, informal discussions with villagers, non-structured 
interviews with local extension workers and elderly villagers, and observations 
complemented the data collection.

Questions for the semi-structured interviews considered the conceptual framework—
household asset portfolio, climate crisis/drought perception, adaptation measures 
and gendered institutions. First, indicators adopted from the literature were used to 
assess asset portfolios of households. However, interviews were flexible enough to 
capture locally emerging resources. Second, respondents were asked what ‘change’ 
they perceived in their locality and how such ‘changes’ relate to and affect their daily 
lives. When drought-related issues were referred to, more indepth explorations were 
carried out. Third, adaptation-related questions focused on what respondents did or 
do during droughts and what made them choose such measures. Fourth, questions 
linked with gendered institutional factors were addressed as a crosscutting issue while 
analysing the other three blocks. Moreover, these questions were being reconstructed 
throughout to probe deeper into newly emerging themes. This step coincides with the 
basics of grounded theory research (Charmaz 2006). 

a.assefa-mersha-layout.indd   57 05/06/2018   16:05



58

CHAPTER 2

 

Figure 2.2: Map of Study Area

Mixed-sex focus group discussions in each study site, with 10 to 12 participants, were 
used as an entry point to data collection with the purpose of easing communication, 
grasping major issues and identifying potential interviewees. In total, 44 semi-structured 
interviews were conducted (23 in Zoble and 21 in Mechare). Twenty interviewees (10 in 
each area) were males, and 24 interviewees were female (11 in Mechare and 13 in Zoble). 
The age of interviewees ranged from 38 to 70 years. Female household heads consisted 
of widows (four), divorcees (15) and single women with children (four). At the end of the 
interviews, women-only focus group discussions were held in each study site to further 
uncover gender and women’s experiences. Informal discussions with men were held 
while they had informal gatherings or were on their farm duties. With women, informal 
discussions were carried out when they participated in public work and during their 
informal gathering for coffee ceremonies. To facilitate the communication and arrange 
appointments, one female and one male field assistant, who work in the area as local 
extension and community health workers, were engaged. Most interviews were audio 
recorded, transcribed and coded. The data analysis was grounded in narrative analysis. 
‘Narrative analysis permits a holistic approach to discourse that preserves context and 
particularity’ (Smith 2000, p 327).
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2.5. Result

2.5.1. The vulnerability context: the local perception of drought and its effects 

Perception about climate change and its effects influence whether actors decide to 
adapt. Similar to studies conducted in different parts of Ethiopia (Alebachew 2011; 
Deressa et al. 2009) and in other African countries (Antwi-Agyei et al. 2014; Below et al. 
2014), which find that farmers have clear ideas about changing trends in climate, the 
respondents of this study also reported change and variability in their local climate. 
Respondents described drought as a decline in and inconsistence of rainfall. Often, older 
respondents referred to the 1980s Sahel drought as a reference point for illustrating 
recurrent drought and the erratic nature of rainfall.

The perceived change in rainfall fluctuation is also evidenced in our meteorological data 
analysis drawn from two local meteorological stations. Both sites experienced increased 
variability of rainfall in the main (meher) and short (belg) rainy seasons during the last 30 
years. Mainly during the belg, rainfall was below average in 16 out of 30 years.

Although respondents indicated non-climate factors such as soil degradation and 
shortage of farmland as having a negative impact on their livelihood, drought-induced 
problems emerged as vital. All respondents identified crop failure and grazing land 
damage as the main problems affecting their area. In Mechare, respondents also reported 
water scarcity for domestic usage and livestock: it caused women and girls to have to 
travel 2–3 h to fetch water. Traditionally, the community used a rainwater harvesting 
system (called Horeye). However, due to insufficient rainfall, it is currently impossible to 
collect enough water for the dry season. In addition, livestock diseases were mentioned 
by 16 men (n = 20) and five women (n = 23) in both areas, and malaria by five men (n 
= 10) and six women (n = 12) in Mechare, as problems that have intensified because of 
drought.

Households mentioned the effects of drought such as food shortage, death of livestock, 
over-reliance on government food aid and out-migration of young people. Women 
particularly mentioned the erosion of social values and relations. This was elucidated by 
a participant of the women’s focus group as ‘when the sky stops giving rain, people also 
stop being kind and supportive’. 
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2.5.2. Variation in adaptation measures taken by households

Overall, the result indicates gender-based difference in choices of adaptation measures 
in both sites. On-farm adaptation measures, such as cropping time adjustment, crop 
diversification, planting cash crops (such as Khat2 and buckthorn) and soil conservation, 
were reported as important adaptation measures, especially by male household heads.

My parents and grandparents were farmers and so am I. I am not an urban man. So, I 
prefer to do whatever is related with my farm. (Male Interviewee, Mechare)

As this quote indicates, male household heads preferred this adaptation measure not 
only in order to overcome drought but also to also to emphasise their strong bond 
with farming. In contrast, on-farm adaptation measures were not widely mentioned by 
female household heads.

Diversification (off-farm and non-farm) by participating in public work in exchange for 
(in kind or cash) ‘aid’ was the dominant adaptation measure mentioned by poor male 
household heads and almost all female household heads. Other, individual forms of 
diversification, such as petty trade, hairdressing, selling of local drinks, spices, firewood 
and charcoal, and working as a daily labourer, were widely used by female household 
heads. Some male household heads mentioned carpentry work and selling of charcoals 
and firewood.

Both internal and international migrations—adaptation related to mobility—were 
reported by households. Male household heads are more mobile and have less domestic 
responsibilities, and can therefore rely on income from temporary labour migration to 
nearby towns and large agriculture sites (such as Humera near the border with Sudan) 
during bad harvest times. However, their mobility highly depends on their age and 
health status. Although female household heads considered temporary mobility as a 
useful measure, they did not employ it, as they are responsible for caring for the children. 
A second form of mobility encountered relates to international migration, mainly to 
Gulf countries. Both focus group discussants and interviewees reported a growing 
trend in this form of migration among young people3. Although acknowledging the 
important value of remittances, both men and women stressed the risks associated with 
the journey to and the stay in said destination areas, and the risks related to the impact 
of the absence of young people on the future of their community.

2. Khat is a green-leaved tree, and people chew the leaves as a stimulant.
3. The fieldwork time coincided with the deportation of more than 150,000 Ethiopian domestic workers by 

the Government of Saudi Arabia that gave us the opportunity to discuss with four youth returnees.
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Table 2.1: Households’ Adaptation Measures 

Adaptation Strategies Female Headed Households
(n=23)

Male Headed Households
(n=20) 

On-farm Adaptation 
Cropping time adjustment
Mixed-cropping
Planting commercial tree 
Soil conservation 

 
3
-
4
6

 
20
20
4 
20

Mobility
Temporary migration 
International migration 

-
13

14
8

Diversification 
Labour intensive public work 
Individual based diversity 

23
23

10
3

Storage
Grain Storage 2 13

Communal Pooling 
Borrowing money from neighbours 
Sending out children 

 
23
14

 
11
4

Sources: Field data  

Most respondents reported that the recurrent nature of drought makes it impossible 
to use the storage of grain as an adaptation measure. Many households simply do not 
have surpluses that they can store away. Still, some better-off male household heads 
mentioned that they sometimes store grains in order to sell surpluses at a profit when 
the price is at its highest.

Regarding communal pooling, both men and women stress the importance of their 
social networks and relatives during drought periods for borrowing money and 
grains. We observe that especially female-headed households and poor male-headed 
households often rely heavily on these networks. Sending out their children (above age 
nine or 10) to relatives in urban areas or to better-off neighbours to reduce household 
consumption was also reported by households. Table 2.1 provides an overview of our 
observations regarding variation in adaptation measures taken by households.

2.5.3. Gendered institutions as barriers to adaptation

Gendered Rules, Norms and Practices: Gender-Based Division of Labour: In both study 
areas, the division of labour between women and men follows strict and rigid gender 
norms and conceptions that define farming knowledge and skills (productive activities) 
as the men’s domain and reproductive activities and the domestic sphere as women’s 
territory. In the local language, the word ‘farmer’ is, by default, associated with ‘he’. There 
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exists a taboo against women ploughing, regardless of their land ownership status. 
This gendered restriction on women ploughing is justified by referring to ‘honour’ and 
women’s physical ability.

Women are soft and honoured; pushing soil and working in dirt is not their place. 
Rather, being in the mud and tilling his land is what makes a man a real man. (Male 
interviewee in Mechare)

Ploughing is not a challenging job for women. Our sons at the age of 13 ploughed. 
We know we can do it but cannot summon the courage to face critics. (Female 
interviewee in Zoble)

Since we were never given the chance to do it, I think it is hard to say whether women 
are able or not. However, for sure, we don’t have the skill. We were trained to be 
good at domestic activities but not at ploughing. We need to know how to farm first. 
(Female interviewee in Mechare)

The first narrative is an indication of rural femininity and masculinity to justify what is 
deemed appropriate to women and men. The restriction is a very deeply rooted norm 
in the community; even during interviews, the question ‘why not’ clearly irritated male 
interviewees and elders. Restrictive norms make farming a masculine domain. Thus, on-
farm adaptation measures become the most commonly used and preferred measures 
for men. At the same time, these norms create barriers for women household heads, 
disallowing them to implement the same type of measures.

Share-cropping: Due to restrictive norms against women’s ploughing, most women 
rent their land for sharecropping. It is a rental arrangement bound by traditional rules 
that define responsibilities, the crop sharing ratio and the management of farming 
costs. In negotiations, women have no voice, nor bargaining power to agree upon 
farm utilisation and harvest sharing. In Mechare, female landowners pay for land tax 
and fertilisers, whereas the (male) tenant performs all farming activities, and decides 
on crop type and farm utilisation. After the harvest, the landowner gets one-third (siso) 
of the harvest and the tenant takes two-thirds, plus all of the residuals, such as chaff. In 
Zoble, attributed to farmland shortage, the share taken by the landowners improved 
gradually from one-quarter to one-third and nowadays, half. Moreover, tenants have 
started paying for fertilisers and land tax. But the tenant still decides on crop type and 
farm utilisation. Interviewed women expressed their concerns regarding the unfairness 
of the deals and the mismanagement of their farm.

a.assefa-mersha-layout.indd   62 05/06/2018   16:05



63

A GENDER APPROACH TO UNDERSTANDING THE DIFFERENTIATED IMPACT OF BARRIERS TO ADAPTATION

2

Sometimes, if the tenant doesn’t fear God, he deliberately leaves the margin of my 
farm uncultivated so that he can use it to graze his cattle. (Female interviewee in 
Zoble)

Thus, the power imbalance in sharecropping arrangements makes on-farm adaptation 
almost unattainable for women household heads since the right to decide on types of 
crop, timing and farming management is taken away from them. On the contrary, it 
creates an opportunity for men in the community to rent land, diversify their adaptation 
measures, and get additional income.

Gendered Effects of Rules, Norms and Practices: From interviews and focus group 
discussions, we learned that adaptation measures in both areas are highly influenced by 
extension services and government aid packages. Extension services include training, 
technical support on farmland management, and the provision of farming inputs and 
livestock health services. Male respondents report the positive role of extension services, 
especially related to onfarm adaptation. However, since agriculture extension workers 
often contact male farmers, the majority of women do not link extension services 
with their adaptation measures. The only extension service linked with rural women is 
training (see Table 2.2); however, the themes of the training showed gender differences. 
Training for women focuses on their reproductive and community roles (child nutrition, 
sanitation and hygiene, family planning and compost and biogas), not on developing 
their farming skill, which reinforces local gendered norms and the division of labour.

Through Ethiopia’s Productive Safety Net Programme (PSNP), participants get 
compensation (either in kind or in cash) in return for their engagement in public work 
(e.g. helping to build infrastructures for public use). PSNP focuses on chronically food-
insecure households and particularly singles out women-headed households as the 
main targets. The impetus of the public work is to create a nonfarm means of (income) 
diversification. Indeed, studied households acknowledge the important role of the 
programme, especially during times of drought. Nevertheless, critically evaluated from 
a gender perspective, the problematic aspect of PSNP is the assumption that all farmers 
engage in on-farm activities. However, as described earlier, women do not take part in 
farming activities due to gender-based restrictions. Thus, for women household heads, 
the PSNP packages provide a substitute for and not an addition to farm activities.

Gendered livelihood capitals as barriers

Tangible resources include natural, physical and financial assets. Access to natural 
assets—i.e. farmland, forest and grazing land—is controlled by the government 
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as all land is owned and administered by the state in Ethiopia. We therefore did not 
come across distinct gender-based differences in terms of access to land. This finding 
corresponds with the findings of Kumar and Quisumbing (2015).

Villagers can only get access to forest based on schedules issued by local government 
officials. No significant access distinction was found between male- and female headed 
households. Regarding grazing land, only ploughing oxen are allowed to use it. Other 
livestock uses cut grazing (in Zoble) or grazing along the village border (in Mechare). 
Interviewees highlighted that the shrinking of grazing land has caused a reduction in 
livestock and a shift from mixed farming to predominantly crop production.

All studied households have the user rights to farmland4 with varying fertility and 
size. Four female-headed households and two male-headed households inherited the 
land-use rights from their parents. The remaining respondents acquired user rights to 
their land during the 1991 nationwide reallocation of land, following the change in 
government. The land holdings of male household heads, as they include the spouse’s 
entitlements, are larger than the plots held by female household heads. Respondents 
mentioned small farm sizes and the decline of soil fertility as constraints to on-farm 
adaptation.

In relation to physical resources, both study areas have access to roads between the 
district town and the villages, and public transport is available. Respondents felt 
that radiocommunication is not so relevant in their daily activities since the weather 
and market information disseminated by this means is not tailored to specific local 
conditions. Farming is predominantly carried out by traditional ploughs pulled by two 
oxen; consequently, ownership of ploughing oxen emerges as the most relevant physical 
asset in both areas. Farmers with only one ox negotiate with another farmer in the same 
situation to farm their respective land, in turn (an arrangement called Mekenajo). But, 
farmers with no oxen either rent oxen for 1 day in exchange for 2 days of farm labour 
for the oxen owner or rely on the traditional labour exchange system. As depicted in 
Table 2.2, none of the women-headed households own oxen. Only those households 
with adult male members can farm their land in either of the above-mentioned ways. 
Respondents reported that the ownership of ploughing oxen plays a crucial role, 

4. However, this should not be taken as general fact for all rural women in Ethiopia. This finding is most 
possibly caused for two reasons: first, the research is carried out in Northern Ethiopia where women 
historically have relatively better access to land (Kumar and Quisumbing (2015)), and second, the majority 
of the respondents are older.
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especially in relation to adaptation to drought. As the rain becomes inconsistent and 
erratic, timely farm preparation and rainwater use becomes increasingly important. 
Poor farmers with one or no oxen are disproportionately affected.

With regard to financial assets, we observed that the farm income of most female-headed 
households significantly differs from male-headed households. Often, female-headed 
households can keep only half or one-third of their harvest because of a sharecropping 
arrangement (see Table 2.2). Participation in labour-intensive public work was the 
main source of non-farm income (\1 $ US per day for 8-h service) for all female-headed 
households and half the male-headed households. Male-headed households owned 
relatively more livestock than female-headed households.

Intangible resources such as human and social capital also influence decisions regarding 
adaptation measures. Human capital—especially the actual ability to farm—emerges as 
a gendered and critical barrier for female headed households. In both areas, gendered 
norms prohibit women from ploughing; consequently, only three female headed 
households (see Table 2.2) who live with their adult sons farm their land themselves. 
The rest rely on social networks or rent their land out for sharecropping. This is also why 
most female-headed households did not mention any on-farm adaptation strategy. 
Instead, they focus on diversification.

With specific regard to social capital, traditional funeral associations (Idir/Kire) are 
important. Villagers support each other at a time of the loss of a family member, but also 
of household’s assets, e.g. caused by the unexpected death of livestock. As depicted in 
Table 2.2, all male-headed households take part in the local reciprocal labour support 
system (called ‘Ofera’ in Mechare and ‘Jigie’ in Zoble). This system plays a key role in 
rural livelihoods. People who cannot farm themselves, such as the elderly, women, and 
farmers without oxen, rely on this system. When asked for support, neighbours bring 
their own oxen and farming tools to plough, and in return, the caller provides food 
and drinks for lunch and contributes his/her labour when others require help. Male 
household heads report that this system helps them to pursue farming regardless of 
their deprivation in physical capital (i.e. lack of ploughing oxen) and to employ on-farm 
adaptation. However, for female household heads, it was not an option as illustrated by 
the following narrative.

Five years ago, I called ‘Ofera’ [ask for support] of about 30 male farmers and prepared 
food and drink by borrowing money. Finally, only three men showed up and I wasted 
my money in vain. Since then, I used sharecropping. (Female household head in 
Mechare)
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To clarify the reason why men did not show up when women called them, a question 
was raised during the informal discussions with men. All agreed on the growing erosion 
of social support, and one of the discussants mentioned that:

The hardship in life caused by insufficient rain, land degradation and low agricultural 
productivity negatively affects our social values. Now, everybody wants to spend 
more time on their farm or on other income-generating activities rather than on 
helping others. (Male informal discussant in Mechare)

However, female-headed households with adult sons or male relatives may manage to 
be part of the support system.

It was impossible for me to organise ‘Jigie’ [labour exchange] before; however, for 
the last three years, it has become easy since my son already started farming. Now, 
everyone shows up when we call them because they know that he will help them in 
return. (Female household Head in Zoble)

As the quotes indicate, the success of organising such support entirely depends on the 
caller’s ability to offer return labour and on the financial ability to prepare food and 
drink. Table 2.2 provides an overview of the observed variation in households’ assets 
portfolios.

2.6. Discussion and Conclusion

Adaptation to climate change is a dynamic and inherently complex process influenced 
by both climate and non-climate factors (Adger et al. 2009). Among various factors 
that influence adaptation processes, heterogeneity within a given community results 
in significant differences in the employment of adaptation measures. Gender-based 
differences—i.e. differences in ascribed roles and responsibilities and differences in 
access to resources and power—shape men’s and women’s adaptation processes and 
possibilities differently (Djoudi and Brockhaus 2011). The findings of our study confirm 
this claim. More particularly, we find that whereas diversification is the dominant 
adaptation measure reported by female-headed households, male-headed households 
engage in a much more diverse set of adaptation measures—they have a wider range 
of choices, including on-farm adaptation (which was also the preferred one), temporary 
migration, storage, communal pooling and diversification.

Our analysis shows how the complex ways in which different and connected barriers 
impact adaptation demand an understanding that goes beyond the outcomes alone. 
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The gender-based divergence in adaptation measures is neither a matter of preference, 
nor of differences in perceptions between male and female household heads on the 
extent and problematic nature of droughts, but an outcome of gendered barriers to 
adaptation. Gendered institutions create barriers to adaptation through rules, norms 
and practices (such as division of labour, sharecropping and gender-neutral approaches) 
and through generating more access barriers for women than for men. All in all, barriers 
to adaptation influence the adaptation process of households in a differentiated 
manner—i.e. due to gender norms and practices, female- and male-headed households 
encounter and experience barriers to adaptation in different ways. For instance, 
social barriers (e.g. the reciprocal labour exchange system) may very well facilitate 
the adaptation process of male-headed households (especially for poor households), 
whereas they may simultaneously hinder the adaptation processes of female-headed 
households. Despite farmland ownership, the restrictive norms against women’s 
ploughing (informal institutional barrier), the de facto exclusion from participating in 
the reciprocal labour support system (social barrier) and their lower bargaining power in 
establishing sharecropping arrangements (institutional barrier) intertwine to eventually 
result in a low financial capacity (financial barriers) of female headed households. As a 
result, storage adaptation measures become unfeasible for them.

The broader implication of our study touches upon the conceptual and theoretical debate 
regarding adaptation processes. Conceptually, as indicated in earlier work (Adger et al. 
2009; Biesbroek et al. 2013), adaptation processes and barriers to adaptation strongly 
link with both climate and non-climate factors. We believe that using SLA enabled us 
to capture the dynamics between climate and non-climate factors and to deal with 
adaptation decisions as part of people’s livelihood path. In adjusting and applying the 
SLA framework, we aimed at providing empirical evidence as to how gender can be 
meaningfully addressed from a livelihoods’ perspective. Our gender-sensitive version of 
the SLA framework helped to trace how gendered institutions create linkages among 
various barriers to adaptation and finally constrain the adaptation choices of female-
headed households.

Theoretically, we notice a growing interest in barriers to adaptation and strategies to 
overcome these. The findings of our study add new insights to the debate. The first notion 
is that despite the understanding of barriers as having an overall negative impact on 
adaptation (Biesbroek et al. 2013), we clearly show them to have a differentiated impact 
upon different actors. Recognising this will enable the design of strategies to effectively 
overcome barriers to adaptation without compromising their facilitating role. The 
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second notion relates to the connection among barriers to adaptation. As illustrated in 
our study, different barriers interact with each other and result in a distinctive outcome 
for actors who are at the junction point of such interactions.

A practical implication of our findings is that (planned) interventions to overcome 
barriers to adaptation—by governments, donors and NGOs—should be inclusive 
of all actors. Failure to take cognisance of the interconnectedness among barriers to 
adaptation may lead to discriminatory outcomes where often-disadvantaged groups 
such as female-headed households will end up having even more limited adaptation 
options, rendering them even more vulnerable to climate change.
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Abstract

Using the notion of institutional interplay, which refers to situations where the 
operation or consequences of one regime influence another regime, the article 
explores the interplay between planned adaptation and farmer households’ 
autonomous adaptation. Drawing empirical data from two drought-prone 
districts in Northeastern Ethiopia (Kobo and Raya Azebo), this article deals 
with the differentiated effects of planned adaptation, exemplified by Ethiopia’s 
Productive Safety Net Programme (PSNP). Two layers of differentiating effects 
are studied by looking at the differences between households that are and 
households that are not targeted by PSNP; and the more detailed differences are 
explored by zooming in on male and female-headed households, respectively, 
within the subset of households targeted by PSNP. We use semi-structured 
interviews and focus group discussions with female and male household heads 
and key informant interviews with government officials. Our study indicates that 
the interplay has a differentiated effect following the participation of households 
in planned adaptation programs and gender lines. We show that the effect on 
building community assets can be positive at the community level and expands 
autonomous adaptation particularly for non-targeted households; however, 
targeted households in general and female-headed households in particular 
experience a negative effect of the interplay: planned adaptation constrains 
autonomous adaptation due to time and labor demands of public work, program 
restrictions and local gender norms.
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3.1. Introduction 

As evidence has shown, most African countries, and destitute communities in those 
countries in particular, are disproportionately affected by climate-induced problems. 
Prevalent poverty, social inequality and environmental problems such as land 
degradation, low adaptive capacity and, arguably most importantly, their high reliance 
on agriculture make them susceptible to the adverse effects of climate change (IPCC, 
2014). Agriculture remains fundamental in economic, social and cultural aspects of 
life in African countries (Bryan et al., 2009; ibid). For instance, in Ethiopia, agriculture 
accounts for 43 percent of the gross domestic product and 90 percent of all exports. It 
also employs nearly 80 percent of the population, i.e. about 72 million people (FDRE, 
2015). Thus, in view of the observed trends in climate change, the urgent need for 
adaptation in agriculture to protect the livelihoods of people is widely acknowledged 
(Bryan et al., 2009; Kumamoto & Mills, 2012). 

This article considers vulnerability as a product of the interaction of both climate and 
non-climate stressors. With this understanding, adaptation responses need to focus on 
not only direct climate-related impacts (for instance, the provision of drought-resistant 
crops and irrigation) but also the underlying socioeconomic and institutional factors 
that influence people’s vulnerability and their adaptive capacity (cf. Moser & Ekstrom, 
2010; Pelling, 2011). This is particularly relevant for the case of developing countries, 
where social inequality, institutional, financial and technological constraints shape 
actors’ vulnerability and adaptive capacity in relation to climate change (Kumamoto 
& Mills, 2012). In light of this, as stated in the Agriculture Sector Programme of Plan 
on Adaptation to Climate Change (ASPPACC), the Productive Safety Net Programme 
(PSNP), despite being originally a “safety net” program, is now also explicitly considered 
and treated as an adaptation intervention by the government to reduce people’s 
vulnerability to extreme climate events such as drought and to enhance their adaptive 
capacity (FDRE, 2011). Adaptation to climate change has been carried out throughout 
society by individuals, community and governments and materializes in different types 
and forms (Smit et al., 2001). Farm communities and households have been engaged in 
adaptation in response to experienced or perceived changes in climate. Such responses 
have commonly been referred to as autonomous adaptation. Similarly, governments 
and other public bodies also engage in what is called planned adaptation (Füssel, 2007; 
ibid). Our premise here is that autonomous and planned adaptation regimes interplay, 
with the latter having a differentiating effect on the way in which local actors can and 
will adapt autonomously.
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Planned and autonomous adaptations emerge as important subjects in the adaptation 
literature. On the one hand, part of the literature emphasizes the value of planned 
adaptation interventions and questions the extent to which society can realistically rely 
on autonomous adaption processes alone, especially as more intense climate change-
induced problems can be expected to occur in the future (Easterling et al., 2007). 
Therefore, some analysts claim that autonomous adaptation is inefficient and suggest 
focusing on planned adaptation instead (cf. Eisenack, 2009). In planned adaptation 
regimes, the government is perceived as the main actor with the capacity to take a 
leading role by developing and implementing adaptation strategies and mainstreaming 
adaptation into existing policies and practices (Adger et al., 2007).

On the other hand, the need to emphasize autonomous adaptation practices has also 
been advocated (Bonzanigo et al., 2015; Christoplos et al., 2009; Forsyth & Evans, 2013; 
Thorn et al., 2015). On this side of the debate, it is stated that even though vulnerable 
people have been engaged in adaptation autonomously, such practices are often 
“unnoticed, uncoordinated, and unaided by national governments, development 
agencies or international agencies” (Christoplos et al., 2009, p.3); this results in further 
marginalization of vulnerable groups. Furthermore, Malik and Smith (2012) note that 
government planned adaptation that restricts autonomous adaptation can lead to a 
risk of conflict. 

However, little attention has been paid to the interplay between planned and autonomous 
adaptation regimes (IPCC, 2012; Smith & Malik, 2012). This article seeks to partially 
fill this gap but also to extend the notion one step further by exploring the socially 
differentiated effect of the interplay between planned and autonomous adaptations. In 
this regard, despite the common framing of interplay as having a unanimous effect, i.e. 
that planned adaptation can either stimulate or hinder autonomous adaptation, the 
intention here is to explore how the effects vary across segments within communities 
by giving special attention to differences between households that are and households 
that are not targeted by PSNP and to differences between male and female-headed 
households within the subset of households targeted by PSNP.

Feminist scholars have asserted that state policies and interventions, often 
unintentionally, tend to (re)produce the gender order in society, and consequently, they 
reject top-down policy interventions and programs as manifestations of hegemonic 
masculinity (Walby, 1991). Also, adaptation policies are not free from socioeconomic 
and gender dynamics; unless planned adaptations are designed and implemented with 
consideration given to the vulnerability and adaptive ability differences, they will result 
in discriminatory effects that make women and other vulnerable groups more vulnerable 
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(Ayers, 2011; Pearse, 2016; Terry, 2009). Similarly, autonomous adaptation processes 
are neither asocial nor apolitical. The ability of individuals and households to adapt 
autonomously is shaped by a number of factors, including financial, social, institutional 
and gender-related (Adger et al., 2009; Ayers, 2011; Mersha & Van Laerhoven, 2016). This 
results in variation in the number and kind of alternative adaptation measures available 
to different groups such as men and women, respectively. It also leads to variation in the 
effectiveness of any adaptation strategy that a male or female-headed household may 
end up choosing (Mersha & Van Laerhoven, 2016). 

Therefore, the premise here is that autonomous and planned adaptation interplay, with 
the latter having a differentiated effect on households based on their participation in 
the program and based on gender (i.e. differences between male and female household 
heads) within the subset of participating households. The study has been guided by 
two research questions: How does planned adaptation emanating from the state interplay 
with autonomous adaptation operating at the household level? and How and why are the 
effects differentiated? We intend to answer these questions by looking at adaptation to 
drought in rural Ethiopia.

3.2. Research Context

Ethiopia is a pertinent case for achieving the objectives laid out above because it often 
has been portrayed as a prime example of the consequences of the current climate 
crisis. Overreliance on rain-fed smallholder agriculture along with widespread poverty 
and land degradation increase Ethiopia’s vulnerability to climate change and variability 
(Bryan et al., 2009; Conway & Schipper, 2011; FDRE, 2015). Identified climate change-
related threats for Ethiopia include rising temperature trends, fluctuating and erratic 
rainfall and increased climate extremes such as flooding and drought (FDRE, 2015). 

Particularly, extreme events such as drought have been acknowledged as an important 
climate-related threat in Ethiopia that affects millions of people’s livelihoods. Their 
frequency, magnitude and spatial coverages have become more significant in recent 
decades. Future projections also expect a likely increase in climate extremes and rainfall 
variability (cf. FDRE, 2015; Viste et al., 2012). Every drought incident has caused human 
death and displacement, combined with immense economic and livelihood costs (FDRE, 
2015; Gebrehiwot & van der Veen, 2013). Specifically, every drought incident so far has 
caused an estimated decline in GDP of between 1 and 4%. The figure is expected to rise 
up to 10% (FDRE 2015). Beyond humanitarian consequences, droughts and subsequent 
famines have had significant political and historical implications as well. For instance, the 
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1972-73 drought and famine precipitated the removal of the imperial regime in 1975. 
The failure of the military regime to handle the 1984-85 drought and famine helped 
the current regime, then guerrilla fighters, to garner international attention and local 
support to overthrow the military regime in 1991 (Comenetz & Caviedes, 2002; Young, 
2006). This historical and political context not only influences the current response to 
drought but also affects how the success and failure of adaptation interventions are 
evaluated and presented. 

Regarding the adaptation responses of smallholders, especially in the highlands of 
Ethiopia, studies report ongoing adaptation strategies that can be classified into 
two groups: farm-level adaptation (irrigation, crop diversification, soil conservation, 
changing planting dates, planting trees) and non-farm adaptation (off-farm and non-
farm diversification, temporary and permanent migration) (Bewket, 2012; Deressa et 
al., 2009; Gebrehiwot & van der Veen, 2013; Mersha & Van Laerhoven, 2016). Different 
financial, social (e.g. gender inequality), structural and institutional (e.g. access to 
information, credit, extension services) factors determine the adaptation choices and 
decisions of smallholders (ibid). Planned adaptation and government interventions 
are suggested to overcome such obstacles (Bewket, 2012; Gebrehiwot & van der Veen, 
2013).

So far, a number of policies and institutional arrangements in response to climate change 
have been put in place by the government. Table 3.1 presents the main policies and 
programs that directly deal with climate change adaptation. The National Programme 
of Adaptation to Climate Change calls for all sectors to issue their own adaptation 
programs (FDRE, 2010). Consequently, the Ministry of Agriculture issued its own 
adaptation program called the Agriculture Sector Programme of Plan on Adaptation to 
Climate Change (ASPPACC) (FDRE, 2011). Claiming a “no/low-regret” approach, ASPPACC 
adopts already existing programs and interventions in agriculture sectors. Identified 
adaptation strategies include disaster and risk management programs, food security 
programs, social welfare programs, climate monitoring and forecasting and others. The 
Productive Safety Net Programme (PSNP) is one of the various food security program 
packages (ibid). 

This study explores PSNP as an example of a planned adaptation regime in Ethiopia. 
Despite the current framing of PSNP as an adaptation program, it was originally 
developed as a so-called “safety net” program targeting chronically food-insecure 
individuals (FDRE, 2014). Indeed, an extensive debate exists around PSNP within the 
social protection discourse (cf.  Béné et al., 2012; Devereux et al., 2008); however, the 
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intention of this article is not to examine the authenticity of PSNP in social protection 
but rather to analyze its public work component (hereafter referred to as PSNP-PW) 
from an adaptation discourse perspective.

Table 3.1: Ethiopia’s Main Adaptation Policies and Programs 

S.N. Title Issued Description 

1. National Adaptation Plan 
of Action (NAPA)

2007 Prepared in response to the call by the United 
Nations Framework Convention on Climate 
Change (UNFCCC). It aims to formulate priority 
adaptation options and identifies 11 project areas 

2. Ethiopia’s Programme of 
Adaptation to Climate 
Change (EPACC)

2010 Intends to identify sectoral problems and concerned 
federal agencies. The document identifies 20 major 
climate change-related problems, and calls for all 
sectors to issue their own adaptation programs. 

3. Agriculture Sector Programme 
of Plan on Adaptation to 
Climate Change (ASPPACC) 

2011 Developed in response to EPACC call. 
[*ASPPACC identifies PSNP as an adaptation option] 

4.  Climate Resilient Green 
Economy (CRGE): Green 
Economy Strategy 

2011 Aims to protect the country from the adverse effects of climate 
change and to build a green economy that will help realize its 
ambition of reaching middle-income country status by 2025.

5. Climate Resilience 
Strategy for Agriculture 
and Forest (CRSAF)

2015 Aims to devise a resilience strategy in the 
agricultural (crop, livestock and forest) sector. 
[*CRSAF identifies PSNP as one adaptation 
option in the agriculture sector]

3.2.1. PSNP in Brief: A Planned Adaptation Option

Following the 2002-03 drought, the Ethiopian government, in collaboration with a 
consortium of donors5, made a promise to “break the cycle of emergency appeals – 
which saved lives but did little to protect household assets” and therefore devised a 
new food security strategy. PSNP became one of its main components along with other 
food security programs. It aims to provide transfers to the food-insecure population in 
chronically food-insecure wereda6 in a way that prevents asset depletion at the household 

5. Including the United Kingdom’s Department for International Development, Irish Aid, the European 
Union, Canadian International Development Agency, Swedish International Development Agency, the 
Netherlands, Danish International Development Agency, the United States Agency for International 
Development, UN Children’s Fund, the World Food Program and the World Bank.

6. Wereda (or woreda) is an administrative unit equivalent to district.
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level and creates assets at the community level (FDRE, 2014). The transfer can be either 
in cash, food or both. PSNP consists of two components. Direct support, designed for 
households with insufficient labor capacity such as elderly people with disabilities 
and pregnant women, is one of the components. The other is public work, which aims 
to provide temporary employment for chronically food-insecure households with an 
“able-bodied” adult member. About 85 percent of the targeted households participate 
in labor-intensive activities for six months (often from January to June) in return for 
the transfer. Activities in the public work component of PSNP include environmental 
rehabilitation – such as terracing and reforestation, soil and water conservation – and 
infrastructure building – such as roads, schools and health centers. PSNP is now in its 
fourth phase (2015–2020). In this phase, the aim is to reach 10 million people (nearly 10 
percent of the population) in 411 wereda each year (ibid).

3.2.2. A Glimpse at Gender 

In Ethiopia, despite recent improvements in securing women’s rights through gender 
equality laws and legislation in different areas such as access to land (cf. Kumar & 
Quisumbing, 2015), the de facto gender power imbalance remains a salient feature 
that significantly influences the lived experiences of men and women in general and 
of female-headed households in particular (Kumar & Quisumbing, 2013; Torkelsson, 
2007). According to Torkelsson (2007), rural women’s access to resources and economic 
benefits relies highly on their relationship with men and their networks, as dominant 
social structure privileges men. Consequently, female household heads with small 
children and no close male figure in their extended family end up being marginalized. 
On a similar note, but in pastoralist communities, Enyew and Mengistu (2013) indicate 
that female-headed households face problems in securing their livelihood due to limited 
access to resources and constrained rights. Thus, this article pays special attention to 
the gender-based differentiation between household heads in analyzing the interplay 
between autonomous and planned adaptations and its effects. 

3.3. Analyzing Institutional Interplay 

Although institutional interplay in climate change regimes has often been dealt with at 
the international level, the concept can be extended to analyze interplay at the national 
and local levels. Institutional interplay is defined as a situation in which the development, 
operation, effectiveness and broad consequences of one target institution are affected 
by the rules and programs of another source institution (Gehring & Oberthür, 2009). As 
the number of institutions increases, institutional interplay can be expected to become 
more common and more significant. The influencing process can be unidirectional, 
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for instance in the case of the enactment of national regulations without considering 
local situations. It can also be bidirectional or symmetrical in the case of two or more 
institutions with equivalent regimes (Young, 2002). 

Young (ibid) has made a distinction between horizontal and vertical interplay, based 
on the form of interplay, and functional and political interplay, based on the role of 
interplay. Horizontal interplay is an interaction between two or more institutions located 
at the same level of a social organization. Vertical interplay is an interaction between 
two or more institutions located at different levels of a social organization such as 
global adaptation and national adaptation or national adaptation and local adaptation. 
Functional interplay refers to a situation in which two regimes attempt to tackle the 
same issue or where their actions are linked. For instance, the actions of both farmer 
households and the state in response to climate change results in functional interplay. 
Political interplay refers to a situation in which actors intentionally create linkages across 
issues or institutions in order to achieve individual or collective goals (ibid).

According to Gehring and Oberthür (2009), institutional interplay analysis needs to, 
first, identify the source institution (or its particular component, decision or rule) that 
exerts influence as an independent or explanatory variable; second, identify the target 
institution (or its particular component) that is being subject to influence as a dependent 
variable; and third, make explicit the causal link that is hypothesized to exist between 
the source and the target institution in order to explain the effects of interaction. It must 
furthermore be recognized in the analysis that in the influencing process, actors such as 
state, non-state or other interest groups play important roles (ibid). In view of this, the 
focus of this study is primarily on functional interplay between planned adaptation by 
the Ethiopian government (i.e. the source institution) and autonomous adaptation by 
farmer households (i.e. the target institution). 

As a deliberate policy intervention, planned adaptation is often carried out by the 
government (but also by non-government actors) in response to actual or expected 
changes in climate (Adger et al., 2007; Füssel, 2007; Smit et al., 2001). It can be anticipatory 
(i.e. adaptation interventions before the climate-induced impacts are being experienced) 
or reactive (i.e. adaptation interventions after climate-induced impacts have occurred); 
localized or generic; and focused on the short or on the long term (Füssel, 2007; Smit et 
al. 2001). Planned adaptations are often sectoral interventions targeting, for example, 
agriculture, water and infrastructure (Adger et al., 2007). 

Autonomous adaptation, on the other hand, is carried out by local actors – i.e. individuals, 
households or communities (Smit et al., 2001). Different studies document the nature 
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and type of autonomous adaptations carried out in different parts of the world; for 
instance, diversification, migration, storage of food, farm-level adjustment and systems 
of mutual support are mentioned (Bonzanigo et al., 2015; Thorn et al., 2015). In the 
Nile Basin of Ethiopia, Deressa et al. (2009) identify crop switching, late planting, soil 
conservation and tree planting in particular as the main forms of autonomous adaption 
carried out by smallholders. 

We adopt Agrawal’s (2010) analytical categories of adaptation activities that households 
engage in – diversification, mobility, storage, market exchange and communal pooling 
(Table 3.2). According to Agrawal (ibid), diversification consists of on-, off- and non-
farm diversification; however, merging together these three activities may obscure 
what diversification means to men and women, respectively. In our analysis, thus, 
we differentiate on-farm adaptation (referring to activities related to farming) and 
diversification (referring to non-farm and off-farm activities), respectively. 

3.3.1. Effects of Socially Differentiated Interplay 

When institutions interplay, there are resultant effects that can generate either positive 
or negative outcomes (Young, 2002). In this study context, planned and autonomous 
adaptation interplay may help to achieve adaptation goals by pooling resources and 
by readdressing constraints at local levels. But in order for positive interplay effects to 
occur, goals must be mutually reinforcing. If this is not the case, the resultant effects 
become problematic for autonomous adaptation and the farm households whose 
livelihoods depend on it. 

One focus of this study is on the differentiated effect of the interplay. Actors whose 
autonomous adaptation is influenced are heterogeneous. We assume that vulnerability 
and the ability to adapt to climate change varies across and within communities 
according to differences in socioeconomic status, gender and ethnicity (Agrawal, 2010; 
Ayers, 2011; Perez et al., 2015). Thus, any planned adaptation intervention that operates 
without considering such heterogeneity cannot address the underlying vulnerability 
and can even end up reinforcing existing inequalities (Pearse, 2016). 

Top-down state interventions have inevitable effects on different socioeconomic groups 
such as between influential and subordinate groups, men and women, and so forth. 
For instance, Walby (1991, p.150) notes that “The state is engaged with political forces, 
its actions have gender-differentiated effects and its structure is highly gendered”. The 
(re)production of social inequality, such as gender order, through state interventions, 
can occur directly – when biased norms and practices are reinforced – and/or indirectly 
– when a neutral policy intervention (unintentionally) ends up producing inequitable 
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effects (Ayers, 2011; Pearse, 2016; Terry, 2009). Adaptation literature has also indicated 
that men and women, as well as male and female household heads, respectively, indeed 
employ different adaptation measures. Choices and options, as well as the way in which 
adaptation works out, are determined by different factors and barriers that are also 
gendered (Mersha & Van Laerhoven, 2016; Pearse, 2016). In view of this notion, the 
interplay between planned and autonomous adaptation is analyzed and understood 
by looking not only at how the interplay unfolds but also at its gender-differentiated 
effects. 

Table 3.2: Types of Autonomous Adaptation

Adaptation Types Description

On-farm Adaptation Adjustment of farming activities in response to climate change, 
such as cropping time adjustment and mixed cropping

Diversification Spreading risks across assets through engagement in non- and off-farm activities 

Mobility Spreading risks across space through temporary labor 
migration, international migration and remittances 

Storage Spreading risk across time 

Market Exchange Spreading risk through product exchange 

Communal Pooling Spreading risk across households using common resources 
such as forests and water or labor sharing 

Source: Adopted from Agrawal (2010)

3.4. Methodology

We use a single case study design based on its premise to capture a complex 
phenomenon in a given context (Yin, 2013). To this article, the context refers to 
understanding adaptation as a response to climate change-induced problems and 
other non-climate factors. Considering frequent drought occurrence and government 
intervention, purposive sampling was used to select two drought-prone wereda from 
North Eastern Ethiopia: Raya Azebo Wereda, located in Tigray Regional State, and 
Kobo Wereda, situated in Amhara Regional State (see Figure 3.1). According to Etikan 
et al. (2016), purposive sampling is a nonrandom sampling where participants/cases 
are selected deliberately due to their relevance to the stated goal. These two districts 
are drought hotspots and have experienced every drought that made national and 
international headlines since the 1970s. They are also among the state’s top prioritized 
areas for interventions in response to the drought of late 2015, which has affected 
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nearly 10.2 million people nationally. From the districts mentioned above, two kebeles7 
were selected: Mechare from Raya Azebo and Zoble from Kobo. Fieldwork was carried out 
in 2014 (March and May) and in 2015 (February and March). 

 
Figure 3.1: Map of the Study Area

The study uses both primary data sources – resulting from semi-structured interviews, 
focus group discussions, key informant interviews and observations – and secondary 
data sources such as policy documents, reports and archives. With regard to the policy 
documents, a large part of the analysis is based on national policies and implementation 
guides related to PSNP. 

Government officials (including federal, regional and local-level bureaucrats) and male 
and female household heads were direct participants in the study. We interviewed 
government officials at these three levels in order to capture the perspective of 
policymakers at the national level and implementers at regional and local levels. Hence, 
officials who are responsible for climate change adaptation and gender-related issues 
in their respective public organization were selected purposively. Data collection from 
household heads were facilitated by four field assistants (two males and two females). 
The field assistants proved information on venue and time of particular public work 
activities in the area and introduced the interviewer and the objective of the interview 

7. Kebele is the lowest administrative unit. 
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to the respondents. PSNP-targeted household heads were selected using convenience 
sampling when we found them engaged in public work activities. Convenience sampling 
is a nonrandom sampling technique where participants are selected simply because of 
their availability at a given time and place (Etikan et al., 2016). Non-targeted households 
were initially selected with the help of field assistants, and then these respondents 
were asked to suggest individuals with more information about previous drought 
situations and environmental conditions in the study areas (i.e. snowball sampling). 
Interviews were recorded8 and field notes were used throughout. With regard to data 
collection procedures, the first author conducted all interviews, informal discussions 
and observations of the activities performed by targeted households in PSNP-PW. 

In total, 15 key informant interviews were held with government officials. Twenty semi-
structured interviews were conducted with households targeted for the PSNP program 
(10 female household heads and 10 male household heads), and 10 semi-structured 
interviews were held with non-targeted households (2 female household heads and 8 
male household heads). Table 3.3 provides the detailed background characteristics of 
respondents.

Both semi-structured and key informant interviews were carried out with the use of topic 
lists. Questions covered issues that dealt with perceptions of drought and its effects, 
adaptation measures taken and motives for adaptation, the implementation of PSNP 
and its effect on households’ livelihoods, the local environment and the community. 
However, interviews were open to probe emerging issues. To increase the validity of the 
study, we checked for consistency of data across sources (i.e. respondents) (Yin, 2013). 
Focus group discussions were carried out with men and women villagers. In both study 
areas, two focus group discussions were held with both men and women, and two with 
women-only. 

The analysis of data was grounded in content analysis (Charmaz, 2006). Coding and 
thematic grouping were used to analyze interview transcripts and field notes. Coding 
refers to “attaching labels to segments of data that depict what each segment is 
about” (ibid, p 3). The focus of the content analysis was on adaptation discourses and 
on the attention that was given to autonomous adaptation practices and gender-
based differences. After the coding, thematic grouping and systematic organization 
of narrations were made (ibid). In this sense, whereas our research design was guided 

8. With the exception of some cases where interviewees did not permit it; in those cases, notes were taken 
by the researcher instead.
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by a preconceived framework based on our understanding of the literature, interview 
questions were reconstructed throughout the data collection process in an attempt to 
probe more deeply into newly emerging themes (cf. Charmaz 2006). 

Table 3.3: Characteristics of Interviewed Household Heads (n=30)

Characteristics Targeted Households Non-Targeted Households

FHH MHH FHH MHH

Age Group 
30-44
45-59
Above 60

5
3
2

2
3
5

-
1
1

3
3
2

Marital Status 
Married 
Divorced 
Widow 
Single mother/father 

-
3
5
2

10
-
-
-

-
-
2
-

8
-
-
-

Schooling
No schooling 
Primary Education 
Secondary Education 

10
-
-

8
2
-

2
-
-

5
2
1

Land ownership 
Yes 
No 

10
-

10
-

2
-

8
-

Who cultivates the land?  
Respondent 
Relatives 
Share croppers 

-
-
10

10
-
-

1
1
-

8
-
-

Source: Field data

3.5. Results

3.5.1. Climate Change Adaptation Agenda 

All interviewed government officials and document analysis (cf. FDRE, 2015) confirmed 
that climate change has posed a threat to the country; hence, adaptation is prioritized as a 
crucial national agenda. “Adaptation [to climate change] is neither motivated nor imposed 
by the international discourses. From the actual experience we encounter, it happens to be 
a matter of survival,” said an interviewed government official. However, our review of 
policy documents shows that the National Adaptation Plan of Action (NAPA) (see Table 
3.1) – which was prepared in response to a call from the United Nations Framework 
Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) – is the country’s first focused document 
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that explicitly deals with adaptation to climate change. Prior to NAPA, extreme climate 
events such as droughts were situated in the disaster prevention and social protection 
discourses (Conway & Schipper, 2011; Deverux et al., 2006). Particularly, the climate 
change debate gained momentum in Ethiopia after the Copenhagen Conference on 
Climate Change in 2009, where Ethiopia represented Africa. The timing of most self-
initiated policies and programs identified in Table 3.1 seems to confirm our impression 
that the Ethiopian (planned) climate adaptation regime was put in place largely in 
response to international discourses. 

Whatever its genesis, at present, climate adaptation has captured the attention of 
the Ethiopian government. An expert from the Ministry of Environment, Forests and 
Climate Change (MoEFCC), which is a focal point for the coordination of all adaptation 
and mitigation activities both nationally and internationally, indicated in our interview 
that the ministry is working to make adaptation a primary policy issue on the agenda 
of all sectors. Moreover, for government officials, the agenda of “changing the national 
image” seems to have become important in the adaptation discourse, as illustrated by 
the following quote from a government official interviewee: 

You know, we [Ethiopians] have been an example of drought, famine, hunger and 
you name it for a long time. We want to change the image of our country and make 
famine something from the past by devising an effective adaptation and mitigation 
strategy. 

As mentioned above, the Ministry of Agriculture identified PSNP as one adaptation 
option in the agriculture sector. Document analysis results and government officials’ 
interviews indicate that the adoption of PSNP as a planned adaptation option is 
justified by its role in reducing vulnerability and enhancing community resilience. 
ASPPACC states that “the encouraging results of this programme need to continue as 
a tool to counteract climate change as well” (FDRE, 2011: 59). While PSNP included a 
climate change discourse, no amendment has been made to the program. As our result 
indicates, linking PSNP with climate change adaptation is effectuated at the national 
level. However, in speaking with government officials, we find that the linkage between 
the state interventions with the climate adaptation discourse is significantly lacking at 
local and regional levels, where PSNP is implemented in a business-as-usual manner. 

Gender in the implementation of PSNP 

As our document review indicates, on paper PSNP gives due attention to gender-based 
differences. The PSNP Programme Implementation Manual (FDRE, 2014) considers 
“gender equity” as one of its nine principles, and it states that:
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PSNP is designed to respond to the unique needs, interests and capabilities of men 
and women to ensure that they equally benefited from the programme. 

The document adopts three mechanisms to enhance gender equity, namely the 
participation of women and men in the PSNP task forces (i.e. decision-making groups), 
recognition of women’s productive and reproductive roles and differential access to 
resources by female-headed households. 

Our field results from both study areas establish that women are indeed represented 
in both the kebele and wereda-level task forces. However, an interviewed female kebele 
representative in Zoble noted that the representation of women in decision-making 
tends to be nominal due to dominant masculine norms that expect women to refrain 
from talking in public gatherings. 

Regarding the attention to women’s productive and reproductive roles, our results in 
both study areas seem to indicate that respondents disagree on the extent to which 
women are treated with some degree of leniency in PSNP-PW (i.e. allowing women to 
turn up later or leave earlier, or having women engage in “light” work). For instance, an 
implementing official in Mechare said the following:

We consider the condition of women. For example, they engage in light work and we 
let them leave early considering their domestic responsibilities.

Yet female respondents reported that in general, no consideration is actually given 
to them. As a female respondent from Mechare stated, “We do equal work and spend 
equal amounts of time as men do.” The difference in perspectives arises in part from the 
difference in perceptions of what entails “light” work. For example, when men dig the 
ground for water harvesting activities or terracing, women may perform activities such 
as shoveling and carrying rocks. In absolute terms, women respondents do not consider 
carrying heavy loads of rocks as “light” work, even when this task may seem less “heavy” 
than what their male counterparts engage in (Jones et al., 2010). 

3.5.2. Interplay at Work 

Both autonomous and planned adaptation regimes attempt to tackle similar issues, 
and as a consequence, their respective actions become linked. All interviewed male 
and female household heads reported recurrent drought as the main challenge they 
encountered in their livelihood. This quote from a male interviewee from Mechare is a 
good illustration of the general sentiment encountered during the fieldwork:
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 While preparing my farm, my mind always wonders whether the rain will come early 
or late, whether there will be enough rain and what crop I shall grow, and what I 
would do in case of a crop failure. Yet, God only knows the answer.

The main adaptation practices carried out by farming households in both study areas 
include on-farm adaptation (e.g. crop diversification, cropping time adjustment, 
planting cash crops), mobility (e.g. international and temporary local to regional labor 
migration), diversification (both on- and off-farm), storage and communal pooling 
(Mersha & Van Laerhoven, 2016). 

PSNP as a planned adaptation regime aims to reduce vulnerability to drought by 
targeting the poorest of the poor and chronically food-insecure households (FDRE, 
2011). The first two objectives of PSNP are (i) smoothing household consumptions 
by bridging the production deficit of chronically food-insecure farming households 
during the dry season and (ii) preventing poor households’ productive assets depletion 
(Deverux et al., 2006). As discussed, for the majority of the households, the PSNP transfer 
is in return for labor-intensive public work. Thus, PSNP offers a kind of employment 
where households are expected to provide five days (6 to 8 hours per day) of labor per 
month for each targeted household member. All our respondents indicated that PSNP-
PW demands a considerable labor and time investment that causes a significant conflict 
with the autonomous adaptation activities of the type mentioned in the paragraph 
above. The third objective of PSNP is the development of community assets by means 
of environmental rehabilitation and infrastructure development (e.g. roads, health 
centers and schools) through public work (FDRE, 2014). PSNP’s conditionality is based 
on the assumption that free and unconditional transfers may cause dependency among 
farming households, though the validity of this assumption is still under debate (Little, 
2008).

3.5.3. The Differentiated Effects of Interplay 

Due to, for example, differentiated social conditions and positions and resource 
entitlements, farming households vary in how they are affected by and respond to 
climate change impacts (Agrawal, 2010; Perez et al., 2015). Particularly in the study area, 
as a result of gendered barriers, male and female-headed households rely on different 
adaptation activities, the effects of which differ as well (Mersha & Van Laerhoven, 2016). 
As a consequence, we expect that the interplay between autonomous and planned 
adaptation will have differentiated effects.

Our analysis indicates that in general terms planned and autonomous adaptation 
interplay has both positive and negative effects, which can be analyzed at two levels: 
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between targeted and non-targeted households (where class-based differences are 
pronounced) and between male- and female-headed households within targeted 
households (where gender-based differences are pronounced). On the positive side, 
activities performed by PSNP-PW in the realm of community asset building have 
contributed to the improvement of the targeted districts. Both PSNP-targeted and non-
targeted household heads who were interviewed affirmed that the situation of their 
village has changed in terms of resource rehabilitation and provision of infrastructure. 
They linked this change explicitly with the PSNP-PW intervention. 

Look at the surrounding mountains. It was barren land, before, but now the 
vegetation is recovering as a result of our work (male household head interviewee 
in Zoble).

Female respondents, in both study areas, also mentioned that unlike before the PSNP 
intervention, they now have better access (based on a locally agreed upon schedule) 
to forest and rangelands, as the conditions of these resources have improved. Similarly, 
government officials asserted that community asset building was one of the successful 
achievements of PSNP: 

Two decades ago, these areas were turned into barren land. You could barely see a 
single tree around here. But now, look how the area has become green and moist 
(local-level government official interviewee). 

Linking community asset building to Agrawal’s (2010) classification of adaptation 
activities of households, the positive outcome can be related to communal pooling – i.e. 
the use of resources such as forests – and market exchange (as influenced by improved 
access to roads). Hence, such asset building can contribute to reducing vulnerability 
and enhancing the adaptive capacity of the community at large to climate change-
induced problems. 

However, these positive outcomes are pronounced for non-participant households. Our 
results indicate that households that are not part of the PSNP-PW program (i.e. arguably 
the better-off households) benefit from community asset building without engaging 
in labor activities. As such, we would argue that the interplay between this particular 
planned adaptation regime and autonomous adaptation measures leads to negative 
effects for poor households who are targeted by PSNP-PW. These effects emanate 
from two aspects: the labor and time effect of PSNP-PW and restrictive preconditions 
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attached to PSNP participation. We identify three autonomous adaptation measures 
that are negatively influenced by the interplay with the planned PSNP regime: effects 
that regard on-farm adaptation, mobility and diversification, respectively.

On-farm adaptation

Farming is at the core of livelihoods and is the main source of income for rural households 
in both study areas. In response to drought, farmers, especially male household heads, 
engage in on-farm adaptation such as crop diversification, crop timing adjustment 
and planting cash crops (Mersha & Van Laerhoven, 2016). All PSNP-PW targeted male 
household heads reported that time and labor that had to be dedicated to PSNP-PW 
compete with what can be invested in their own farming activities. An interviewee 
noted the following: 

As you see, we are digging the ground on this sunny and hot day. By the time we are 
done, we are tired and it becomes difficult to work on our own farm.

Similar findings on timing overlap have been also reported by other studies (cf., Devereux 
et al., 2008; Weldegebriel & Prowse, 2013). Government officials claim that the PSNP-PW 
has been carried out from January to June considering major farming activities such as 
seeding, weeding and harvesting (often carried out from June to November/December). 
Nevertheless, as farmers reported, land preparation, which is the main labor-intensive 
farming activity, overlaps with PSNP-PW time. This is particularly important for poor 
farmers, as physical resource barriers to adaptation such as lack of direct access to oxen 
to plough remain important in their adaptation process (Mersha & Van Laerhoven, 
2016). Households with no oxen either rent oxen from someone else in exchange for 
ploughing the land of the owner or they rely on a reciprocal labor exchange system 
(ibid); both practices demand extra labor and time in addition to the assumed normal 
farming activities.

Additionally, the occurrence of drought and changing patterns in the onset of the 
rainy season render timing increasingly crucial in the adaptation process. Under these 
circumstances, the intervention puts targeted households in a difficult situation where 
they have to choose PSNP-PW over their on-farm autonomous adaptation practices. The 
following quote illustrates this dilemma:

I know that working on my farm could change my life. Participating in safety-net 
[PSNP-PW] is like focusing on daily survival, only. But I have to do it because there is 
no certainty about the rain. What I am sure of is that if I work here [PSNP-PW], at least 
I will get something for my family (a male interviewee from Zoble).
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Mobility 

Temporary labor migration is an important autonomous adaptation in both study areas 
(Mersha & Van Laerhoven, 2016); however, due to restrictions that accompany PSNP 
against leaving the area even for short-period job opportunities, it may not be an option 
for targeted household heads. In our interviews, PSNP-targeted households stress that 
temporary labor migration could make a valuable contribution to their livelihoods, 
especially to cover expenses related to the schooling of their children, as the PSNP-PW 
transfers are insufficient. According to government officials, this mechanism is designed 
to discourage rural-urban migration9.

Some male household head interviewees reported that despite such restrictions, 
participants decided to leave since the wage from temporary work is better than the 
PSNP transfers. Yet, only male household heads with able family members such as a 
spouse and/or grown-up sons or daughters who can perform the PSNP-PW share for 
the remaining family members reported making this decision. The following quote 
illustrates this general sentiment:

There is no alternative income-generating opportunity available in the village 
to engage. If I go to other urban areas, I will lose my safety net quota (i.e. PSNP). 
Nonetheless, I decided to leave since my wife can take care of hers and our children’s 
quota (male interviewee from Mechare). 

Diversification (off-farm and non-farm activities) 

With the growing threat posed by both climate extremes and non-climate problems 
(such as land degradation), both male and female household heads seek off-farm and 
non-farm diversification activities in both study areas. Some of the activities reported 
by male respondents include carpentry work, trading, livestock fattening, and working 
on other farms. Meanwhile, for female respondents, important diversification activities 
include hairdressing, petty trade, handicraft, selling local drinks and laboring for 
others (see also Mersha & Van Laerhoven, 2016). Both groups also mention PSNP-PW 
as an alternative wage opportunity. Nevertheless, all targeted respondents frequently 
complain about the low amount of the transfer in comparison to the time and labor 
demands of the public work activities. An interviewed female respondent argues that:

9.  The Ethiopian Constitution validates states ownership of land and provides farmers with a usufruct right 
that excludes the right to sell or mortgage the land only. By law, leaving farmland for three consecutive 
years (either by renting it out or transferring it to family members) results in the loss of the land. Other 
national policies and strategies, such as PSNP, are geared towards discouraging rural-urban migration, 
even temporarily (cf. Lavers, 2013).
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The amount we get is far lower than our labor contribution. We repeatedly reported 
this to the task force and experts but nothing comes out of it (female interviewee from 
Mechare). 

Yet, despite the repeated complaints about the lower rate of the transfer, both male and 
female respondents targeted by PSNP reported that they stick to the program mainly 
because of the predictability of the transfer, as illustrated in the following quotations. 

Although everybody thinks that we get aid and benefit, Safety Net is sweated labor. I 
don’t think the payment is fair, but I cannot afford to leave it because there is no other 
opportunity here and at least we get the transfer regularly (female interviewee from 
Zoble). 

The limited role of PSNP in creating diversification to adapt to climate change is also 
reported by other studies (cf. Weldegebriel & Prowse, 2013). In contrast, interviewed 
government officials at all levels seem to consider the amounts that are transferred 
as sufficient. A typical response from interviewed official to our question about the 
fairness of the amounts and its impact on the livelihood of targeted households is the 
following: “Unlike during the previous drought incidents, at least now we are able to prevent 
starvation” (an interviewed government official at a region level). 

The gendered assumptions in designing the program are vividly manifested in the 
relation between the perceived role of non-farm activities in the livelihoods of farmers, 
on the one hand, and the timing of the program, on the other hand. PSNP perceives of 
non-farm activities as a supplement to farming income in the program, an argument 
that is also used by interviewed government officials to justify the relatively low amount 
of the transfer. However, this perception underplays female household heads’ lived 
experiences. Due to restrictive gendered norms that prohibit women’s ploughing and 
constrains their labor, most female smallholders do not engage in farming. Instead, 
they rent out their land through sharecropping arrangements where they get one-
third or half of the harvest (Mersha & Van Laerhoven, 2016). Consequently, non-farm 
diversification activities are not merely ancillary for the livelihoods of female household 
heads. Moreover, as increasing drought and fluctuation of rainfall leads to declining 
harvests, the share of female landowners will be further reduced, which in turn makes 
diversification a crucial adaptation and livelihood strategy for them. In this context, 
the insufficient transfer for their labor contribution affects female household heads 
more vigorously than it affects their male counterparts, as elaborated in the following 
narration. 
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I have been participating in Safety Net since the beginning. I also work as a domestic 
worker for better-off farmers and on their farm as well. Everything I earn is for daily 
consumption and nothing comes out that will change my life. I wish the payment 
from the government would at least become decent (female interviewee from 
Mechare). 

We sell our labor cheaply. Most of the time, when I get the transfer, I come home 
empty-handed after paying my loans. If I get any financial capacity, I prefer to engage 
in trading rather than participating in safety-net (female interviewee from Zoble). 

The timing aspect also strengthens this gendered assumption. As discussed above, 
PSNP-PW is not carried out for six months from July to December in order to avoid 
conflict with farming activities; this is apparently based on a consideration of men’s 
experiences only. This pro-male household head nature of PSNP is reported in other 
studies as well (e.g. Mogues, 2013). 

3.6.  Discussion 

As climate change is taking its toll, devising effective adaptation strategies and options 
that reduce people’s vulnerability and enhance their adaptive capacity becomes 
urgent on the policy agenda. Adaptation is carried out by different actors, including 
households that try to devise autonomous responses to climate change (and other 
non-climate factors) and states, who by mainstreaming and more explicit, pinpointed 
interventions are building planned adaptation regimes. As Young (2002) has pointed 
out, these efforts inevitably result in functional interplay. The aim of our study was to 
explore the interplay between planned and autonomous adaptation, with a particular 
focus on its differentiated effects.

The study found evidence of functional interplay. In both planned adaptation and 
autonomous adaptation cases, drought is perceived as an important problem that 
influences livelihoods in the community. Functional interplay is illustrated by the way in 
which both government and smallholder farmers attempt to tackle this issue, and as a 
consequence, their respective actions become linked. 

Our results indicate a differentiated effect of functional interplay across farming 
households, i.e. between targeted and non-targeted households (class-based 
difference) and between male and female-headed households within targeted 
households (gender-based differences). Positive effects that are more pronounced at 
the community level seem to benefit households that are not targeted by PSNP-PW; 
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their autonomous adaptation options expand through enhanced community resources 
and improved infrastructure. The more vulnerable PSNP-PW targeted households, on 
the other hand, experience negative effects as their autonomous adaptation options 
are compromised and constrained. For them, a high reliance on PSNP transfers seems to 
create a vicious circle of vulnerability. 

Moreover, our study depicts an additional gender-based differentiation, resulting 
from the fact that female-headed households are routinely targeted by PSNP-PW. For 
this group, the pre-existing gender imbalances and power asymmetry in the society 
put female-headed households in the most disadvantaged position within PSNP-PW 
targeted households. In the analysis, the following three issues emerge as a response to 
the question of why the interplay between these two types of adaptation (i.e. planned 
and autonomous) unfolds in this particular way. 

Multiple interests and politics in planned adaptation 

States that engage in adaptation regimes represent different interests, values and goals 
(Adger et al., 2009). Perhaps especially in developing countries, these are affected by 
many other priorities that require attention (Kumamoto & Mills, 2012). Hence, planned 
adaptation regimes are embedded in the state’s daily practices and are thus entwined 
in politics (Weisser et al., 2013). Consequently, analyzing the nature and outcome of the 
interplay between planned and autonomous adaptation regimes requires a nuanced 
understanding of the multiple interests and contexts where the two adaptations are 
being implemented. This helps to understand why some effects of the interplay are 
downplayed while others are accentuated. For instance, given the historical and political 
relevance of drought and famine in Ethiopia (Comenetz & Caviedes, 2002; Young, 2006), 
the narration “at least they are not starving” not only emphasizes the political gain of 
the current regime compared to its predecessors, it is also indicative of the political 
character of the state’s agenda with regard to climate adaptation. As the intention seems 
to shift from reduction of vulnerability to “not starving,” the autonomous adaptation 
regime of targeted households such as female-headed households, who are placed at 
the junction of the political and historical contexts, becomes compromised.

Simultaneously, the state seems to have an interest in depicting PSNP-PW as successful. 
Hence, PSNP-PW’s contribution to the creation of adaptive capacity through community 
asset building and the “homogenization” of communities may have been overstated. After 
all, the constrained autonomous adaptation options for the most vulnerable households 
seem to lead to negative effects for some, such as female-headed households, and to 
differentiation at the community level. Furthermore, the case of mobility manifests the 
explicit exercise of power by the state through its planned adaptation regime. PSNP not 
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only disregards temporary labor migration as an autonomous adaptation option, but it 
becomes a tool to reinforce the state’s anti-mobility policy as well. According to Lavers 
(2013, p. 481), this restrictive nature of PSNP intends to ensure “social stability and state 
domination over the rural population.” 

Contested nature of adaptation in PSNP 

Document review and interview results reveal that farming households are largely 
perceived as “beneficiaries” rather than as agents in the PSNP-PW program. This could 
be due to the fact that whereas now PSNP is framed in terms of climate adaptation, 
it originated from the social protection discourse. In this discourse, the notion of 
“beneficiaries” dominates. The concept of adaptation, however, could be approached 
as an action arena where actors such as individuals, community and state agents are 
actively engaged (Moser & Ekstrom, 2010). We believe that framing targeted households 
as “beneficiaries” is problematic because it obfuscates the ongoing autonomous 
adaptation practices of farming households. As indicated above, when the state 
intervenes without giving due consideration to autonomous adaptation practices, 
it ends up constraining the autonomous adaptation options of targeted households 
instead of expanding their choices. 

Gender and PSNP

Indeed, PSNP aims to address the particular problems of women and female-headed 
households through the mechanisms identified above, and the prioritizing of women 
as targets of PSNP-PW may very well result in general positive outcomes. However, as 
we have shown, it also means that households’ autonomous adaptation choices are 
constrained. This negative effect hits female-headed households the hardest due to 
their already disadvantaged position in relation to local gendered norms and power 
asymmetry. Moreover, as Jones et al. (2010) note in their study, our result also suggests 
that the intervention seems to deal with symptoms of the problems (i.e. it addresses 
practical gender needs) (cf. Moser 1993) rather than tackling the root of women’s 
disadvantaged positions. 

3.7. Conclusion 

The two study areas are recognized as important hotspots of major drought incidents in 
Ethiopia and have been repeatedly affected, including during the very recent drought in 
late 2015. As such, the sites are appropriate vehicles for studying the interplay between 
adaptation regimes and the nature and extent of the differentiated effects thereof.
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The results of the study point to suggestions in designing and implementing planned 
adaptation. First, the interplay between planned and autonomous adaptation has both 
positive and negative effects, but these effects were experienced differently by different 
groups depending on their participation in PSNP and on gender lines. Thus, based 
on this finding we suggest that any planned adaptation policy intervention needs to 
recognize the heterogeneity of actors and their autonomous adaptation to minimize 
the trade-offs across members of the community and to ensure equity. 

Second, the uncertainty surrounding climate change and the multifaceted nature of 
vulnerability to climate impacts, especially in the developing world, make “no/low” 
regret approaches to climate adaptation the dominant policy approach. Often, such 
approaches focus on reducing vulnerability and enhancing adaptive capacity. As we 
observed in our case, this can lead to situations where already existing programs and 
interventions are adopted as part of a planned adaptation regime (see also Weisser 
et al., 2013); however, this may become problematic if the original assumptions and 
implications of the adopted programs and interventions are not critically re-examined. 
Therefore, we suggest that while there is a growing interest among scholars and 
policymakers to link planned climate adaptation interventions with other policy 
agendas in order to create institutional effectiveness, vigilant attention should be given 
to the underlying assumptions and the potential implications. 

Third, many scholars have called for the need to consider gender-based differences in 
vulnerability assessment and adaptation in response to climate change (Pearse, 2016; 
Terry, 2009). However, although policies are beginning to respond to this call, so far little 
attention has been given to the root causes of their vulnerability – such as gendered 
institutions and gendered barriers to adaptation (Mersha & Van Laerhoven, 2016). 
Often, policies tend to deal with the issue by perceiving women as a vulnerable group 
that needs to be prioritized (Pearse, 2016). Thus, we suggest that planned adaptation 
policies should go beyond this natural reflex to tackle the deeply rooted gendered 
barriers and constraints that put female-headed households in a vulnerable position to 
begin with, so that both male and female-headed households can adapt to changing 
climate in an effective and successful way. 
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Abstract 

Applying a discursive institutional analysis, we aim to explain the interaction 
among policy actors and the influence thereof on the extent to which 
adaptation policy in response to climate change becomes gender responsive. 
The empirical basis of our study regards Ethiopia’s Climate Resilient Strategy 
for Agriculture and Forest. Data was collected using policy document review 
and semi-structured interviews with policy actors. We establish that the policy 
and strategy documents fail to explicitly address gender dimensions of climate 
change problems and the proposed adaptation responses are often limited to 
using ‘gender neutral’ language. Analysis of interaction among policy actors 
points to factors that account for these findings. Lack of extensive discussion on 
the gender dimension of climate problems and adaptation responses emanates 
from limited participation by policy actors with an explicit gender agenda, 
limited conceptual and analytical capacity to unpack gender and the perception 
of the gender dimension as an issue of implementation. It is also found that the 
policy interaction discourse is embedded in a gendered informal institutional 
setting. Thus, we conclude that there is a need to improve our understanding 
of factors that hinder or facilitate the emergence of gender responsive climate 
change policies. Making adaptation policies and strategies gender responsive 
should go beyond mentioning the word ‘gender’ or including ‘women’ as target 
groups. In order to explicitly address gender, policy interaction discourses, 
including the represented actors, the interaction and the institutional setting, 
should be critically examined from a gender perspective.
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4.1. Introduction

Climate change has become a prominent agenda item both in academia and policy 
making arenas; consequently, the development of policies and strategies vis-a-vis 
adaptation has grown (Ford et al. 2015; Lwasa 2014; Massey and Huitema 2016). 
Recently, the nexus of gender and climate change (adaptation) has become a subfield 
that is receiving a growing amount of attention in the literature highlighting that climate 
change problems, and subsequently, responses are not gender neutral. Climate change 
has differentiated effects on men and women, respectively, mainly due to asymmetric 
gender relations that are based on social, economic and political grounds. This, in 
turn, influences men’s and women’s respective adaptive capacities and adaptation 
choices (Pearse 2016; Skinner 2011; Terry 2009). Thus, it has been suggested that those 
developing and implementing adaptation policies and strategies need to consider 
these asymmetric gender relations and their effects (Bee et al. 2013; MacGregor 2010; 
Skinner 2011). The failure to do so, according to MacGregor (2010), would make any 
response to climate change insufficient, unjust and therefore unsustainable.

However, an overview of recent studies shows that gender dimensions are still not fully 
considered in climate adaptation policy responses. In their analysis of 31 Sub-Saharan 
Africa countries’ National Adaptation Programmes of Action (NAPA), Holvoet and Inberg 
(2014) found limited gender sensitivity. Magnusdottir and Kronsell (2015), in their study 
of climate policy in Scandinavian countries, also noted that despite an overall gender 
balance among policy actors, gender did not get sufficient attention in the shaping 
of policy responses. Even when adaptation policies do attempt to deal with gender, 
they tend to be limited to the addition of gender sensitive language to existing policies 
without capturing and addressing the underlying factors (Bee et al. 2013; Skinner 2011). 
Based on such observations, studies warn that adaptation policies may perpetuate or 
even reinforce gender inequality (Bee et al. 2013; Arora-Jonsson 2011; Pearse 2016).

Going beyond pointing out the differentiated effects of climate problems, gender and 
feminist scholars also challenge the discursive framing of climate policies that conceals 
the gender dimension (Israel and Sachs 2013; MacGregor 2010, 2014). Literature 
indicates that the domination of masculine and apolitical construction of climate change 
discourses not only underplays gender but also creates a dominant techno-scientific 
definition of climate problems as best managed through technological and engineering 
innovation (ibid). The role of discourses in policy processes has been amply studied and 
discussed (Fischer and Forester 1993; Hajer and Wagenaar 2003). However, despite a 
relative recent advance in climate studies, there is still a dearth of feminist involvement 
in the debate about the way in which gender is contemplated in discourses that lead 
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to the creation of institutions and to the formulation and implementation of climate 
adaptation policies (MacGregor 2014). As a result, the urgent need for a gender analysis 
that captures ‘the discursive and cultural constructions of hegemonic masculinities and 
femininities that shape the way we interpret, debate, articulate and respond to’ climate 
change is suggested (MacGregor 2010, p 127). Therefore, this article aims to contribute 
to the literature by analysing the interactive discourses among policy actors and the 
influence thereof on the extent to which adaptation policies addresses the gender 
dimension. 

According to Schmidt (2008), (policy) discourse consists of both the ideas produced 
(substantive content) and the interactive processes through which these ideas are 
constructed and conveyed. In discursive policy processes, a variety of sometimes 
complementing but often competing ideas partake, but a prominent discourse often 
emerges and dominates the process, making particular things visible while others remain 
unseen (Bäckstrand and Lövbrand 2007; Schmidt 2008, 2010). Understanding why and 
how certain ideas – about, for example, climate change, vulnerability and adaptation – 
become prominent in a given discursive policy process requires examining the process 
that produces or constructs such ideas and the interactive processes that lead to their 
rise to prominence (Schmidt 2008). Therefore, the article looks into the extent to which 
gender is considered in the climate adaptation policy debate, and it then explores how 
and why a particular way of framing became prominent. In so doing, we assume that 
variation in the extent to which gender is given a role in climate adaptation policy can 
be explained by the interaction among policy actors in constructing discourses and, 
subsequently, policy. 

The article focuses on national-level climate policies. Most studies on the adaptation 
and gender debate have provided local-level gender analyses of vulnerability and 
adaptive capacities, which is most important since adaptation is indicated as inherently 
a local phenomenon (Hilde 2012). But attention should also be given to national-level 
engagements since adaptation policies and strategies framed at this level steer the 
local practices (cf. Ireland and McKinnon 2013). Ethiopia is the empirical base of this 
study.  In 2015, the Notre Dame Global Adaptation Index (ND-GAIN) indicated that out 
of 185 countries, Ethiopia was among the top 40 countries that are most vulnerable and 
least ready to respond to climate change (ND-GAIN 2015). The recent engagement of 
the Ethiopian government in both the global and the African climate change debate 
is remarkable. At the national level as well, Ethiopia has issued a number of climate 
change adaptation policies and strategies, including a ‘Climate-Resilient Green Economy 
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Strategy’ that aims to make Ethiopia a ‘green economy frontrunner’ (FDRE 2011; Jones 
and Carabine 2013). This study deals with Ethiopia’s Climate Resilience Strategy in 
Agriculture and Forest.

4.2. Theoretical Foundation

4.2.1. Discursive Institutionalism

Discursive Institutionalism (DI) is an approach that combines insights from new 
institutionalism (NI) and discourse theory. According to DI, discourses encompass 
the policy concepts and ideas and the interactive processes that produce policy 
(Schmidt 2008, p 305). In DI, ideas, discourses and institutions are considered as the core 
components. 

Ideas are policy contents that carry discourses (den Besten et al. 2014). They are found 
at three nested levels: (i) in specific policies or policy solutions that are often found at 
the surface level of policy documents; (ii) in more general ‘programmes’ that serve as a 
frame of reference through which policy solutions are linked with policy problems and 
(iii) in the philosophies or deeply rooted world-views, values and principles that uphold 
both policy problems and solutions (ibid; Schmidt 2008, p 306). 

Interactive discourse refers to the process through which policy actors construct and 
exchange their ideas, often by means of contestation (Schmidt 2008, p 305). The analysis 
of the interactive discourse asks how specific policy ideas are conveyed, to whom, 
when, where and why (ibid). Schmidt (2008, 2010) proposes a differentiation between 
coordinative discourse (the interaction of policy actors during the policy making process) 
and communicative discourse (the interaction between policy actors and the public). 
In our study, we focus on the coordinative discourse, as the communicative discourse 
arena seems politicised and constrained in Ethiopia10.

Institutions entail both formal and informal rules of the game – norms, laws, regulations 
and procedures – that guide interaction between actors and subsequently how ideas 
are conveyed, to whom, when, where and why. Institutions are perceived as both ‘given’ 

10. According to the Proclamation 621/2009, only civic and charity societies that are formed by Ethiopians 
and do not use more than 10% of funds they receive from foreign sources can engage in activities related 
to human and democratic rights, gender equality, rights of children and disabled persons, conflict 
resolution, and support to the judiciary (articles 2 and 14). This law significantly restrains and narrows the 
policy space for civic society engagement (cf. Dupuy et al. 2013).
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and ‘contingent’ (Schmidt 2008, p 314). In other words, institutions create an enabling 
or constraining environment for the legitimisation of policy ideas, but through their 
interaction with discourses, institutions are subject to change. 

Highlighting the gendered nature of both discourses and institutions, feminist scholars 
argue for a critical evaluation of how environmental problem discourses are constructed 
and contested and how institutions reinforce or challenge inequality from a gender 
perspective (Arora-Jonsson 2011; MacGregor 2010, 2014). For instance, MacGregor 
(2010) notes that men’s predominant control of climate science results in a discourse 
that is heavily dominated by masculine values. In institutional studies, the concept 
of ‘gendered institution’ is used to refer to the gendered nature of the institutional 
establishment, functioning and change (Lowndes and Roberts 2013; Mackay et al. 2010; 
Waylen 2014). Viewing institutions as being gendered implies that institutions maintain 
and reinforce existing gender asymmetric relations (Mackay et al. 2010). Also, when 
institutions change, unless critically examined and explicitly considered, this asymmetric 
relationship is sustained (Waylen 2014), although it then often remains hidden under a 
cover of ‘gender neutral’ language. One aspect of the debate on the subject focuses on 
how institutions change and how this change could lead to the emergence of ideas, 
interactions and (new) institutions that could bring about more gender responsible 
outcomes (ibid). In this study, we opt for DI as a promising approach to understanding 
the role of gender in policies (i.e. contents) and policy processes (cf. Kulawik 2009).

4.2.2. Situating the Research in DI

Gender, here, refers to a relational and discursive framing that influences social life 
(MacGregor 2010). This conceptualization shifts gender analysis from focusing on 
categorical attributes to a broader structure and cultural interpretation (Scott 1986). 
The premise of DI is that policy making is a process where specific policy ideas gain 
prominence over others. Hence, studying the interactive discourse helps to understand 
why some ideas succeed while others fail (Schmidt 2008, 2010). Inspired by DI, the study 
develops a twofold objective: first, identifying the extent to which gender is represented 
in adaptation strategies, and second, exploring the way in and the extent to which a 
gendered coordinative discourse affects policy outcomes. 

Regarding the first objective, DI’s three nested levels of ideas (policies, programmes 
and philosophies) are used to explore and establish the representation of gender in 
Ethiopia’s adaptation strategies (see Figure 1). The three nested ideas are dealt with 
by creating a link to three key questions, raised by Smit et al. (2000), in adaptation 
analysis, namely (i) adaptation to what and why; (ii) who or what adapts; and (iii) 
how does adaptation occur. These questions help to evaluate adaptation merits and 
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understand values connected with adaptation (Thomsen et al. 2012). However, gender 
may not appear at the surface in such lines of questioning because, as Kronsell (2006) 
noted, a gender neutral approach often conceals the hegemonic masculine values and 
biases. Consequently, unpacking gender requires the deconstruction of narratives that 
normalize the silence by looking into what is not said or written or ‘silenced’ (ibid, p 109).

 

Gendered  
Actors 

Gendered 
Interactions  

Gender in Coordinative  
Discourses  

Gender in Climate Policy  
(Ideas) 

Philosophy  
Adaptation to what and why? 

Programme  
Who or what adapts? 

Policy  
How does adaptation occur? 

Gendered Institutions 

Figure 4.1: The Discursive Institutionalism Framework
Source: Own sketch

Philosophical ideas refer to ‘adaptation to what and why?’ questions. These ideas focus 
on the overarching perception of climate change, on its gender dimensions and on 
the specific aspects of climate change problems and other non-climate problems that 
adaptation is proposed to respond to. Programmatic ideas are related to the framing 
of policy problems and refer to the question of ‘who or what adapts?’ The intention is 
to establish what or who is vulnerable and needs to adapt, and as such to determine if 
or to what extent the gender dimension is captured in problem definition. Policy ideas 
frame policy solutions and deal with how adaptation occurs. This level focuses on the 
type and nature of adaptation options and the extent to which they consider gender.

The second objective relates to the analysis of coordinative discourses. As Schmidt (2008, 
2010) states, the key questions in this analysis relate to how policy ideas are conveyed, 
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when, to whom and why. In the quest to answer these questions, we particularly focus 
on policy actors and their interaction (see Figure 1). Gendered policy actors deal with the 
question of ‘to whom’ ideas are conveyed. In policy processes, the dominance of certain 
ideas does not always come from the powerful messages they carry, but rather from 
powerful actors who choose to make use of them (Wodak and Meyer 2001). Hence, 
identifying actors who are involved in the process, as well as their respective agendas 
and interests in relation to gender, becomes important in order to understand the 
coordinative discourse. 

Gendered interaction deals with the questions of ‘how’ gender policy ideas are conveyed, 
‘when’ and ‘why’. In their prominent work, West and Zimmerman (1987) assert that 
gender is produced and reproduced in every interaction. Hence, to capture the gender 
aspect of the coordinative discourse, it is imperative to analyze the policy interaction as a 
gendered process (see also Kronsell 2006). Gendered institutions refer to both formal and 
informal rules of the game. For instance, policies, programmes, guidelines and informal 
organisational norms and networks play important roles in facilitating or constraining 
interaction (Schmidt 2008, 2010); hence, the focus is to identify both formal and informal 
institutional settings where the inclusion of gender is either promoted or neglected. 

4.3. Methodology

We apply our discursive institutionalist framework to the case of Ethiopia’s Climate 
Resilient Green Economy (CRGE) Vision and, more particularly, to the Climate Resilient 
Strategy for Agriculture and Forest (CRS-AF). CRGE is focused upon because it is a 
comprehensive national strategy regarding Ethiopia’s response to climate change 
and the first ever document that has situated climate change within the national 
development goals (Eshetu et al. 2014). CRGE has three objectives: (i) fostering 
economic development and growth, (ii) ensuring abatement and avoidance of future 
GHG emissions and (iii) improving resilience to climate change (FDRE 2011). Ethiopia’s 
CRGE consists of mitigation and adaptation strategies, notably the Green Economy 
Strategy (GES) and the Climate Resilient Strategy (CRS). The national GES was issued 
along with the CRGE Vision in 2011, and so far, two sectoral CRSs have been issued, 
namely CRS-AF and CRS in Water and Energy in 2015. CRS-AF is selected as the focus of 
our study because it is comprehensive and incorporates all previously issued adaptation 
strategies in the agriculture sector (FDRE 2015).

In an attempt to explore the coordinative discourse, we conducted 20 semi-structured 
interviews with policy actors in government ministries and staff members of local civic 
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society groups and international organisations. Twelve semi-structured interviews were 
held with government policy actors. Five were from the Ministry of Environment, Forest 
and Climate Change (MoEFCC) and seven form the Ministry of Agriculture and Natural 
Resources (MoANR) including experts of Women’s Affairs Directorates found in both 
ministries. The remaining eight semi-structured interviews were conducted with experts 
of local research institutes and civic society organisations that have demonstrated an 
interest in climate policy ‘… such as Forum for Environment11 (two interviewees), Lem 
Ethiopia12, the Forum for Social Studies13, the Institute for Sustainable Development14, 
the Global Green Growth Institute15, CARE-Ethiopia16 and Oxfam GB17.

We selected interviewees using purposive and snowball sampling. In the first instance, 
sampling was purposive, whereby key government actors who are known to be owners 
of the climate agenda within the MoEFCC and the MoANR were selected. The second 
stage involved a snowball sampling technique. In this procedure, key informants from 
each of the government actors were asked to recommend individuals who actively 
engaged in policy making. 

We used qualitative content analysis for exploring the data gathered from both 
document reviews and individual interviews. The analysis of written policy texts and 
interview transcripts followed two steps: coding and thematic grouping. Coding refers 
to ‘attaching labels to segments of data that depict what each segment is about’ 
(Charmaz 2006, p 3). Verbatim records were read to identify key statements and phrases 
on climate change causes, impacts and responses and the gender nexus. These were 
coded in relation to the three levels of ideas (policy, programme and philosophical 
ideas) using both manifest and latent coding. According to Graneheim and Lundman 
(2004), manifest coding focuses on the surface and visible context of the text, whereas 
latent coding focuses on the underlying meaning of the text. Then we engaged 
in thematic grouping, which is the systematic organisation of contents and ‘a way to 
link the underlying meanings together in categories’ (ibid, p 107). Direct references 
to organisations or interviewees in the text are avoided; instead, issues are discussed 
confidentially in order to ensure the anonymity of the respondents.

11. http://ffe-ethiopia.org/ 
12.  http://www.lemethiopia.org.et/aboutus.htm
13.  http://www.fssethiopia.org/ 
14. http://www.isd.org.et/ 
15.  http://gggi.org/ethiopia/ 
16.  http://www.care.org/country/ethiopia
17.  http://www.oxfam.org.uk/what-we-do/countries-we-work-in/ethiopia
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4.4. Research Context:  Gender in Ethiopia 

With a population of 90.1 million (CSA 2015), Ethiopia is socially diverse, comprising 
more than 80 ethnic groups. This diversity necessitates understanding men’s and 
women’s different experiences across ethnic groups, livelihoods, localities and classes. 
Nevertheless, by and large, masculine values are favoured, while women and their 
experiences are subjugated in most parts of the country (Levine 2000). Gender remains 
an important factor in defining entitlements to resources, power relation and access to 
institutions, information and decision making (UNDP 2015). 

Since the regime shift in 1991, the formal institutions targeting gender equality and 
women’s rights have evolved from attaining legal status to playing a proactive role in 
voicing equality. In particular, the Constitution of the Federal Democratic Ethiopia (FDRE 
1995) recognises the equality of women as equal to those of men in political, economic 
and social spheres. Article 35 (6) of this Constitution, in particular, stipulates that: 

[w]omen have the right to full consultation in the formulation of national 
development policies, the designing and execution of projects, and particularly in 
the case of projects affecting the interests of women. 

Apart from this, progressive measures have been taken to consider women’s rights 
in other laws, legislations and policies such as the Rural Land Administration and Use 
Proclamation (1997, revised in 2005), the Federal Family Law (2000) and the national 
development plan, namely GTP I and II. Moreover, Women’s Affairs offices have been 
put in place in most ministries to facilitate the process of gender mainstreaming in 
government policies, programmes and practices (Biseswar 2008; Østebø 2015).

Given these institutional and legislative grounds, one might think that pronouncing a 
‘gender equality’ agenda in any public policy arena including climate change is a default 
venture. However, as widely acknowledged by official reports, an implementation gap 
impedes progress within formal institutions (ibid), while informal institutions remain 
highly gendered (Mersha and Van Laerhoven, 2016). 

4.5. Analysis and Results  

4.5.1. Substantive Content of the Discourse: Gender in Climate Policy (Ideas) 

When evaluated from a gender perspective, the first observation is that the CRS-AF and 
CRGE texts rarely mention ‘gender’ and provide no elaboration on how the gendered 
nature of climate change problems and the solutions thereof can be addressed. While 
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an assessment of gender responsiveness needs to go beyond counting frequency of 
words related to ‘gender’, ‘women’ or ‘men’, this can nevertheless give an indication of 
potential shortcomings of a policy. In the CRS-AF document, ‘gender’ is referred to four 
times, but when it is, it remains unclear what is actually meant. The same is true for the 
word ‘women’. The document refers to ‘women’ twice, portraying them as vulnerable 
groups eligible for a specific adaptation option, namely social protection. Besides these 
mentions, the documents treat men and women as homogenous groups and use a 
‘gender neutral’ language. 

The discussion below provides a more detailed examination of the document regarding 
the three types of ideas. 

Philosophical Ideas: Adaptation to What and Why? 

Regarding the question of adaptation to what, CRS-AF provides a comprehensive 
and broader description of climate-related triggers for which adaptation responses 
are carried out. Climate stimuli consist of changes in temperature and rainfall, climate 
variability and extreme weather events such as drought and flooding and to present as 
well as future contexts are discussed. By and large, adaptation is framed as a response to 
exogenous climate-change problems in the CRS-AF document despite some mention 
of the role of non-climate drivers as indicated in the following quote.

Other non-climatic drivers are inextricably linked to vulnerability but have not been 
explicitly included here in order to distinguish between largely ‘exogenous’ drivers 
(determined by climate change), and largely ‘endogenous’ drivers, which economic 
policy can strongly influence (FDRE 2015, p 26, italics added).

The emphasis given to ‘exogenous’ climate change drivers obscures gender from part 
of the discussion about problem definitions because such framing underplays the non-
climate socio-economic, political and institutional drivers where the gender asymmetric 
relations have entrenched upon and emanated from. Jones and Carabine (2013) also 
observe the minimisation of complex sociocultural and political factors in the ‘Green 
Economy Strategy’ wing of CRGE. 

In both the CRGE Vision and CRS-AF texts, despite mentions of the effects of climate 
change on people’s livelihood and social well-being, the economic growth oriented 
motive becomes predominant. As such, it addresses the question why to adapt. In 
particular, the CRS-AF document states that ‘building resilience to avoid damage to 
our economy depends on understanding the threats and the priority areas for focusing 
adaptation efforts (ibid, p 3). Moreover, the document highlights the economic 
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motive (see FDRE, 2015, p 25) under the title of ‘framing the impacts of climate from 
an economic perspective’. Such framing not only fails to provide an equivalent social 
or political framing but also it presents the national economy in a socially aggregated 
manner using the term ‘our economy’. However, as feminist scholars point out, economic 
aggregates without reference to gender tend to cover the differentiated effects of 
policies on men and women (cf. Elson and Cagaty 2000), failing to acknowledge that 
they have a propensity to benefit men because of the gender division of labour that 
favours men and that fact that men have better access to productive resources (ibid).

Programmatic Ideas: Who or What Adapts? 

Given its origin, CRS-AF focuses on the agriculture sector and uses livelihood systems 
such as pastoral, agro-pastoral and cropping systems to define their exposure and 
vulnerability.  As such it pertains to the question who and what adapts. Adopting the 
definition set forth by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), CRS-
AF defines vulnerability as ‘the propensity or predisposition to be adversely affected’, 
where vulnerability is understood as a function of exposure, sensitivity and adaptive 
capacity (FDRE 2015, p 9). Biophysical exposure to climate change is used to analyse 
vulnerability, and it relies on quantitative and technical measurements to distinguish 18 
climate stresses that affect different livelihoods and areas.  

Except pointing out ‘women’, ‘disabled’ people and ‘children’ as being the ‘most 
vulnerable’ (ibid p, 28), the document fails to provide a qualitative analysis and 
socioeconomic assessments to reveal differences among and within communities. 
Even in the case where ‘women’ are mentioned as most vulnerable groups, no explicit 
gender-based analysis is provided except from a general statement about women’s 
dependence on natural resource and limited access to financial resources as a source 
of their vulnerability. This is a typical example of how a dominant framing of women’s 
vulnerability leads to the uncritical inclusion of women as policy beneficiaries (Bee et al. 
2013; Skinner 2011).

Gender relations and gender norms play pivotal roles in lived experiences of male and 
female smallholder farmers in Ethiopia specifically with regard to unequal access to 
productive assets, extension services, agriculture inputs, and overall masculine farming 
norms (cf. Aguilar et al. 2015; Buchy and Basaznew 2005; Gella and Tadele 2014; Moges 
et al. 2009). This results in significant gender-based differences in farm productivity. 
For instance, Aguilar et al. (2015) find that male-managed plots produce on average 
23.4 percent more per hectare than female-managed plots. Given these circumstances, 
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adopting a vulnerability assessment that is not gender sensitive does not only cover 
the differences among and within communities but also restrains the effectiveness and 
relevance of adaptation options.

Policy Ideas: How Adaptation Occurs? 

The overall adaptation approach in the documents is centred on ‘no and low regret’ 
actions that intend to reduce vulnerability and enhance adaptive capacity (FDRE 
2015). To identify 41 out of 350 suggested adaptation options, CRS-AF uses four 
criteria including relevance and feasibility; contribution to economic growth; equity 
and distributional issue; and balancing the present and future effects (ibid, p. 7 and 
45). The 41 adaptation options are categorised under nine themes including capacity 
building and institutional coordination, information and awareness, crop and water 
management on-farm, livestock, value chain and market development, sustainable 
agriculture and land management, natural resources conservation and management, 
disaster risk reduction, and social protection.

Gender and poverty related issues are dealt with by the equity and distributional criteria 
in the document (ibid). However, by equating gender with women the document fails 
to consider gender as a structural and relational factor. As a result, women are singled 
out as a ‘high priority group’ under the theme of ‘social protection’ while the remaining 
eight themes and adaptation options under them are presented without any form of 
social disaggregation and in a non-gendered way. 

From the document analysis, it becomes apparent that the framing of climate discourses 
and policy ideas at philosophical, programme and policies levels show congruence 
with global narratives and guidelines. As mentioned by several feminist scholars, the 
global discourses and narrations dominantly demonstrate a gender void (cf. MacGregor 
2010). It also tends to create a boundary between climate and non-climate triggers. The 
former was highlighted while the latter was systematically underplayed. As a result, the 
documents fail to explicitly address social dynamics and the differentiated impacts of 
both problems and solutions following gender lines, among other factors. 

The next question is how and why such asocial and non-gender framing of climate 
policy discourses gained prominence, which will be discussed next.
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4.5.2. Coordinative Discourses: Actors and Interaction 

Gendered Actors: Who is Involved? 

Recently, the climate change agenda has attracted different government actors, which 
in some cases has resulted in a conflict of interest. Especially since the 2009 United 
Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) Conference of the Parties 
(COP 15), significant changes have been made regarding national government actors’ 
mandates and the organisational structure. From the late 1990s to 2009, the Ethiopian 
Meteorological Authority (EMA), which was also a key player in the preparation of 
the National Adaptation Programme of Action (NAPA), was the focal point for the 
UNFCCC and the IPCC. However, after COP 15, the Ethiopian Environmental Protection 
Authority (EPA) took over this place and assumed a central position, both nationally and 
internationally. 

The EPA was upgraded in 2013 to the Ministry of Environment and Forests, and then 
in October 2015 to the Ministry of Environment, Forest and Climate Change (MoEFCC). 
However, the organisational landscape and actors related to CRGE go beyond the MoEFCC 
and involve more national influential actors such as the Prime Minister’s Office and 
identified sector ministries that are represented in the Ministerial Steering Committee, 
which leads the CRGE (see Figure 2). Also, the Ministry of Women and Children Affairs 
(MoWCA) is a part of this steering committee. In the government hierarchy of Ethiopia, 
the MoWCA and the Women’s Affairs Directorate (WAD) are the mandated actors to raise 
‘gender’ or ‘women’s’ issues in policies and their implementation (Biseswar 2008; Østebø 
2015). The absence of a vibrant local civic society and feminist or gender advocates 
imparts additional responsibility to these women’s affair offices, as they are virtually the 
only actors operating in this field.

The preparation of CRS-AF also followed the configuration of the CRGE hierarchy, but 
the MoANR played a key role. From that ministry, key actors were the departments of 
Agricultural Development, Natural Resources, Disaster Risk Management and Food 
Security, Women’s Affairs and the Agriculture Research Institute. Hence, much of the 
coordinative discourses were carried out among these departments, as well as the 
consulting teams (Global Climate Adaptation Partnership and a local consultant, 
Geospatial Analytical Services). In CRS-AF’s preparation, one expert represented 
MoANR/WAD. It was in the last few sessions that one additional expert from MoEFCC /
WAD joined the discussion, as reported by interviewees.
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Figure 4.2: Structural Arrangement and Linkage of CRS-AF
Source: Adopted and modified from FDRE (2015)18 

Gendered Interaction: How, When and Why? 

This part deals with the questions of how, when and why gender related information 
is conveyed in the process. Since MoANR/WAD has the mandate to participate in the 
preparation of any policy, strategy or programme in the sector, it was invited to send 
one expert for the preparation of CRS-AF. However, the representation of WAD seems 
to have been merely a formality without being thoughtful of the issues that might arise 
from the department. One of the interviewees remarked that a gender-void viewpoint 
had emerged in the discussion during early meeting sessions.

When the staff of the global consultant team [GCAP] offered training, the presentation 
focused on the science of climate change, such as the concentration of greenhouse 

18.  DFID – UK’s Department for International Development
 GGGI – Global Green Growth Institute
 GCAP – Global Climate Adaptation Partnership 
 GeoSAS – Geospatial Analytical Services (local consultant)
 MoWCA – Ministry of Women and Children Affairs
 MoEFCC – Ministry of Environment, Forest and Climate Change
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gases and how it affects energy transfer. Nothing was mentioned about gender. I 
asked the presenter why gender related discussions were not included, and he didn’t 
have any response. He simply said ‘We did not thoroughly think about it’.

In a similar account, another interviewee pointed out that the gender dimension 
was missing from the start because the Terms of Reference (TOR) themselves did not 
encompass any gender related expectations. The TOR were prepared by the Global 
Green Growth Institute (GGGI) in collaboration with representatives of the MoANR, and 
neither MoANR/WAD nor MoEFCC/WAD was engaged. One of the verbatim records 
from the interview expounds as follows: 

Regarding gender related questions, the consultants often appeared unprepared. In 
fact, holding the consultants accountable for something they had not agreed upon 
may not be fair.

Observing the repeated side-stepping of gender dimensions in the discussions and 
presentations, the WAD expert, with the help of others, prepared a text that elaborated 
the gender dimension of climate change in the agriculture sector and the rationale for 
its consideration. 

After the short note was distributed, there seemed to emerge an acknowledgement 
on the need for considering gender. But then the dialogue shifted to considering 
gender at the project implementation levels instead of at the policy and strategy 
design levels. 

This quotation clearly shows why the CRS-AF document fails to address gender explicitly, 
even after the concern was raised. Suggesting gender as a matter of implementation is 
a way of putting aside the agenda and systematically silencing the voices expressing 
gender concerns in the policy dialogue. This relegation of the gender dimension in 
policy making as a matter of implementation has been corroborated by Kronsel (2006) 
as well. This silence on gender implies that no discussion on the masculine construction 
of policy problems, methods of analysis and the proposed responses is effectuated 
(see also MacGregor 2010, 2014), resulting in policies in which the underlying gender 
inequalities and power imbalances continue to perpetuate.

It is also important to mention that WADs representatives who engage in the discussion 
are responsible to raise the overlooked gender dimension. As a consequence of 
Proclamation 601/2001, the engagement of Charities and Civic Society Organisations 
in policy advocacy is restricted in Ethiopia. Therefore, advocating gender issue falls 
entirely on the shoulders of WADs (see also Østebø 2015). However, our interviewees 
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report that besides their limited number, the WAD representatives who are granted 
a seat at the table also have to deal with a limitation in terms of expertise in climate 
change related discourses (see also Biseswar 2008) – an impression that is exemplified 
by the following quote from an interviewee: 

There is no climate change expert in our department [Women Affairs Directorate]. I 
only took a one-day training on the issue. Thus, the knowledge gap also restrains us 
from having a meaningful engagement. 

When the very actors who are supposed to carry on and push for the gender agenda 
encounter capacity limitations, it is easy to see why policy interaction would fail to 
go beyond a surface-level discussion in order to address structural and systematic 
problems.

4.5.3. Gendered Institutions: Formal and Informal

WAD has the mandate to express and suggest gender considerations in organisational 
policies, programmes and practices. This formal institutional structure obligates 
ministries and departments to engage WAD experts in processes that lead to the framing 
of problems and the design of (policy) solutions. However, this requirement to invite 
WAD to the table when policies are discussed is of course not a guarantee for gender 
responsive outcomes. On the contrary, interviewees indicated that the engagement 
of Women’s Affairs officials in policy making or in daily organisational practices is 
highly influenced by gendered informal institutions such as social norms and informal 
networks despite the granted statutory equality.

Instead of discussing gender in detail, like why and how to consider it, discussions 
are often limited to where to put something about women. This is because gender is 
considered as ‘less scientific’ than other issues. 

This quote elucidates the problematic conception of ‘gender’ as equivalent to ‘women’; 
hence, the mentioning of something about ‘women’ in the document is assumed as 
addressing gender. On a similar note, Biseswar (2008) argues that the core problem in 
advancing gender issues in Ethiopia is this narrow and arguably erroneous construction 
of gender and gender equality. Subsuming ‘gender’ under ‘women’ causes a detachment 
of women’s marginalisation from the root of the problem, and it needs to be seen as 
a function of power structures and institutional practices that accept and privilege 
masculine values (MacGregor 2010). 
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Drawing a further implication from the results of the interviews, it can be argued that 
the informal norm that trumps ‘hard’ climate science over ‘soft’ social science (and 
subsequently over gender) is another area of concern that hinders the emergence of 
gender responsive policies and strategies. 

As experts with a natural science background tend to dominate, discussions are often 
geared towards scientific facts and measurements. Although social dimensions are 
raised, they don’t get equal weight and attention.

Another important issue that emerged from the interviews regards the problematic 
position of Women’s Affairs offices in the organisational hierarchy and politics. The 
respective positions they assumed undoubtedly create a constraint for their engagement 
in the policy dialogue as indicated in the following narrations.

After a long discussion, gender may end up being sidelined and we cannot do 
anything about it. Our responsibility is merely pointing out the issue. When the 
resistance persists, we just retreat to avoid confrontation.

Actors with a gender agenda [Women Affair Directorate representatives] should 
carefully choose their words and be systematic when they make comments because 
people become defensive and feel threatened easily, as they often overlook the 
gender component. And then this may negatively affect the working relationship.

These verbatim records highlight the challenges of negotiating a gender agenda for 
Women’s Affairs offices. As indicated by respondents, the policy making process, 
including how agendas are set, which issues gain more attention and the ‘scientific’ 
framing, carries a lot of gender baggage. By and large, the organisational power structure 
and hierarchy and masculine norms create an uneasy atmosphere for Women’s Affairs 
experts to extend their conversation. The last argument is in consonant with Acker 
(1992), who notes the influence of embedded androcentric values on organisational 
practices. Thus, despite the formal institutional setting in Ethiopia, which appears to 
be progressive and enabling, gendered informal institutions and organisational politics 
constrain policy processes and outcomes from becoming gender responsive. 

4.6. Discussion and Conclusion 

In spite of the growing recognition given to gendered vulnerability and adaptation, 
discussion on climate policy, discourse and institutions remains sporadic. This article 
aimed to explore the extent to which gender is represented in adaptation policy 
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and how coordinative discourse (the interaction among policy actors) influences 
gender responsiveness in the crafting of adaptation options. Adopting a discursive 
institutionalist framework, the study analysed the case of Ethiopia’s Climate Resilient 
Strategy for Agriculture and Forest (CRS-AF) focusing on three dimensions, namely 
ideas (substantive content of the discourse), coordinative discourse and institutions. 

The policy document analysis revealed an overall failure of CRS-AF to explicitly address 
gender dimensions. The sheer mention of ‘gender’ and ‘women’ in some instances does 
not equal true gender responsiveness. Our analysis of the data on adaptation to what 
and why (philosophical ideas) shows that the document mainly deals with the issue of 
climate change from a natural science perspective – specifically, it contains details on 
temperature and rainfall change, climate variability and extreme events such as drought 
and flooding. At this level, the text avoids mentioning the gender dimension and barely 
refers to social aspects related to climate change. Emphasis is given to the perception 
of climate change as an exogenous phenomenon by minimising the role of non-climate 
drivers. Our analysis also indicates that CRS-AF tends to be highly influenced by an 
economic motive that is lacking in gender (and social) equity issues. 

As regards the question of who and what adapts (programmatic ideas), the usage of 
biophysical vulnerability assessment that only pays attention to physical damage 
obfuscates the different levels and experiences of vulnerability across groups in the 
society. The document cites women, people with disabilities and children as the most 
vulnerable, but with no equivalent analysis of how and why these different groups were 
included in this category. This grouping not only reflects an essentialist assumption 
about women but is also paternalistic, as the root causes of women’s vulnerability 
remain largely concealed. 

Regarding the question of how adaptation occurs (policy idea), as the vulnerability 
assessment did not consider gendered power relations, institutions and other socio-
economic drivers, gender responsive adaptation options are hardly considered at 
this level. As the agriculture sector in Ethiopia is highly influenced by gendered social 
norms, and most policies and services are criticised as being gender-biased (Buchy and 
Basaznew 2005; Mogues et. al. 2009), adopting ongoing practices as adaptation options 
without a substantial and critical analysis of the gender dimension can exacerbate the 
existing gender inequalities (Mersha and Van Laerhoven, 2018). 

In general, we found that gender-neutral wording dominates the CRS-AF documents. 
According to gender and feminist scholars, such construction of policies and strategies 
often reinforces and reproduces masculine values (Bee et al. 2013; Arora-Jonsson 2011; 
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Pearse 2016). By doing so, this not only preserves the status quo but also naturalises 
gender inequality (Kronsel 2006). The subsequent question is thus why new policy and 
strategy development remains silent about the gender dimension of climate change 
impact and responses under a cover of gender neutral language even in an era that 
witnesses a growing debate around the recognition of the gender dimension of climate 
change. To begin answering this question, our analysis of the coordinative discourse 
allowed us to trace how specific policy ideas were constructed, justified and finally 
naturalised in the policy making process. Our analysis focused on who was involved, 
how ideas related to gender were raised and when and why they failed. In doing so, the 
following four issues emerged. 

Numerical Imbalances 

The limited number of actors with an explicit gender agenda participating in the 
coordinative discourse made it difficult to create an alternative, gender-based 
discourse. One may argue that merely having more actors with a gender agenda 
would not necessarily guarantee bringing gender to the forefront of policy dialogues, 
as studies report the limited effect of women representatives in ensuring substantive 
contribution (cf. Holvoet and Inberg 2014; Magnusdottir and Kronsell 2015). Yet, on top 
of merely guaranteeing a seat to women representatives, what is equally important is 
ensuring that they have an explicit and well-crafted gender agenda, so they can make 
a substantive contribution.  As alternative discourses need actors who can carry them 
(cf. Wodak and Meyer 2001), our suggestion is to include more actors with an explicit 
gender agenda.

Timing

In line with Skinner (2011), our analysis shows that gender ideas entered the coordinative 
discourse as an add-on concern at a relatively late stage. Lack of WAD and other gender 
experts’ participation in the development of the TORs demonstrates a lack of full 
comprehension of a more gendered approach. Consideration of the gender dimension 
has been sporadic, and the engagement of experts in the area was found to be a matter 
of formality. Consequently, when alternative ideas related to the gender dimension of 
climate change impacts and responses arose, they were easily sidelined or treated as a 
mere matter of implementation.

Natural Science Bias 

Our document and interview analysis revealed a disproportional emphasis on the 
‘scientific’ construction of climate change. According to MacGregor (2014, p 627), such 
scientific framing obscures power relations ‘that have caused, and are standing in the 
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way of addressing, the current predicament’. Moreover, the resulting simplification of 
policy frames became a powerful force that pushed aside competing frames based on 
more complex ideas about climate change, including ideas that acknowledge gender 
dimensions.

Gendered Norms and Organisational Practices

We found that gendered informal institutions serve as settings through which the issues 
mentioned above are enacted. It is also worthy to posit the role of gender prejudices at 
local level if they play such a role at national level. Thus, in a society where androcentric 
values remain an inherent part of formal and informal organisational and institutional 
structures, policy and strategy documents need to provide an explicit outlook on gender 
equality. Effecting a gender sensitive framework can be a tool for regional and local 
Women’s Affairs offices to hold implementing bodies accountable. From our analysis, 
the main insights that can be drawn include: 

• The necessity of considering a gender agenda from the very initial stages such as 
the development of TORs and the importance of having a sufficient number of 
capable actors to represent the gender dimension in coordinative discourses. 

• A clear understanding of what gender responsive policies entail. It does not mean 
adding on the term ‘gender’ or the inclusion of women as ‘target groups’. Rather, 
it means recognising and addressing the underlying asymmetric gender relation 
manifested in different ways such as resource regimes, institutions (formal and 
informal) and other structural impediments.   

• To effectively address gender in the policymaking process, understanding and 
redressing the gendered informal institutional arrangement is at least equally 
important as merely guaranteeing a seat for actors with gender interest. 

• The explicit recognition of gender as a power relation in climate-problem 
construction, vulnerability analysis and development of adaptation options. 
The absence of a real commitment and the relegation of gender as a matter of 
implementation not only reinforce the socio-economic and power dominance of 
men but also, as MacGregor (2010) states, prevents adaptation options from being 
effective and sustainable.

• Last but not least, we would like to highlight that the DI approach can be a powerful 
tool for the analysis of other social categories such as ethnicity, age, localities and 
livelihoods, as well as their interplay. 
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Abstract 

Transformative adaptation has been proposed as a way to overcome 
shortcomings of ongoing adaptation and to address underlying factors that 
shape vulnerability. However, despite increasing evidence on the role of gender 
in shaping vulnerability and adaptation, explicit attention to gender seems to 
remain marginal in the transformative adaptation debate. To attain deep-rooted 
fundamental change, transformative adaptation needs to comprehend and 
address gender asymmetric relations. Thus, this case study was designed with 
the aim of proposing leverage points for gender-responsive transformative 
adaptation in the context of smallholder agriculture. A survey was conducted 
on a sample of 142 households from two rural districts in Northeast Ethiopia 
that have been frequently affected by climate variability and climate extreme 
events. In addition, semi-structured interviews and focus group discussions 
with smallholders and interviews with government officials and local extension 
workers were held. Results reveal that although male and female smallholders 
have employed different adaptation measures, the setting of their priorities 
and their subsequent adaptation decisions were constrained by factors that are 
gendered. Identified constraints are related to resources, institutions (norms, 
laws, informal and formal practices) and participation in decision making. 
The study advocates that overcoming such constraints require a gender-
responsive transformative approach. Thus, the study suggests an approach to 
transformative adaptation that is focused on addressing gender inequalities 
through transformative redistribution, institutions and representation. The study 
concludes that understanding structural and institutional adaptation constraints 
as gendered can expedite the development of gender-responsive transformative 
adaptation that could help to readdress structural imbalances resulting in 
gendered vulnerability and adaptation. 
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5.1. Introduction 

Smallholder agriculture contributes enormously to local livelihoods, the national 
economy and employment provision in Sub-Saharan African (SSA) countries. Ethiopia 
is no exception. Yet, on top of the existing challenges such as resource degradation, 
constrained agricultural productivity, weak institutional capacity and socioeconomic 
inequality, climate change and climate extremes such as drought and flooding are 
expected to worsen the situation and pose a new challenge (Bryan et al. 2009; Calzadilla 
et al. 2013; Di Falco and Veronesi 2013; Serdeczny et al. 2017). Indeed, both smallholders 
and government and non-government organisations (NGOs) have employed different 
adaptation measures in response to perceived and actual climate change, including crop 
rotation, cropping time adjustment, development of irrigation systems, enhancement 
of the availability of agriculture inputs and livestock practices, livelihood diversification 
and safety net programmes (Bryan et al. 2009, 2013; Belay et al. 2017; Deressa et al. 
2011; Di Falco and Veronesi 2013). Nevertheless, despite growing efforts, observations 
of ongoing adaptation show that they have suffered from various limitations ranging 
from the very uncertainty of climate change effects to social, cognitive, economic, 
institutional and physical constraints (Adger et al. 2009; Biesbroek et al. 2013; Deressa 
et al. 2009; IPCC 2014; Shackleton et al. 2015). Underscoring the different experiences 
of men and women in relation to their vulnerability and adaptive capacity, gender 
scholars also report that lack of recognition or uncritical inclusion of gender in planned 
adaptation interventions tend to exacerbate gender inequalities and generate new 
ones (Arora-Jonsson 2011; Bee et al. 2013; MacGregor 2010, 2014; Terry 2009). 

Therefore, in response to the growing acknowledgement of the fact that the current 
forms of interventions aimed at incremental change are insufficient or in some cases 
even counterproductive, a plea for a ‘transformative’ (or ‘transformational’) approach 
to adaptation has gained increasing recognition in recent years (cf. O’Brien et al. 
2012; Pelling 2011; Tschakert et al. 2013). In adaptation, transformation aims to alter 
‘fundamental attributes of a system’ (IPCC 2012, 3), focusing on the underlying broader 
structural and relational factors that generate and perpetuate vulnerability (Pelling 
2011; Tschakert et al. 2013). The theorisation of transformation in the adaptation debate 
is important though challenging. Its impediment appears to relate to the fact that “[i]t is 
not always clear what exactly needs to be transformed and why, how, in whose interest, 
and what the consequences will be” (O’Brien 2012, 1), and subsequently to the difficulty 
of operationalizing the concept (Feola 2015; IPCC 2014). Apart from this, scholars indicate 
that the current discussion of ‘transformative’ adaptation tends to ignore the explicit 
and structural consideration of the role of broader social and political factors (cf. O’Brien 
2017). This is particularly relevant for discussions related to agricultural development, 
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where the transformation debate tends to shy away from questions related with power, 
equity and redistribution and instead seems to focus mostly on sector and technology 
specific transformational adaptation. Some of the identified strategies in this debate 
include technological innovations (e.g., breeding drought resistant crops), switching 
types of crops and livestock, relocating agricultural activities, shifting to new farming 
systems and changing the livelihood base from farm to non-farm (cf. Rickards and 
Howden 2012; Rippke et al. 2016). 

Based on mounting evidence regarding the role of asymmetrical gender relations in the 
(re)production of gendered vulnerability and adaptation (cf. Bee et al. 2013; Djoudi and 
Brockhaus 2011; Terry 2009), addressing the underlying factors that contribute to these 
asymmetrical relations remains crucial for the realisation of deep-rooted transformation 
in the specific context of smallholder agriculture. Therefore, by moving the discussion 
from sectoral adaptation towards broader structural and relational questions, this 
study aims to explore potential leverage points for a gender-responsive transformative 
adaptation. It does so in particular by seeking to apply Fraser’s concept of multivariate 
transformative remedies (Fraser 2007).

5.2. Gender and Climate Change Adaptation 

Gender is a social relation that defines resource regimes, power relations and roles and 
responsibilities between men and women in a given social and cultural context (Kabeer 
1994; Scott 2010). The predominant patriarchal system that privileges men produces a 
system of asymmetrical gender relations in social, economic and political arenas (Scott 
2010). Unequal gender relations cause women to be disproportionally affected by 
climate change, compared to men, especially in the context of smallholder farming in 
the developing world (Djoudi and Brockhaus 2011; Jost et al. 2015; Terry 2009, 2011). 
Adaptation to climate change is not carried out in a social and institutional vacuum 
(Agrawal 2010). Studies reveal that gender shapes the adaptive capacity and adaptation 
priorities and decisions of female and male smallholder farmers, respectively (Djoudi 
and Brockhaus 2011; Jost et al. 2015; Nabikolo et al. 2012; Terry 2011). 

By now, the relation between gender and climate change is gaining increasing recognition 
in both academia and policy circles and attempts are being made to consider gender in 
adaptation policies and strategies. Yet evidence continues to show shortcomings. The 
first observation is that the dominant framing of women as a vulnerable group tends 
to produce policies and strategies that focus on the symptoms of the problem rather 
than questioning the deep-rooted structural and institutional factors that produce 
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their vulnerability (Arora-Jonsson 2011). Such approaches often claim to be gender 
‘sensitive’ by prioritising women while remaining silent about the underlying factors 
leading to their vulnerability in the first place (Bee et al. 2013; Skinner 2011). The second 
observation is related to the focus on ‘women’ instead of gender (MacGregor 2010, 
2014). The critique is that the vulnerability of women is entrenched in a complex set 
of social relations and institutional arrangements that often privilege men (or specific 
groups of men); hence, failure to be critical of existing systems and structures means 
reinforcing the deep-rooted androcentric values and further marginalising women 
(Arora-Jonsson 2011; MacGregor 2010). 

The third observation is connected to the technocratic and managerial approach of 
planned adaptation interventions, which are often presented as being gender ‘neutral’ 
(Bee et al. 2013; Holvoet and Inberg 2014; MacGregor 2010, 2014). Gender-neutral 
policies assume that policies and programmes have the same effect on all people 
(Kabeer 1994). However, their negligence of already existing (gender) inequalities 
restrains them from resulting in equitable outcomes (Kronsell 2006). 

With these observations, therefore, it is suggested that the gender dimension of climate 
change needs to be dealt with as a question of structural inequalities and power 
relations (MacGregor 2010; 2014). In other words, addressing the gender dimension 
of climate change requires readdressing the asymmetric gender relations within 
which women’s vulnerability and limited adaptive capacities are embedded. Thus, to 
address the relevant root causes and constraints, it is important to ask why women and 
smallholder farmers in general are vulnerable rather than who or what are vulnerable 
(Ribot 2014). In consonant with this, Nightingale (2009) asserted that adaptation as 
a response to both climate and non-climate drivers can be an arena where (gender) 
inequalities and power relations are contested, changed and reinforced. Cognizant of 
the requirement to tackle broader underlying structural factors in the social, economic 
and political contexts (O’Brien 2017; Pelling 2011; Tschakert et al. 2013), we presume 
that transformative adaptation has the potential to recast the gender dimensions of 
climate change adaptation. Consequently, we propose to explore the prerequisites 
of a truly gender-responsive approach to transformative adaptation in the context of 
smallholder farming.
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5.3. Research Framework: Gender-Responsive Transformative 
Adaptation

For the purpose of this study, a gender-responsive transformative adaptation refers to 
an approach to actual and expected climate change impacts that intentionally targets 
the gendered social, economic and political factors that constrain women’s ability 
to deal with these impacts. To operationalize the concept, we opt for the feminist 
theorization of transformation, specifically adopting Fraser’s multivariant framework of 
justice (1997, 2000 and 2009). According to Fraser (1997, 23), transformative approaches 
– i.e., changing the ‘rules of the game’ – have been proposed in reaction to approaches 
that simply intend to adjust inequalities ‘without disturbing the underlying framework 
that generates them’. Hence, transformative remedies aim at rectifying inequitable 
outcomes by reconfiguring the underlying generative framework, which cannot be 
addressed by incremental changes (Fraser 2005, 73). Fraser’s transformative remedy 
has three analytical dimensions: redistribution, recognition and representation. For 
transformative remedies to be realised, these three dimensions need to be adequately 
addressed as inseparable and interdependent (ibid). 

 

Figure 5.1: Mapping a gender-responsive transformative adaptation 
Source: Own sketch

Capitalising on Fraser’s work, the framework of the present study is developed to 
involve different components with a special focus on gendered adaptation constraints. 
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These are intended to serve as an entry to propose leverage points for transformative 
adaptation that is gender-responsive (see Fig. 5.1). Fraser (2009) notes that resolving 
systemic discrimination first requires conceptualising the justice remedies as unjust; 
hence, maldistribution, misrecognition and misrepresentation are injustices linked with 
transformative remedies that involve redistribution, recognition and representation, 
respectively. Hence, a proposal for transformative remedies emerges from an analysis 
of the injustices associated with the gendered adaptation constraints. In connection 
with adaptation, Tschakert et al. (2013, 346) state that understanding the structural and 
relational dimensions of inequalities that shape vulnerability and that act as a barrier 
to adaptation need to be the ‘central methodological entry point’. Therefore, by placing 
emphasis on the constraints associated with conventional incremental adaptation, the 
paper sets out to identify leverage points to push for gender-responsive transformative 
adaptation. 

Figure 5.1 recognizes different components that are connected with each other, but 
the components located within the red rectangle are the focus of this paper. The first 
component to consider (at the bottom) is the context, which consists of the social, 
environmental, economic, institutional and political background where vulnerability 
and adaptation to climate change are shaped and carried out. The context is not 
understood as a static component; instead, it is subject to change as it interacts with 
outside factors (regional, national and international) and alteration within itself. 
Vulnerability is the second component to consider. The nature of the vulnerability 
context results from the interaction between the local context and external influences, 
and it contains both factors related to climate change and factors not (directly) related 
to climate change. Especially, in the study areas, factors related to climate change that 
have stunted smallholders’ livelihood and household food security include recurrent 
drought and erratic rainfall. Factors that are not directly related to climate change, such 
as land degradation, declining soil fertility and poverty, also influence households’ 
livelihoods in the study area (Alebachew 2011; Mersha and Van Laerhoven 2016). 

The third component to consider refers to conventional (autonomous) adaptation 
responses of smallholder farmers and their (planned) adaptation responses of the 
government. Smallholder farmers in Ethiopia have employed different types of 
autonomous adaptation in response to experienced and perceived change in climate 
and non-climate factors (cf. Alebachew 2011; Deressa et al. 2009; Mersha and Van 
Laerhoven 2016). Regarding government engagement, a response to extreme climate 
events such as drought has been an important national agenda since the 1970s. At 
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present, the Ethiopian government has proposed different adaptation strategies and 
intervenes in vulnerable areas to reduce vulnerability and enhance adaptive capacity 
(FDRE 2011, 2015; Mersha and Van Laerhoven, forthcoming 1). 

The fourth component – gendered adaptation constraints – is essential in this 
framework. Adaptation constraints refer to ‘factors that make it harder to plan and 
implement adaptation action’, both autonomous and planned (IPCC 2014, 1758). 
Evidence from related sources shows different types of constraints emerging from 
the social, economic, political and institutional landscapes (cf. Biesbroek et al. 2013; 
Shackleton et al. 2015). Such constraints can be attributed to the failure of incremental 
adaptation to address the underlying socioeconomic and political drivers that lead to 
vulnerability and that affect people’s ability to adapt. We call them ‘gendered’ in order 
to signal the important role that gender relations play in influencing the type and 
nature of constraints that individuals encounter (Deressa et al. 2009; Mersha and Van 
Laerhoven 2016). Following Fraser’s analytical dimensions, adaptation constraints are 
grouped based on three sources of injustice that transformative remedies should aim to 
rectify, i.e., maldistribution, misrecognition and misrepresentation. 

Maldistribution: Constraints in terms of natural, physical, financial and human recourses 
influence adaptive capacities and create barriers to adaptation (Biesbroek et al. 2013; 
IPCC 2014). In agrarian societies of many developing countries, Ethiopia included, gender 
relations and norms shape resource regimes significantly (cf. Agarwal 1994; Aguilar et 
al. 2015). This reality places gender in the spotlight of an analysis of maldistribution. 
In this study, the assessment of maldistribution is geared at considering the gendered 
nature of productive resource constraints to adaptation. Productive resources include 
land (i.e., farm land, range land and forest land); financial resources (e.g., (access to) 
credit and financial institutions and non- and off-farm employment opportunities); 
human resources (e.g., farming labour and labour improvement training); and physical 
resources (e.g., (access to) farming oxen, agriculture inputs, farming equipment and 
markets, etc.). 

Misrecognition19: Asymmetric gender relations marginalise women and their experiences 
through gendered norms and prejudices (Acker 1992; Scott 2010). Misrecognition 
can come in different ways such as by overlooking or normalising asymmetric gender 
relations. For instance, in a context where farming is constructed as a masculine 

19. Theorisation of recognition in this framework is different from the conception of recognition as ‘identity’ 
that askes for respect for differences. Rather, recognition is linked with ‘status’, i.e., striving for equality of 
status among different groups in a society (Fraser 2000). 
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domain, farming-related adaptation strategies may, often unintentionally, bypass the 
priorities of female farmers (cf. Mersha and Van Laerhoven 2016). The presence or 
absence of misrecognition is highlighted by analysing institutional arrangements and 
cultural values and their implication for social actors (Fraser 2000). The analysis focuses 
on important institutions in the livelihood of smallholders in the study areas such as 
sharecropping, social capital and labour exchange systems, as well as on policies and 
practices employed by formal organisations.

Misrepresentation: In feminist studies, the concept of representation consists of a 
descriptive and a substantive dimension (Celis and Childs 2008; Celis et al. 2008). The 
descriptive dimension focuses on personal characteristics and the extent of similarity 
between the representatives and the groups they represent (e.g., increasing the 
number of women representatives in decision making by means of a quota program). 
The substantive dimension, on the other hand, focuses on whether the interests of 
represented groups are tangibly considered in policy and decision making processes 
(ibid). Beyond the policy setup, representation is also evaluated in the public sphere, 
which is an arena where citizens collectively reflect on public matters outside the 
realm of formal politics (Fraser 2014). As far as a transformative agenda is concerned, 
representation within the decision making arena and in the public sphere bears a crucial 
role in mobilising public voices and creating a critical communicative link between 
citizens and government (ibid). Thus, misrepresentation is evaluated by assessing the 
participation of women and the consideration of their concerns in policy and decision 
making at the local level. Attention is also given to (mis)representation of the gender 
equality agenda in civic society organisations that are working on environmental and 
gender-related issues.

The final important component of our framework consists of transformative remedies, 
i.e., leverage points towards a gender-responsive transformative adaptation. These 
remedies intend to address the underlying unequal structural social, economic and 
political factors that influence vulnerability and adaptation responses.

Redistribution intends to address socioeconomic injustices, i.e., maldistribution, which 
involves economic marginalisation and deprivation rooted in social structures and 
institutions (Fraser 1997). Hence, redistribution refers to the (planned, intentional) 
rebalancing and reallocation of resources among groups such as men and women (or 
specific groups of men and women). 

Recognition focuses on structural and institutional arrangements that create unequal 
value and recognition among community members, which in turn lead to subordination 
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and domination (Fraser 2000, 114). Institutions (re)produce sources of misrecognition 
either by normalising or favouring the experiences of specific groups, which makes 
marginalised groups such as women prone to structural discrimination (Fraser 2000). 
Fraser identifies three key types of misrecognition, including cultural subordination (i.e., 
subjection to a culture or experience that is alien to one’s own), nonrecognition (i.e., 
invisibility) and disrespect (i.e., the routine subjection to negative stereotypes), that are 
entrenched in existing institutional arrangements. 

Representation focuses on a political element in the transformation process by asking 
who is in and who is out in decision making processes (Fraser 2007), with the aim 
of addressing misrepresentation. Resolving misrepresentation demands ensuring 
participation, which means opening political spaces for dialogue. 

By enclosing these components in a dashed, not solid, line in Figure 5.1, we mean to 
indicate that the set of remedies is open to the addition of new elements considering 
the specifics of the context. 

5.4. Methods 

This exploratory case study was designed to analyse the gender dimension of climate 
change adaptation with the intention of identifying potential leverage points for gender-
responsive transformative adaptation. The case was drawn from the Kobo district and 
the Raya Azebo district in Northeast Ethiopia (Figure 2). These areas experience a 
bi-modal rainfall pattern with a short rainy season (belg) (March to May) and a main 
rainy season (kiremt) (June to September). People’s livelihoods mainly depend on 
mixed farming, i.e., both crop cultivation and livestock raising. The selection was made 
considering the prevalence of climate extremes and variability and the vulnerability of 
local communities. This procedure is in consonant with Yin (2013), who conceives that 
case selection should consider whether a case reflects the features of the conceptual 
framework. With the help of district agriculture and development experts, two kebele20 
were selected for the above-mentioned reasons: Zoble from the Kobo district and 
Mechare from the Raya Azebo district. 

The study utilized a mix of data collection tools. Quantitative data were gathered 
from male household heads (MHH) and female household heads (FHH) using a survey 
questionnaire consisting of both open and close ended questions between March 
and April, 2016. A sample of 160 households was randomly selected almost equally 

20. Kebele is the lowest administrative unit in Ethiopia. 
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representing each of the districts as well as both male and female smallholders. The 
survey questionnaire was distributed to 80 FHHs and 80 MHHs, and reflecting a response 
rate of 88.75%, a total of 142 complete questionnaires were obtained (66 from FHHs and 
76 from MHHs). All female survey respondents were de facto household heads, including 
widows, divorcees and single mothers. The original version of the questionnaire was 
translated from English to Amharic. The survey questions were pre-tested and evaluated 
with the help of local extension workers.

 
Figure 5.2: Map of the study area

Qualitative data was collected using semi-structured interviews and focus group 
discussions (FGDs). We engaged with the communities over the course of three 
consecutive years (March and May 2014, March 2015 and March and April 2016). A total 
of eight FGDs were conducted. Half of the FGDs constituted mixed sex and the other 
half was composed of women only. The FGDs included 8 to 12 discussants. Participants 
in the FGDs and the interviews were identified with the help of local extension workers. 
A non-random sampling technique was used to select participants that met certain 
practical criteria, e.g., personal attributes like marital status, geographical proximity, 
availability at a given time and/or willingness to participate (Etikan, Sulaiman and 
Rukayya 2016).

Two types of semi-structured interviews were developed that were customized to women 
and government officials, respectively. Interviews were conducted with 30 married 
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women who lived with their husbands, with the intention of drawing on their particular 
experiences. The interview questions incorporated issues raised by survey respondents 
and other additional items pertinent to household decision making matters. Moreover, 
face-to-face interviews were held with 15 government officials, including district-level 
women’s affairs officials as well as local extension workers found in both study sites. The 
sample for these interviewees was selected purposively, which means the participants 
were chosen based on their positions in responsible offices (ibid). 

Data were analysed using a mixed method approach. Descriptive statistics were 
generated to designate and compare results with respect to gender differences. 
Qualitative data obtained through interviews and FGDs (involving both audio recordings 
and field notes) were coded, and then thematic grouping and systematic organization 
of narrations were carried out (Charmaz 2006). 

5.5. Case Analysis and Results

5.5.1. Vulnerability Context 

Survey respondents were asked to identify and prioritise problems they experienced 
in the last 12 months. Figure 3 lists 16 different types of problems that were identified 
by participants of the study. The Y-axis depicts the percentages of all female household 
heads (n=66) and male household heads (n=76), respectively, that reported that this 
shock was relevant for them during the last year.

Drought was identified as a crucial problem experienced by a significant majority 
(95.8%) of all respondents. The emphasis given to drought could relate to the timing 
of data collection, which coincided with the 2016 occurrence of the worst drought 
incident in the last 30 years (OXFAM 2016). Discussants within the focus groups as well 
as women interviewees also identified drought as an important livelihood stressor. Early 
rainfall and extreme heat were also cited by 36.6% and 24.7% of the sample population, 
respectively. As regards perception of drought and other extreme climate events, we 
did not find a significant difference between MHH and FHH, nor between FHH and 
married women. 

However, a further inspection of the data in Table 1 reveals mixed results among males 
and females regarding other problems. For example, about two-thirds (65.5%) of all 
respondents reported poverty as one of the main livelihood threats; however, women 
reported this threat in significantly larger numbers than men did (86% vs. 48%). Women 
interviewees indicated that the impoverishment of their livelihood related to drought 
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and the decline of soil fertility, which significantly reduced farm productivity. Note that 
whereas men could have made the same argument, they did so to a significantly smaller 
extent. Women also specified that poverty, lack of non-farm employment opportunities 
and a shortage of farmland are compelling the younger population to migrate out. The 
following quote of a woman interviewed in Mechare expresses this assertion: 

Poverty is the main reason for our children to migrate. It is difficult to convince young 
people to stay in their area. Parents also prompt their children to go abroad in order 
to benefit from the remittances. 

 

0.0%

20.0%

40.0%

60.0%

80.0%

100.0%

FHH

MHH

Figure 5.3: Problems experienced by female and male household heads in the last 12 months (FHH: 
n=66, MHH: n=76) 
Source: Survey data

Another pronounced difference between MHH and FHH respondents regards their view 
on the degradation of rangeland as a livelihood threat. 91% of male survey respondents 
mentioned this threat compared to 59% of the female survey respondents in our 
sample. This is perhaps due to the fact that cattle are owned by men and are one of the 
main productive resources. Focus group discussants emphasised the negative impact of 
recurrent incidents of drought on the availability and condition of rangeland. 

Furthermore, 70% of female survey respondents and 50% of male respondents 
identified expensive farming inputs such as selective seeds and fertiliser as a problem 
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they had faced in the last 12 months. Understandably with the growing population, a 
shortage of farmland was also noted by 68% of FHH and 55% of MHH among the survey 
respondents. Poor market access is another problem reported by 68% and 55% of FHH 
and MHH survey respondents, respectively. And about 47% of FHH and 29% of MHH 
identified deforestation as a problem.

5.5.2. Incremental Adaptation Responses 

Farming Households’ Response: Autonomous Adaptation 

The data in Figure 4 display the adaptation measures reported by survey respondents. 
Among the list of adaptation activities, the top five reported by MHHs include: using 
crop varieties (100%), soil conservation (95%), cropping time arrangement (93%), 
storing cereals (63%) and temporary labour migration (49%). By contrast, the top five 
activities for FHHs include: engaging in petty trade and crafting (62%), labouring for 
others (56%), remittance (55%), soil conservation (50%) and borrowing money from 
families and relatives (47%). Interviewed women reported diversification such as petty 
trade, handicrafts and participating in public work as important adaptation measures. 

Government Responses: Planned Adaptation 

The engagement of the Ethiopian government in adaptation has been largely in 
response to significant extreme climate events. The number of policy and strategy 
documents issued by the government keeps mounting, often informed by emerging 
global discourses. With regard to the agriculture sector, the Climate Resilient Strategy for 
Agriculture and Forest (FDRE 2015) identified 41 prioritised adaptation options, which 
are organised under nine themes: capacity building and institutional coordination; 
information and awareness; crop and water management on-farm; livestock; value 
chain and market development; sustainable agriculture and land management; natural 
resources conservation and management; disaster risk reduction; and social protection 
for high priority groups including women and children (ibid).
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Figure 5.5: Percentage of FHHs (n=66) and MHHs (n=76) indicating locally available government 
sponsored adaptation as being highly relevant for them
Source: Survey data

Survey respondents were asked to identify locally available government sponsored 
adaptation interventions and to then weigh the relevance of these interventions 
for their livelihood. As depicted in Figure 5.5, many MHHs indicated that they found 
farming related adaptation interventions such as extension services, irrigation (rain 
water harvesting) infrastructure, technical support in farm management and animal 
health services highly relevant. FHHs identified the ‘safety net’ programme as relevant 
in relatively great numbers. Women interviewees also confirmed that the ‘safety net’ 
programme contribute to their adaptation to withstand drought. This view has perhaps 
emanated from the fact that such ‘safety net’ programmes targeted primarily FHHs 
and women in general as vulnerable groups (see also Mersha and Van Laerhoven, 
forthcoming1). However, the long-term effect of the programme to build adaptive 
capacity remains limited due to its failure to address structural factors (ibid.) According 
to focus group discussants and government officials who were interviewed, vulnerability 
of farm households to drought remains high despite efforts made by the government. 
One of the focus group discussants in Zoble remarked that:
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Unlike previous times, there are a lot of environmental rehabilitation and safety net 
programme activities in our village. However, our life remains unreliable and totally 
depends on the availability of rain. 

5.5.3.  Gendered Adaptation Constraints 

Maldistribution: Unequal Access to Productive Resources

Natural Resources 

The Constitution of Ethiopia articulates that men and women have equal entitlement to 
own, utilise and administer farmland. The government also introduced a land registration 
and certification system in 2005. In spite of some shortcomings in the implementation 
and differences in farm size and farm location in favour of men, studies have reported 
overall positive outcomes of policies and legislation that guarantee women’s land rights 
(cf. Kumar and Quisumbing 2015). However, the Agriculture Sample Survey (2015/2016) 
indicates that the large majority of crop land holders in Ethiopia consists of men (72%). 
It also reveals that whereas the average farm size for men was 1.12 hectares, for women 
it was 0.65 hectares (FDRE-CSA 2016). In our study, shortage of farmland is reported as 
an important constraint by 76.7% of all respondents (72.2% of all FHH and 76.2% of all 
MHH), and of them, 79.7% (79.0% FHH and 80.5% MHH) rated the problem as severe. 

Declining soil fertility is another constraint reported by 93.7 % (94.0% FHH and 93.4% 
MHH) of the survey respondents, with 59.5% of the respondents rating these problems 
as severe (51.2% FHH and 66.7% MHH). As shown in Figure 6a, there is a slight gender 
difference in terms of proportions of the sample that deem the access to both rangeland 
and forests problematic; whereas more FHHs than MHHs recognize no or limited access 
to forests as a serious problem, for rangeland the situation is reversed. In consonant 
with FHHs in our survey, women interviewees also emphasised the problem of access 
to forests. 

Financial Resources 

In both study areas, an important aspect of household heads’ access to financial sources 
relates to earnings from farm activities. Absence of non-farm employment opportunities 
as an important constraint was indicated by 63.3% of the respondents (77.2% of all FHH 
respondents and 51.4% of all MHHs). The stark difference between FHHs and MHHs is 
perhaps related to the fact that FHHs, contrary to MHHs, find themselves obliged to 
rent out their farmland and consequently need to look out for other non-farm activities 
(Mersha and Van Laerhoven 2016). According to our focus group discussants, lack of 
non-farm employment opportunities forces women to continue being dependent on 
farming, even when recurrent droughts make farming unreliable.
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Figure 5.6a: Percentage of all FHHs (n=66) and MHHs (n=76) indicating that these constraints related 
to land resources apply to them
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Figure 5.6b: Percentage of all FHHs (n=66) and MHHs (n=76) indicating that these constraints related 
to human and financial resources apply to them
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Figure 5.6c: Percentage of all FHHs (n=66) and MHHs (n=76) indicating that these constraints related 
to physical resources apply to them
Source: Survey data

In both districts, credit services are provided mainly by government-related financial 
institutions. Limited or no access to credit is reported as a constraint by 63.2% (81.8% of 
all FHHs compared to 44.7% of all MHHs) of our survey respondents. During interviews, 
women pointed at the preconditions associated with credit entitlement as the barrier 
to access to credit services.

Human Resources

Human resources are highly associated with gender norms that restrict women from 
farming in both study areas (Mersha and Van Laerhoven 2016). About 50.5% of all 
respondents indicated that shortage of farming labour is a problem; however, the 
difference between FHHs and MHHs is remarkable: Where 89.3% of FHHs survey 
respondents singled out this problem as significant, only 11.8% of MHH survey 
respondents did. Moreover, Figure 6b shows that 71.1% of the survey respondents 
reported that capacity building opportunities such as training and education are 
limited. In consonant with this, in our interviews with women limited access to training 
was also highlighted. 
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Physical Resources 

The survey data show strong gender-based differences regarding limited access to 
physical constraints such as farming oxen, farm equipment, agriculture inputs and 
market infrastructure (Figure 6c). Nearly 62% (66.7.1% of all FHHs and 55.3% of all MHHs) 
of survey respondents reported encountering limited access to farming oxen. In both 
study areas, access to farming oxen has a significant influence on farming productivity 
(Afalagi 2010). The uncertainty of rainfall creates additional pressure on households 
who are deprived of this resource (see also Mersha and Van Laerhoven 2016).

Figure 6c furthermore shows the pronounced differences between FHHs and MHHs 
in terms of constraints experienced with regard to access to advanced farming 
equipment, agriculture inputs and market infrastructure, respectively. During focus 
group discussions and semi-structured interviews, female respondents pointed out 
limited market access for their non-farm activities such as handicrafts as a problem. 

Misrecognition in Formal and Informal Institutions

Misrecognition relates to informal institutions such as gender norms and social support 
systems. Non-recognition of the experiences of marginalised groups relates to formal 
organisational practices. 

Informal Institutions

Gender-based Division of Labour 

In both study areas, the division of labour follows gender norms that assume that certain 
roles are deemed appropriate for men and women, respectively. Survey respondents 
were asked to identify activities they were taught at an early age. Figure 7 depicts a 
significant difference between MHHs and FHHs.

However, a difference also exists between FHHs and married women. During interviews, 
most women reported that they engage in farming activities such as seeding and 
weeding in addition to ploughing, as exemplified by the following narrations:

Often people say farming is what men do, but we are always on the farm whenever 
our labour is needed. We are involved in everything except tilling, which is exclusively 
done by men. During the farming season, we spend the whole day in the field, and 
there is no rest when we come home as we have to accomplish domestic work.
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Figure 5.7: Percentage of MHHs (n=76) and FHHs (n=66) answering ‘yes’ to the question: “When you 
were a child or teenager, were you taught how to …?”
Source: Survey data

I cannot speak about others, but from my experience, getting time to engage in other 
activities is the main problem, as I help my husband on the farm and do the domestic 
work at home alone by myself.

On the other hand, female household heads’ engagement in farming is not very 
significant due to the sharecropping arrangement (see the discussion below). 

Social Support Systems 

According to traditional social support systems, community members collaborate 
to help each other with certain tasks that individual households cannot perform on 
their own. Observed differences in participation in these systems seem to depend on 
gender norms. As shown in Figure 8, more MHHs than FHHs are engaged in farming-
related activities. Both focus group discussants and interviewees confirmed the high 
involvement of male members of the community in traditional labour exchange 
system like ploughing and harvesting during peak farming periods. Also, building or 
maintenance of houses is a role assumed most often by MHHs. 
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Figure 5.8:  Household Heads’ Engagement in Social Support Systems

 

0.0%
10.0%
20.0%
30.0%
40.0%
50.0%
60.0%
70.0%
80.0%
90.0%

100.0%
D

ur
in

g 
de

at
h 

of
 fa

m
ily

m
em

be
rs

B
or

ro
w

in
g 

m
on

ey

D
ur

in
g 

si
ck

ne
ss

Su
pp

or
t i

n 
m

ar
ke

tin
g

M
ed

ia
tin

g 
co

nf
lic

ts

Te
nd

in
g 

to
 si

ck
 a

ni
m

al
s

B
ui

ld
in

g/
m

ai
nt

en
an

ce
 o

f h
ou

se

La
nd

 p
re

pa
ra

tio
n

Lo
ok

in
g 

af
te

r l
iv

es
to

ck

H
ar

ve
st

in
g

Pl
an

tin
g 

cr
op

s

O
th

er
 a

ct
iv

iti
es

FHH

MHH

Figure 5.8a: Percentage of MHHs (n=76) and FHHs (n=66) indicating they have given help
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Figure 5.8b: Percentage of MHHs (n=76) and FHHs (n=66) indicating they have received help
Source: Survey data
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Moreover, our survey data show that MHHs provide support more often than they 
receive social support. For both groups, participation in funeral events (Kire) is reported 
to be very important and inclusive. On the other hand, many FHHs are found to engage 
in marketing while, in contrast, several MHHs play a more prominent role in mediating 
conflicts.  

Sharecropping Arrangements 

Due to restrictive gender norms related to farming, more FHHs rent out their land 
based on sharecropping arrangements. Our survey data indicate that sharecropping 
arrangements overall favour tenants over female land owners. Female focus group 
discussants also reported their limited say in setting up sharecropping arrangements. It 
was indicated that this disregard of women’s point of view emanates from a prejudice 
that assumes that women are not knowledgeable about farming. 

Table 5.1: Female household heads’ experiences with sharecropping (n=61)

Share of harvest received by owner
Half
One-third

39.4%
60.6%

Fertilizer payment
Owner
Tenant
Shared

71.2%
7.6%
21.2%

Decision on crop type
Owner
Tenant
Both

0.0%
80.3%
19.7%

Decision on time of cropping
Owner
Tenant
Both

0.0%
100.0%
0.0%

Source: Survey data

Formal Institution

Policies and Practices

Formal institutions, policies and organisational practices may support and enforce 
gender inequality, passively permit it or oppose it (Makkonen 2002). As displayed in 
Table 2, a significant number (90.9%) of survey respondents (87% of MHHs and 95% of 
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FHH respondents) reported that discussions with extension workers are dominated by 
men. This was also supported by the qualitative data, as none of the married women 
interviewees indicated having had discussions with extension workers. 

A little over half of the survey respondents (45% of MHHs and 55% of the FHH 
respondents) reported that female participation dominated in courses on nutrition and 
sanitation. Farming-related training participation, on the other hand, is dominated by 
males, according to our respondents (87.4%) (See also Mersha and Van Laerhoven 2016). 

Misrepresentation of Women’s Concern

Concerning the representation of men and women in their community affairs, our data 
presented in Table 5. 2 reveal that men dominated several activities. About two-thirds 
of the respondents indicated that men dominate public gatherings. The difference 
in answers from MHHs and FHHs in this respect is remarkable. Whereas 72% of MHH 
respondents perceived male dominance in public gatherings, only 58% of our FHH 
respondents did. Most of the respondents (78.9%) pointed out that speakers during 
public gatherings are predominantly male. Again, the difference in perception is 
notable: 66% of MHH respondents reported male dominance in public speaking 
compared to 94% of our FHH respondents. 90.1% of our respondents indicated that 
men also dominate decision making.

The only common area for which the majority of survey respondents report equal 
representation (81%) relates to conservation and community service activities. 
According to focus group discussants, this outcome results from the mandatory nature 
of such activities for both adult men and women. 

Decision making at the household level is another crucial factor in the quest for 
adaptation and an overall sustainable livelihood. Women interviewees remarked that 
most of the time their concerns and interests are not considered in decisions about 
farming-related activities despite their equal entitlement to land. 

The land is in my name as well as my husband’s. However, my husband is responsible 
for farming-related matters and makes the decisions by himself. He has never asked 
me for my view on such matters. 

During interviews, local government officials indicated a high commitment of the 
government to improve the participation of women in leadership and decision making. 
In this respect, they cited the provision of quotas and the issuing of a directive that 
makes the representation of women in every committee and council mandatory.
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Table 5.2: Men’s and Women’s Participation at Community Level (FHH: n=66, MHH: n=76) 

Dominantly men Dominantly women Equal participation

According 
to MHH 
(%)

According 
to FHH 
(%)

According 
to MHH 
(%)

According 
to FHH 
(%)

According 
to MHH 
(%)

According 
to FHH 
(%)

Attending public gatherings 72 58 1 0 16 55

Speakers in public 
gatherings

66 94 0 0 34 6

Conservation and 
community service activities

20 0 0 18 80 82

Participation in 
decision making

92 88 0 0 8 12

Discussion with 
extension workers

87 95 0 0 13 5

Attaining farming-
related training

83 92 0 0 17 8

Attaining nutrition and 
sanitary-related training

0 0 45 55 55 45

Source: Survey data

However, according to the women’s affairs officers at district, regional and national 
levels that we interviewed, commitment to such regulation appears to be half-hearted 
at best. Our interviews with women confirm this impression: They reported that the 
policy and decision making environment in their eyes remains discouraging. One of the 
interviewees from the agriculture sector at the local level expounds that

The management told me to work as a focal person for the women’s affairs office. I 
am not sure why and how they nominate me … perhaps just because I am a woman. 
… since the assignment is an additional responsibility, it is difficult for me to do what 
is expected from the office.

A further probe was made to survey respondents regarding possible reasons for the 
overall limited representation of women they observed. The data hint at culture being 
an important barrier to women’s representation (Figure 5.9). Some of the differences in 
perceptions between MHHs and FHHs are remarkable.
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Figure 5.9a: Our culture doesn't encourage women to be leaders
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Figure 5.9b: Women are less interested than men in positions of responsibility
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Figure 5.9c: Women have less freedom because of their family responsibilities
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Figure 5.9d: There is no encouraging environment for female members of local government
Source: Survey data

Overall, no significant local level representation was found in Civic Society Organisations 
(CSOs) in both study sites. Although women’s groups exist, they were established by 
the government and continue to operate under the direct and indirect influence of 
state structures. This situation influences the potential of these groups to question 
government interventions and their androcentric assumptions. CSOs engaged in 
climate change and environmental issues do not have an explicit gender agenda. 

5.6.  Discussion: Transformative Remedies? 

Consistent with other sources (cf. Deressa et al. 2011), our respondents are highly aware 
of drought. A range of factors that sometimes vary across gender lines is indicated as 
determining the vulnerability context. 

To deal with the vulnerability context, different sorts of adaptation responses are carried 
out by both farm households and the government. Nevertheless, the underlying 
gendered social, economic and political factors significantly shape autonomous 
adaptation options and priorities of farm households, the effectiveness of interventions 
of planned adaptation and adaptation policy design at the national level (see also 
Mersha and Van Laerhoven 2016, forthcoming 1, forthcoming 2). 

Our analysis highlights gendered adaptation constraints related with maldistribution. 
Households’ engagement in crafting adaptation is constrained by factors related to 
variation in access to natural, financial, human and physical resources. This result is in line 
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with earlier findings (cf. Deressa et al. 2011). We observe different experiences between 
MHHs and FHHs, especially in relation to access to human and physical resources. The 
consideration of women’s concerns and interests is suffering from misrecognition. FHHs 
and married women have little access to (formal) agricultural services. Marginalisation 
and stereotypes emanating from gender norms in informal institutions create a 
detrimental influence over women’s livelihood decisions and adaptation choices. 
Misrepresentation also serves as a gendered constraint to adaptation. Our results 
indicate that despite efforts to improve women’s representation through reserving 
seats in district councils, women’s concerns in policy and decision making arenas are 
not yet substantively addressed. The absence of CSOs that can raise the issue is another 
problem complicating the misrepresentation of women. 

We do not intend to prescribe a particular strategy to overcome the gender constraints 
mentioned above, as this would be, as Nelson (2009) stated, neither achievable nor 
desirable. Based on our analysis of gendered adaptation constraints inherent to ongoing 
adaptation to climate change, a gender-responsive transformative adaptation could 
begin by focusing on three interdependent dimensions: transformative redistribution, 
transformative institutions and transformative representation (Fraser 1997, 2005).

5.6.1. Transformative Redistribution 

Unlike provisional distribution, transformative redistribution focuses on underlying 
structural and relational factors that put women in a disadvantaged position. 

Farming Sector: We note that FHHs and married women face resource constraints 
that are triggered by and interwoven with gender relations and norms. That entails 
a transformative redistribution in the farming context that addresses the de facto 
resource ownership. Besides, it is equally important to create the means for women 
to utilise such resources and to improve their adaptive capacity, in order to ultimately 
enhance their well-being and economic position. This would require a policy agenda 
on redistributing access to resources and on reconfiguring masculine farming structure 
and practices. This would include the implementation of skills training to overcome 
previous disadvantages (such as childhood socialisation) and the provision of farming 
tools that are easy and comfortable for women (Carr and Hartl 2010). These interventions 
can change not only assumed gender roles but also structural and institutional gender 
relations in farming. 

Non-farm sector: Studies report that non-farm income can help households to withstand 
shocks such as extreme weathers and to improve their livelihoods (Emran and Hou 2013). 
Through agriculture development-led industrialisation the Ethiopian government 
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tries to gear policy priorities and service provisions towards farming. However, since 
in rural areas more women are engaged in the non-farm sector (see Rijkers and Costa 
2012), this emphasis on farming can disproportionately affect them. The government 
does not totally neglect the non-farm sector; there is in fact an emphasis on livelihood 
diversification in response to the growing threat of drought. Yet existing efforts exhibit 
shortcomings from a gender perspective. Engagement in non-farm work is assumed as 
a supplement for farm earnings, which in the case of women often is a faulty assumption 
(cf. Mersha and Van Laerhoven, forthcoming 1). Transformative redistribution requires 
policy direction that gives equal weight to the non-farm sector, such as, for example, in 
terms of the nature, timing and wage of employment opportunities. Moreover, policy 
priority should be given to creating market access for rural women entrepreneurs (Huyer 
et al. 2015). Options like this would help smallholders to reduce their dependence on 
farming. 

5.6.2. Transformative Recognition

As gender-based misrecognition arises from and is reinforced by both formal and 
informal institutions (Waylen 2013), critically questioning and reconfiguring existing 
formal and informal institutional arrangements becomes necessary for achieving 
transformative goals. Thus, we propose three remedies relating to recognition, namely 
transformative policies, transformative learning and transformative services provision. 

Transformative Policies: Currently in rural Ethiopia, the legal framework for property 
rights, such as the equal right of men and women to acquire, administer and utilise land, 
has paved the road for a transformative change. However, as observed by other scholars 
as well (cf. Peluso and Lund 2011), the top-down design, overlapping tenure claims and 
local norms constrain the framework’s effectiveness at the local level. For instance, the 
masculine farming institutions continue to pose a fundamental structural challenge 
for women and FHHs. Transformative policies refer to policies that recognise local-
level implementation challenges and devise mechanisms to tackle them, consequently 
ensuring implementation of legislation. 

Transformative Learning: Transformation is closely linked to social awareness and 
consciousness (Schlitz, Vieten and Miller 2010) and participatory knowledge production 
(Hordijk and Baud 2011). For the realisation of gender-responsive transformative 
adaptation, facilitating critical reflection and consciousness about gendered knowledge 
production, world views, values and norms among community members remains 
essential. Critical reflection here refers to engaging with the community by creating 
understanding and recognition of how power relations in society affect men and women 
differently. Transformative learning involves empowering both men and women to 
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challenge and alter gendered institutions and leadership. Training and adult education 
programmes in rural communities can contribute to the transformation process if they 
are equipped with such critical reflection. It is also important to intervene in primary 
and secondary educational institutions to reach younger generations in order to bring 
about egalitarian norms in the long term. 

Transformative Agriculture Services: The provision of extension and agriculture services 
has direct linkages with increased agricultural productivity (Aguilar et al. 2015). These 
services will become more needed with the increasing threat of climate variability and 
extremes. However, as discussed in this study and other expanded literature (cf. Agular 
et al. 2015; Mogues et al. 2009), extension services are underserving women and FHHs. 
Thus, transformative remedies need to address such gender gaps by considering the 
type of service and its delivery format, as men and women have different priorities and 
needs for agriculture services (cf. Huyer et al. 2015). For instance, in developing training 
themes, it is vital to consider whether both men and women are consulted and whether 
such training contributes to altering the gender norms instead of perpetuating them. 
Some literature suggests increasing the number of female extension agents (Lahai et 
al. 1999). However, given the fact that extension agents are socialised in a patriarchal 
ideology, it is equally important how extension workers are trained. For an effective 
transformative agenda, agriculture training institutions and curricula should be 
evaluated from a gender perspective, and such training should provide both male and 
female extension agents with a critical understanding of gender in its totality. 

5.6.3. Transformative Representation 

The success of developing a gender-responsive policy and strategy depends on whether 
gender-related concerns are raised and heard (cf. Celis and Childs 2008; Celis et al. 2008; 
Mersha and Van Laerhoven, forthcoming 2). Creating a space for representation of 
women or actors with gender interests in policy and decision-making arenas can bring 
women’s experiences and voices on board. However, we argue that while substantive 
representation might be necessary, it is not sufficient for achieving gender-responsive 
transformative adaptation.

For gender-responsive transformative adaptation, we suggest using substantive 
representation (Celis et al. 2008) as a springboard for the creation of a transformative 
agenda. First, transformative representation demands a clearly defined gender equality 
agenda with regard to climate change adaptation. Second, it requires understanding 
and addressing both formal and informal institutional arrangements as gendered 
and as subject to change (Mersha and Van Laerhoven, forthcoming 2). Gender-
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responsive approaches cannot be achieved when women’s and gender interest 
groups’ representatives depend on existing gendered formal and informal institutional 
arrangements without an attempt to change them. 

Hence, the question of representation needs to change from asking whether women’s 
voices and concerns are considered to whether such voices advance the political and 
leadership arena towards inclusive governance. Doing so demands cooperation among 
different actors in the public sphere and inclusion of different perspectives (Biermann 
and Gupta 2011). Local civil society organisations have the potential to influence public 
opinion but operate in what Fraser (2014, 151) calls a ‘weak public sphere’, especially when 
compared to women’s affairs offices, which are working within the state apparatus and 
thus operate in a ‘strong public sphere’. For transformative representation of women’s 
concerns and the emergence of a gender equality agenda, collaboration between these 
two groups is vital. 

5.7. Conclusion 

In this study, we argue for the consideration of gender as an integral part of the 
theorisation and operationalization of transformative adaptation. Responding to 
climate change in a smallholder context requires a multidimensional as well as a 
multisector transformative approach that addresses deep-rooted and complex social, 
economic, political and institutional factors. Therefore, the study highlights that 
reconfiguring gendered structural and relational factors needs to be treated as central 
to any transformative adaptation for the realisation of a genuine and meaningful 
transformation in society. Recognising the necessity of local and contextual analysis, 
we propose a set of transformative remedies that include redistribution, recognition 
and representation. In the agrarian societies of developing countries, this would mean, 
among other things, that gender-responsive transformative adaptation must address 
female smallholder’s structural barriers to access and utilise resources; institutionalised 
marginalisation and discrimination; and systemic and hidden misrepresentation of 
women and their concerns in policy and decision making. 

a.assefa-mersha-layout.indd   161 05/06/2018   16:05



162

CHAPTER 5

References

Acker, J. 1992. “From sex roles to gendered institutions”. Contemporary Sociology 21(5):565–569.  
doi: 10.2307/2075528

Adger, W. N.,  S. Dessai, M.  Goulden, M. Hulme, I. Lorenzoni, D. R.  Nelson, L. O.  Naess, 
and A. Wreford. 2009. "Are There Social Limits to Adaptation to Climate Change?”  
Climatic Change 93(3-4): 335-354. doi: 10.1007/s10584-008-9520-z

Alebachew, A. 2011. Climate Change and Rural Livelihoods in Northern Ethiopia. Impacts, Local 

Adaptation Strategies and Implications for Institutional Interventions. FSS Monograph No. 7. 
Forum for Social Studies, Addis Ababa.

Agrawal, A. 2010. “Local Institutions and Adaptation to Climate Change.” In Social Dimensions of 

Climate Change: Equity and Vulnerability in a Warming World, edited by R. Mearns and A. 
Norton, 173–197. Washington, D.C.: The World Bank.

Agarwal, B. 1994. “Gender, Resistance and Land: Interlinked Struggles over Resources 
and Meanings in South Asia.” The Journal of Peasant Studies 22 no. 1: 81–125. doi: 
10.1080/03066159408438567

Aguilar, A., E. Carranza, M. Goldstein, T. Kilic, and G. Oseni. 2015. “Decomposition of Gender 
Differentials in Agricultural Productivity in Ethiopia.” Agricultural Economics 46(3): 311-334. 
Doi:10.1111/agec.12167

Arora-Jonsson, S. 2011. “Virtue and Vulnerability: Discourses on Women, Gender and Climate 
Change.” Global Environmental Change 21(2): 744-751.

Bee, B., M. Biermann, and P. Tschakert. 2013. “Gender, Development and Rights-based Approaches: 
Lessons for Climate Change Adaptation and Adaptive Social Research.” In Research, Action 

and Policy: Addressing the Gendered Impacts of Climate Change, edited by M. Alston and K. 
Whittenbury, 95–108. New York: Springer. 

Belay, A., J. W. Recha, T. Woldeamanuel, and J. F. Morton. 2017. “Smallholder Farmers’ Adaptation 
to Climate Change and Determinants of their Adaptation Decisions in the Central Rift Valley 
of Ethiopia.” Agriculture and Food Security, 6: 24.

Biermann F. and A. Gupta. 2011. “Accountability and legitimacy in earth system governance: A 
research framework.” Ecological Economics, 70: 1856–1864

Biesbroek, G., J. Klostermann, C. Termeer, and P. Kabat. 2013. “On the Nature of Barriers to Climate 
Change Adaptation.” Regional Environmental Change 13(5): 1119-1129.

Bryan, E., T. Deressa, G. Gbetibouo, and C. Ringler. 2009. “Adaptation to Climate Change in Ethiopia 
and South Africa: Options and Constraints.” Environmental Science & Policy 12(4): 413-426.

Bryan, E., C. Ringler, B. Okoba, C. Roncoli, S. Silvestri, and M. Herrero.. 2013. “Adapting Agriculture to 
Climate Change in Kenya: Household Strategies and Determinants.” Journal of Environmental 

Management 114: 26-35. doi.org/10.1016/j.jenvman.2012.10.036
Calzadilla, A., T. Zhu, K. Rehdanz, R. Tol, and C. Ringler. 2013. “Economywide Impacts of Climate 

Change on Agriculture in Sub-Saharan Africa.” Ecological Economics 93: 150-165.
Carr, M. and M. Hartl. 2010. Lightening the Load: Labour-Saving Technologies and Practices for Rural 

Women. Warwickshire, UK: International Fund for Agricultural Development.

a.assefa-mersha-layout.indd   162 05/06/2018   16:05



163

TRANSFORMATIVE REMEDIES FOR GENDER-RESPONSIVE ADAPTATION TO CLIMATE CHANGE

5

Celis, K. and S. Childs. 2008. “Introduction: The Descriptive and Substantive Representation of 
Women: New Directions.”  Parliamentary Affairs, 61(3): 419-425.

Celis, K., S. Childs, J. Kantola, and K. Mona Lena. 2008. “Rethinking Women's Substantive 
Representation.” Representation 44(2): 99–110.

Charmaz, K. 2006. Constructing Grounded Theory: A Practical Guide through Qualitative Analysis. 
London: Sage.

Deressa, T., R. Hassan, C. Ringler, T. Alemu, and M. Yesuf. 2009. “Determinants of Farmers’ Choice of 
Adaptation Methods to Climate Change in the Nile Basin of Ethiopia.” Global Environmental 

Change 19(2): 248-255.
Deressa, T., R. Hassan and C. Ringler. 2010. “Perception of and Adaptation to Climate Change by 

Farmers in the Nile Basin of Ethiopia.” The Journal of Agricultural Science 149(01): 23-31.
Di Falco, S. and M. Veronesi. 2013. “How Can African Agriculture Adapt to Climate Change? A 

Counterfactual Analysis from Ethiopia.’ Land Economics 89(4): 743-766.
Djoudi, H. and M. Brockhaus. 2011. “Is Adaptation to Climate Change Gender Neutral? Lessons 

from Communities Dependent on Livestock and Forests in Northern Mali.” International 

Forestry Review 13(2): 123-135.
Emran, M.S., and Z. Hou. 2013. “Access to Markets and Rural Poverty: Evidence from Household 

Consumption in China.” Review of Economics and Statistics 95(2): 682–97.
Etikan, I., S. A. Musa, and R. S. Alkassim. 2016. “Comparison of Convenience Sampling and 

Purposive Sampling.” American Journal of Theoretical and Applied Statistics 5(1): 1-4. doi: 
10.11648/j.ajtas.20160501.11

Feola, G. 2015. “Societal Transformation in Response to Global Environmental Change: A Review 
of Emerging Concepts.” Ambio 44(5): 376-390.

FDRE (Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia). 2011. Agriculture Sector Programme of Plan on 

Adaptation to Climate Change. Addis Ababa: Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development. 
FDRE (Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia). 2015. Ethiopia’s Climate Resilient Green Economy 

Climate Resilience Strategy Agriculture and Forestry. Addis Ababa: Ministry of Agriculture 
and Rural Development.

Fraser, N. 1997. “From Redistribution to Recognition?” In Justice Interruptus: Rethinking Key Concepts 

of a ‘Postsocialist’ Age, 11–39. London: Routledge.
Fraser, N. 2000. “Rethinking Recognition.” New Left Review 3(3):107-20.
Fraser, N. 2005. “Mapping the Feminist Imagination: From Redistribution to Recognition to 

Representation.” Constellations 12(3): 295-307.
Fraser, N. 2007. “Feminist Politics in the Age of Recognition: A Two-Dimensional Approach to 

Gender Justice.” Studies in Social Justice 1(1): 23.
Fraser, N. 2014. “Transnationalizing the Public Sphere, on the Legitimacy and Efficacy of Public 

Opinion in a Post-Westphalian World.” In Transnationalizing the Public Sphere, edited by K. 
Nash, 8–42. Cambridge: Polity. 

Holvoet, N., and L. Inberg. 2014. “Gender Sensitivity of Sub-Saharan Africa National Adaptation 
Programmes of Action: Findings from a Desk Review of 31 Countries.” Climate and 

Development 6: 266-276. doi10.1080/17565529.2013.867250

a.assefa-mersha-layout.indd   163 05/06/2018   16:05



164

CHAPTER 5

Jost, C., F. Kyazze, J. Naab, S. Neelormi, J. Kinyangi, R. Zougmore, P. Aggarwal, G. Bhatta, M. 
Chaudhury, M. L. Tapio-Bistrom, S. Nelson, and P. Kristjanson. 2015. “Understanding Gender 
Dimensions of Agriculture and Climate Change in Smallholder Farming Communities.” 
Climate Development. doi:10.1080/17565529.2015.1050978

Kabeer, N. 1994. Reversed Realities: Gender Hierarchies in Development Thought. UK: Verso Books.
Kronsell, A. 2006. “Methods for Studying Silences: Gender Analysis in Institutions of Hegemonic 

Masculinity.” In Feminist Methodologies for International Relations, edited by B. A. Ackerly, M. 
Stern and J. True, 108-128. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Kumar, N., and A. Quisumbing. 2015. “Policy Reform toward Gender Equality in Ethiopia: Little by 
Little the Egg Begins to Walk.” World Development 67: 406-423.

Huyer, S., J. Twyman, M. Koningstein, J. Ashby, and S. Vermeulen. 2015. Supporting Women 

Farmers in a Changing Climate: Five Policy Lessons. Agriculture and Food Security Programme. 
Copenhagen, Denmark: CGIAR Climate Change. 

Hordijk, M., and I. Baud. 2011. “Inclusive Adaptation: Linking Participatory Learning and Knowledge 
Management to Urban Resilience.” In Resilient Cities: Cities and Adaptation to Climate Change 

Proceedings of the Global Forum 2010, Local Sustainability 1, edited by K. Otto-Zimmermann, 
111- 120. New York: Springer.  

IPCC. 2012. “Managing the Risks of Extreme Events and Disasters to Advance Climate Change 
Adaptation.” Special Report of Working Groups I and II of the Intergovernmental Panel on 

Climate Change. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
IPCC. 2014. “Climate Change 2014: Impacts, Adaptation, and Vulnerability. Part A: Global and 

Sectoral Aspects.” Contribution of Working Group II to the Fifth Assessment Report of the 

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Lahai, B., P. Goldey, and G. Jones. 1999. “The Gender of the Extension Agent and Farmers' Access 

to and Participation in Agricultural Extension in Nigeria.” The Journal of Agricultural Education 

and Extension 6(4): 223-233.
MacGregor, S. 2010. “‘Gender and Climate Change’: From Impacts to Discourses.” Journal of the 

Indian Ocean Region 6(2): 223-238. Doi:10.1080/19480881.2010.536669.
Macgregor, S. 2014. “Only Resist: Feminist Ecological Citizenship and the Post-politics of Climate 

Change.” Hypatia 29(3): 617-633.
Makkonen, L.L.2002. “Multiple, compound and intersectional discrimination: bringing the 

experiences of the most marginalized to the fore.” A Research Report. Institute For Human 
Rights: Abo Akademi University 

Mersha, A., and F. Van Laerhoven. 2016. “A Gender Approach to Understanding the Differentiated 
Impact of Barriers to Adaptation: Responses to Climate Change in Rural Ethiopia.” Regional 

Environmental Change 16(6): 1701-1713.
Mersha, A., and F. Van Laerhoven. Forthcoming. “The Interplay Between Planned and Autonomous 

Adaptation in Response to Climate Change: Insights from Rural Ethiopia.” World Development
Mersha AA and Van Laerhoven F (forthcoming2) “Gender and Climate Policy: A Discursive 

Institutional Analysis of Ethiopia's Climate Resilient Strategy.”

a.assefa-mersha-layout.indd   164 05/06/2018   16:05



165

TRANSFORMATIVE REMEDIES FOR GENDER-RESPONSIVE ADAPTATION TO CLIMATE CHANGE

5

Mogues, T., MJ. Cohen, R. Birmer, M. Lemma, J. Randriamamonjy and P.Z. Tadesse. 2009. “Agriculture 
extension in Ethiopia through a gender and governance lens.”  Ethiopia Strategy Support 
Program 2 (ESSP2). Discussion Paper No. EPSSP00. IFPRI, Addis Ababa

Nabikolo, D., B. Bashaasha, M. N. Mangheni, and J. G. M. Majaliwa. 2012. “Determinants of Climate 
Change Adaptation among Male and Female Headed Farm Households in Eastern Uganda.” 
African Crop Science Journal 20(s2): 203–21.

Nightingale, A. 2009. “Warming up the Climate Change Debate: A Challenge to Policy Based on 
Adaptation.” IOP Conference Series: Earth and Environmental Science 6(57): 572015.

O’Brien, K. 2012. “Global Environmental Change II: From Adaptation to Deliberate Transformation.” 
Progress in Human Geography 36(5): 667–676. 

O'Brien, K. 2017. “Climate Change Adaptation and Social Transformation.” The International 

Encyclopedia of Geography 1–8. doi: 10.1002/9781118786352.wbieg0987
OXFAM. 2016. El Niño in Ethiopia. Programme observations on the impact of the Ethiopia drought 

and recommendations for action. Available at file:///C:/Users/HP/Desktop/bn-el-nino-
ethiopia-240216.pdf

Pelling, M. 2011.  Adaptation to Climate Change: From Resilience to Transformation. London: 
Routledge.

Peluso, N. L., and C. Lund. 2011. “New Frontiers of Land Control: Introduction.” Journal of Peasant 

Studies 38, no. 4: 667–81.
Rickards, L., and S. Howden. 2012. “Transformational Adaptation: Agriculture and Climate 

Change.” Crop and Pasture Science 63(3): 240.
Ribot, J. 2014. “Cause and Response: Vulnerability and Climate in the Anthropocene.” Journal of 

Peasant Studies 41, no. 5: 667–705.
Rijkers, B., and R. Costa. 2012. “Gender and Rural Non-Farm Entrepreneurship.” World Development 

40(12): 2411-2426.
Rippke, U., J. Ramirez-Villegas, A. Jarvis, J. J. Vermeulen, L. Parker, F. Mer, B. Diekkrüger, A. J. Challinor, 

and M. Howden. 2016. “Timescales of Transformational Climate Change Adaptation in Sub-
Saharan African Agriculture.” Nature Climate Change 6: 605–609. doi:10.1038/nclimate2947

Scott, J. W. 2010. “Gender: Still a Useful Category of Analysis?” Diogenes 225: 7–14. ISSN 0392-1921
Schlitz, M. M., C. Vieten, and E. M. Miller. 2010. “Worldview Transformation and the Development 

of Social Consciousness.” Journal of Consciousness Studies 17(7–8): 18–36.
Serdeczny, O., S. Adams, F. Baarsch, D. Coumou, A. Robinson, W. Hare, M. Schaeffer, M. Perrette, and 

J. Reinhardt. 2016. “Climate Change Impacts in Sub-Saharan Africa: From Physical Changes 
to their Social Repercussions.” Regional Environmental Change 17(6): 1585-1600.

Shackleton, S., G. Ziervogel, S. Sallu, T. Gill, and P. Tschakert. 2015. “Why is Socially-Just Climate 
Change Adaptation in Sub-Saharan Africa So Challenging? A Review of Barriers Identified 
from Empirical Cases.” Wiley Interdisciplinary Reviews: Climate Change 6(3): 321-344.

Skinner, E. 2011. Gender and Climate Change: BRIDGE Overview Report. Brighton, UK: Institute of 
Development Studies. 

Terry, G. 2009. “No Climate Justice without Gender Justice: An Overview of the Issues.” Gender & 

Development 17(1): 5-18.

a.assefa-mersha-layout.indd   165 05/06/2018   16:05



166

CHAPTER 5

Terry, G. 2011. “Climate, Change and Insecurity: Views from a Gisu Hillside.” PhD diss., University 
of East Anglia.

Tschakert, P., B. van Oort, A. St. Clair and A. LaMadrid. 2013. “Inequality and Transformation 
Analyses: A Complementary Lens for Addressing Vulnerability to Climate Change.” Climate 

and Development 5(4): 340-350. doi.org/10.1080/17565529.2013.828583
Waylen, G. 2013. “Informal Institutions, Institutional Change, and Gender Equality.”  Political 

Research Quarterly 67(1): 212-223.
Yin, R. 2013. Case Study Research. London: Sage Publications.

a.assefa-mersha-layout.indd   166 05/06/2018   16:05



a.assefa-mersha-layout.indd   167 05/06/2018   16:05



a.assefa-mersha-layout.indd   168 05/06/2018   16:05



CHAPTER 6
CONCLUSION AND REFLECTION

a.assefa-mersha-layout.indd   169 05/06/2018   16:05



a.assefa-mersha-layout.indd   170 05/06/2018   16:05



171

CONCLUSION AND REFLECTION

6

6.1.  Introduction 

This dissertation started from the observation that the nexus of gender and climate 
change adaptation is embedded within asymmetric gender relations that govern access 
to resources, institutions and decision making. The main objective of the dissertation 
was to explain the influence of gender in smallholders’ adaptation engagement, 
planned adaptation intervention and national adaptation policy making using a gender 
relations analytical lens. 

In a smallholders context such as in our case studies, gender relations have been and 
remain an important factor in shaping resource regimes, power relations, rights and 
responsibilities, access to decision making and institutions, which often favour men 
(Aguilar et al. 2015; Fisher and Naidoo 2016; Huyer 2016). Under these circumstances, 
men’s and women’s experiences of and vulnerability to climate change differ 
significantly. Moreover, their respective adaptation responses and types of determinants 
they encounter are inevitably influenced by existing asymmetric gender relations (Bee 
2016; Jost et al. 2015). In view of this, developing adaptation policies and strategies 
that can address the gender dimension of climate change requires understanding the 
underlying relational inequalities (Bee et al. 2013; MacGregor 2010, 2014). 

This concluding chapter synthesises the main findings in a way of answering the four 
research questions that were formulated initially. It also intends to forward policy 
implications and highlight issues that deserve further study. Then, it encapsulates the 
discussion and provides conclusive remarks.

6.2.  Reflection on the Main Findings 

The dissertation analysed three interrelated issues in the nexus of gender and climate 
change adaptation: local autonomous adaptation, government-led planned adaptation 
interventions and policy making processes regarding adaptation. It drew empirical 
data from two drought-prone districts, Raya Azebo and Kobo in Northeastern Ethiopia. 
In addition to document analysis of national policies and strategies, semi-structured 
interviews, focus group discussions and surveys questionnaires were used to obtain 
data. Information sources for the research included male and female smallholders; 
government officials at national, regional and local levels; agriculture extension workers 
and experts of non-governmental organisations. The following discussion explains the 
results by ways of answering each of the research questions.

a.assefa-mersha-layout.indd   171 05/06/2018   16:05



172

CHAPTER 6

6.2.1. Local Adaptation Engagements and Gender 

The first research question was ‘How is gender influencing adaptation measures carried 
out by farm households?’ Using a Sustainable Livelihood Approach, the study explored 
adaptation engagement of smallholder farmers within a broader socio-economic and 
environmental context that shapes adaptation decisions and choices. 

Farm Households’ Adaptation and Gender 

The study reveals locally employed autonomous adaptation measures, including 
on-farm adaptation, mobility (temporary labour migration and remittance from 
international migration), diversification (engagement in different income generating 
activities), storage and communal pooling (relying on community resources and social 
networks) (Table 2.1). One important finding is that male household heads and female 
household heads have different adaption options and priorities. For instance, the 
preferred adaptations by male respondents are on-farm adaptation measures such as 
crop time adjustment, crop rotation and soil and water conservation. By contrast, female 
respondents are found to mainly engage in non-farm diversification such as petty trade 
and labouring for others. Another revealing finding is that male household heads 
have a relatively extended portfolio of adaptation options compared to their female 
counterparts – a portfolio that include measures such as temporary labor migration, 
storage and diversification (Section 2.5.2). 

Why is Local Adaptation Differentiated Along Gender Lines? 

The analysis attempted to explain the reasons behind a gender-based difference 
in adaptation choices and priorities by analysing the type and nature of barriers to 
adaptation that male and female household heads, respectively, encountered. The 
focus on barriers was in response to the observation that despite a growing recognition 
of the crucial role of barriers to adaptation (Adger et al. 2009; Biesbroek et al. 2013), the 
particular impact of these barriers on different segments of communities, such as those 
based on gender, seems to remain mostly unnoticed. 

The empirical findings confirm that gendered informal institutions and formal 
institutional practices influence adaptation choices and options of female and male 
household heads. A typical example, in this regard, is the case of a gender norm 
restricting women from ploughing. This, in turn, compels female landowners without 
adult men as part of their nuclear family to rent out their land through sharecropping 
arrangements. This situation automatically minimises their engagement in farming and 
renders on-farm adaptation out of reach for them. 
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Results of the study further suggest that social capital and informal institutions facilitate 
male farmers’ adaptation responses to drought in a better way than their female 
counterparts. For instance, the reciprocal labour exchange system is a social support 
system that plays an important role in the adaptation engagement of smallholders. 
Particularly, for farmers who lack farming labour and ploughing oxes, this system 
indeed facilitates their adaptation engagement. However, findings of the study indicate 
that female household heads do not benefit from this system due to gendered norms 
and biases (Section 2.5.3). 

6.2.2. Gendered Effects of Planned Adaptation Interventions 

Cognizant of the dynamic, ongoing autonomous adaptation of smallholders and the 
different gendered barriers they encounter, the study furthermore examined the effect 
of government planned adaptation interventions in Chapter 3 by asking the question: 
‘What gendered effects does government adaptation intervention have on farm 
households’ autonomous adaptation?’ Ethiopia’s Productive Safety Net Programme 
(PSNP), with particular emphasis on its public works component, was taken as a proxy 
case of planned adaptation. Aiming at reducing vulnerability and enhancing community 
resilience, the Ethiopian government adopted PSNP as a planned adaptation option for 
smallholder communities. PSNP targets more than 7 million chronically food insecure 
individuals across identified vulnerable areas (Section 3.2.1). 

Interplay Between Planned and Autonomous Adaptation 

Using the concept of institutional interplay (Young 2002), the results demonstrate an 
interplay between the government’s intervention and farm households’ autonomous 
adaptation that resulted in differential effects following both class and gender lines 
(Section 3.5.3). Indeed, the PSNP public works intervention has had positive effects. 
Building of community assets through local environmental rehabilitation (forest, grazing 
areas and water and soil conservation) and infrastructure and services enhancement 
(such as roads, schools and health centres) are notable, among others. In a community 
that is dependent on natural resources, these improvements have been valuable to 
people’s livelihood and adaptation strategies. Of course, PSNP has also strengthened 
smallholders’ engagement in autonomous adaptation. These positive effects have been 
widely acknowledged by various parties including government officials and villagers 
(Section 3.5.3). 

However, when it comes to individual participating households who are identified as 
chronically food insecure, the analysis reveals a limiting effect on their autonomous 
adaptation. This study confirms that the labour and time demand of public works 
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negatively influences the autonomous adaptation of participating households. In the 
context of extreme climate events and erratic rainfall, readiness and effective utilisation 
of labour and time remain crucial; yet, public works participation created competing 
time and labour demands. This situation puts targeted households in a difficult position 
since they are obliged to choose one over the other. For them, leaving the PSNP is not 
a simple choice, as the rainfall cannot be predicted accurately. On the other hand, the 
monetary compensation received in return for participating in the PSNP sponsored 
public works cannot be relied upon, as it is often insufficient. As shown by the findings 
of the study, this situation puts targeted households in a vicious cycle of vulnerability. 
Furthermore, the research underscores gender-based differences within participating 
households, where female household heads are more affected than their male 
counterparts (Section 3.5.3).

Why Gender (and Socially) Differentiated Effects? 

The research further analysed why government interventions turned out differently 
for different target groups and identified three important issues (Section 3.6). First, the 
government engages in adaptation in a politicised landscape where multiple policy 
priorities compete for attention. Such context influences not only choices for planned 
adaptation options but also how the effects of the interventions are presented. The 
study illustrated that the positive effects of the intervention were overstated, primarily 
by homogenizing the community, while the negative effects on vulnerable groups 
were underplayed. Second, with the intention of reducing vulnerability, ongoing 
broader development-oriented programmes such as PSNP are reframed as a climate 
change adaptation option. However, the failure to critically evaluate their nature and 
implication for climate change adaptation goals may negatively influence different 
actors’ adaptation engagement. For instance, the adoption of PSNP, which initially 
was a social protection programme, constrains the autonomous adaptation of farm 
households instead of strengthening it. Lastly, on top of the aforementioned issues, 
the inadequacy of government interventions in dealing with entrenched gender 
asymmetric relations, by focusing instead on resultant effects, put female smallholders 
in a more disadvantaged position. The covert and overt gendered assumptions in 
designing the programme as well as gender-biased local norms also highlight the case 
of gender-based differentiation within targeted households (Section 3.6). 

6.2.3. A Gendered Adaptation Policymaking Space 

In Chapter 4, the study focuses on national climate policy making by asking: ‘How 
and why does gender influence national climate adaptation policy strategy?’ The 
study analyses Ethiopia’s Climate Resilient Strategy for Agriculture and Forest (CRSAF) 
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issued in 2015 as a case in point. CRSAF is part of Ethiopia’s Climate Resilient Green 
Economy strategy launched in 2011, during the Conference of the Parties (COP) 17 in 
Durban, South Africa. In terms of a gender relational lens, the strategy is so limited 
that the terms ‘gender’ and ‘women’ are mentioned in only very few instances. By 
and large, the analysis confirms that the national adaptation discourse shows little 
attention to people’s experiences of and responses to the impacts of climate change, 
let alone to treating gender as a relational concept. Adaptation options are presented 
without gender and social disaggregation, with the exception of the social safety net 
intervention that specifies women as a target group by identifying them as among the 
most vulnerable groups in the country. Overall, the analysis reveals that the discourse 
virtually fails to explicitly acknowledge and address the gender dimension of climate 
change adaptation in Ethiopia (Sections 4.5.1 and 4.5.2).

Gender-neutral Adaptation Policy: Reasons 

As other studies reported, the gender-neutral construction of adaptation policies 
remain dominant (Holvoet and Inberg 2014; Magnusdottir and Kronsell 2015); however, 
identifying the reason behind construction becomes important. Thus, a further 
investigation of the policy making process was made to explain the gender-neutral 
policy outcome, and four important gender-related factors were identified (Section 4.6). 
First, the result confirms the limited participation of policy actors interested in gender, 
as well as the absence of a well-crafted gender agenda. This makes it difficult to voice 
gender as a point of discussion in the coordinative discourse, i.e., during the interactions 
among policy actors. Second, the findings show that the timing when gender emerges 
in the discussion could be problematic. Specifically, in our case the gender-related 
discussion was not considered at the beginning of the policy making process such 
as during the formulation of the Term of Reference that set the stage for the process. 
Rather, the relevance of gender was raised only later during the discussions. The neglect 
of the issue at the discussion table has elevated the notion of constructing gender as a 
matter of implementation instead of as a question of problem definition and framing. 

Third, the domination of a natural science way of framing climate change problems 
is another factor that has undermined consideration of a genuine gender dimension 
during policy making processes. Such framing tends to homogenize society and fails 
to look into the structural and institutional asymmetric relations and social dynamics 
in processes related with climate change vulnerability and adaptation. Finally, the 
study notes gendered norms and organisational practices as a factor that restrains 
the development of a gender-responsive climate adaptation policy by influencing the 
interaction among policy actors (Section 4.6). 
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6.2.4. Making Transformative Adaptation Gender-responsive

The findings of the research reveal the fact that gender is largely absent from the 
current adaptation responses in the case of local autonomous adaptation, the making 
of adaptation policy and the implementation of government-sponsored planned 
adaptation. Hence, the fourth research question enquires: ‘How can transformative 
adaptation be gender-responsive?’, with the intention of identifying the potential 
leverage points for promoting gender-responsive transformative adaptation that 
rectifies the underlying gendered structural and institutional factors in a smallholders 
context. The argument made in Chapter 5 is that asymmetric gender relations result 
in differences in adaptation options and choices between men and women and the 
constraints they encounter. Hence, addressing gender requires reconfiguring responses 
to climate change, which in turn requires dismantling the fundamental structural and 
institutional factors that reproduce and reinforce the unequal gender regime.

In framing the discussion, insights are drawn from a feminist theorisation of 
transformation; particularly, the study applies Fraser’s multivariant transformative 
remedies (Fraser 1997). The analysis indicates three dimensions of gender injustices 
that influence adaptation choices and options: maldistribution – i.e., unequal access 
to productive resources such as natural, financial, human and physical resources; 
misrecognition – i.e., gendered formal and informal institutions such as the division 
of labour, social support system and organisational policies and practices; and 
misrepresentation – i.e., lack of participation of women and misrepresentation of their 
concerns (Section 5.5.3). 

Leverage Points for Gender-Responsive Transformative Adaptation 

Based on the observation of shortcomings in ongoing incremental adaptation, 
the study proposes three main areas where transformative adaptation needs to be 
considered for altering the asymmetric gender relations that influence adaptation 
processes: transformative redistribution, transformative institutions, and transformative 
representation (Section 5.6). 

First, transformative redistribution intends to rectify structural and relational factors 
that put female smallholders in economically disadvantaged positions. It entails both 
the farming and non-farming sectors of the rural economy. In the farming sector, the 
study suggests that attention should be given to ensuring de facto resource ownership 
for female smallholders and facilitating resource utilisation by female smallhoders. For 
instance, access to farmland needs to be accompanied by farming skills training and 
the provision of manageable farming tools; in this way, the gender-specific constraints 
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regarding masculinity and femininity and ultimately the gender asymmetric relations in 
the farming sector can be reconfigured. In the non-farming sector, on the other hand, 
as the effect of climate change is expected to intensify, it is important for any form of 
transformative adaptation to seek alternative livelihood strategies. As indicated, many 
female smallholders already engage in different non-farm activities despite the fact that 
relatively little attention is given to them by policy makers. Thus, interventions such as 
policy direction and the provision of credit and other inputs and market access to rural 
women entrepreneurs are important. 

Second, regarding the recognition dimension of transformative remedies, the study 
suggests transformative institutions that involve transformative policies, transformative 
learning and transformative agricultural services. As discussed, gender biases and 
asymmetric relations that are inherent in informal institutions constrain the progress 
that could be made by formal institutions. For the realisation of a gender equitable 
environment, explicit strategies to overcome the drawback of informal institutions 
should be an integral part of transformative policies. Another proposal in this domain is 
transformative learning that aims to create an informed and knowledgable society. This 
can be facilitated through training and education programmes focusing on both men 
and women and both girls and boys. Transformative agriculture extension services, on 
the other hand, demand the reorganisation of the very nature and type of the service 
and its provision by bringing to light the experiences and interests of female farmers. 
Moreover, such training should be equipped with social transformation sessions along 
with technical courses that enable extension workers to engage with a community 
based on an understanding of local asymmetric social relations (Section 5.6). 

Third, transformative representation refers to a deliberative participatory approach that 
entails participation of women, consideration of women’s and gender equality concerns 
and the creation of an inclusive public sphere in decision making arenas at different 
levels. Beyond guaranteeing a mere seat at the table where decisions and policy are 
made, transformative representation demands substantive participation in which 
women’s and gender equality concerns are used as a vehicle for social transformation. 
In doing so, an intervention such as empowering representatives to confront the 
hegemonic power in organisational and community contexts is deemed to be central. 
Moreover, crafting an explicit agenda on gender equality and women’s concerns with 
the intention of changing the unjust structure and enhancing the position of women 
can be another transformative remedy. Lastly, creating cooperation between gender 
interested actors within and outside the government apparatus remains crucial to 
ultimately bringing about a gender-responsive outcome. 
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6.3.  Reflection on a Gender Relations Analytical Lens 

This dissertation aimed to respond to identified concerns over how the linkage between 
gender and climate change adaptation has been framed and analysed (Arora-Jonsson 
2011; Bee et al. 2013; Bunce and Ford 2015; MacGregor 2010, 2014). The study adopted 
a gender relations analytical lens. Gender relations were deconstructed in each of the 
empirical chapters drawing on local gendered norms, gender-based division of labour, 
access to resources, formal and informal institutional arrangements and participation 
in decision making. Applying a gender relations lens meant shifting the focus from 
women’s vulnerability and constrained adaptive capacity to a broader set of underlying 
social, cultural and institutional gendered factors (Arora-Jonsson 2011; Bee et al. 2013). 
Hence, adopting a gender relations lens enabled the dissertation to explain why 
adaptation measures differ across gender lines, why planned adaptation resulted in 
gender-differentiated effects and why adaptation policy remains gender-neutral.

Moreover, adopting a gender relations analytical lens allowed for situating the nexus 
of adaptation and gender in a broader institutional, social, economic, political and 
environmental context. Subsequently, the theoretical and conceptual approaches 
adopted in each chapter – Sustainable Livelihood Approach, Institutional Interplay, 
Discursive Institutionalism and Multivariant Transformative Remedies – are intended to 
capture such dynamics beyond immediate climate change-induced problems. In doing 
so, the dissertation dismisses the superficial dualistic natural science and social science 
discourses in climate change adaptation. Instead, the study reveals that the non-
climate social, institutional and structural factors in general, and the asymmetric gender 
relations in particular, are integral parts of the analysis of adaptation to climate change. 
For instance, adopting a Sustainable Livelihood Approach in Chapter 2 helps to place 
gender relations at the centre of the analysis of institutional arrangement, resource 
regimes and decision-making processes where adaptation is carried out by male and 
female smallholders. It also allows us to adopt a context-specific view of the gender and 
climate change adaptation nexus that accounts for the social and institutional setting, 
and it goes beyond a view that merely generalises women’s vulnerability. 

6.4.  Reflection on Research Method 

To analyse the gender dimension of climate change adaptation, the dissertation adopts 
a case study approach. A case study approach provides a tool to capture a complex-
multifaceted context (Miller et al. 2008; Stake 1995); hence, it allows the dissertation 
to situate climate change adaptation in a gendered social, economic and structural 
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context. Both study areas, Raya Azebo and Kobo, not only experience erratic rainfall and 
drought but also, they face entangled social, economic and environmental problems. 
Thus, the approach provides the dissertation with a rich analysis of adaptation to 
climate change by situating it in a gendered context as discussed in Chapters 2, 3 and 5. 

Moreover, a case study approach allowed us to draw on different approaches and 
data sources (Thomas 2011; Yin 2013). Each empirical chapter employed different 
conceptual and theoretical approaches, units of analysis and data sources to analyse the 
gender dimension of climate change adaptation. Regarding conceptual and theoretical 
approaches, the dissertation engaged with the climate change adaptation and gender 
literature, the Sustainable Livelihood Approach, Institutional Interplay, Discursive 
Institutionalism and Multivariant Transformative Remedies. These approaches enabled 
us to put the gender-climate change-adaptation nexus in the broader context of 
the livelihood development of smallholders and of institutional and organisational 
arrangements where different actors play a role. 

Male and female headed farm households were the unit of analysis in the second 
chapter, which focused on local forms of autonomous adaptation. Information was 
triangulated with the help of focus group discussions with villagers and semi-structured 
interviews with government officials. The third chapter focused on interplay between 
autonomous and planned adaptation, where both farm households and government 
officials became the units of analysis. The national level policy actors were the unit of 
analysis for the fourth chapter. Finally, the fifth chapter tried to wind up the discussion 
by focusing on proposing alternative interventions to address the observed gender 
gap in adaptation responses. Although male and female smallholders were the unit 
of analysis for this chapter, additional perspectives and views were drawn from policy 
makers, national and regional government officials, civil society organisations and local 
extension and development workers. 

6.4.1. Research Validity and Reliability 

Creswell (2009) considers validity as trustworthiness, referring to the procedures that 
a researcher should follow to ensure accuracy and consistency of data gathering. 
Drawing on Poteete et al. (2010), this dissertation employs two types of triangulation, 
method triangulation and multiple source triangulation, to guarantee validity of the 
data. Method triangulation refers to applying different data collection methods such 
as interviews, focus group discussion, observation, survey and document review 
(ibid). Every empirical chapter uses at a minimum two of the data collection methods 
mentioned above (see Table 1.1, Chapter 1). Multiple source triangulation, on the other 
hand, entails verifying the information gathered from different research participants 
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to acquire perspectives of multiple informants about a single case (ibid). This study 
draws data from different research participants, including female smallholders, male 
smallholders, community elders, government officials at different levels and officers 
of civil society organisations. For instance, in Chapter 3, the data collection process 
evaluated PSNP from the perspective of participating households by giving special 
attention to gender differences, non-participating households and government officials. 

Replicability of the research findings might be problematic in a qualitative study, 
as it intends to give attention to the time-and-place peculiarities of a single case. 
This dissertation aimed to unpack how and why gender relations influence and are 
influenced by adaptation to climate change; hence, the context where gender relations 
are produced and reproduced is vital. However, following Lincoln and Guba (1985), the 
study considers that reliability lies in the consistency and dependability of the data 
gathered and the data analysis. Thus, an attempt is made to ensure reliability in this 
dissertation by cross-checking and confirming the responses of interviewees and focus 
group discussants in every data collection event. For survey questions, the study tries to 
guarantee data reliability data by including open ended questions.

6.5. Reflection on Policy and Social Implications 

The main contribution of this dissertation to policy is to fill the need for critical 
engagement in and consideration of gender relations in climate change adaptation 
policy and strategies in the smallholder farmers context in Ethiopia and the larger 
region of Sub-Saharan Africa. From the findings of this study, it is evident that the effort 
to address the underlying asymmetric gender relations in the responses to climate 
change is limited. Therefore, the following principal policy implications of the study are 
suggested. 

First, as a policy issue, supporting smallholder farmers’ autonomous adaptation and 
considering it as complementary to planned adaptation is one alternative approach for 
tackling actual, perceived and expected climate change. However, it is also important 
to recognise that autonomous adaptation is a gendered process. Local gendered norms 
and institutions play a crucial role in determining the available adaptation options and 
their effectiveness for male and female smallholders, respectively (Chapter 2). Therefore, 
any policy effort to enhance autonomous adaptation needs to critically examine and 
address gendered social, economic and institutional factors by situating adaptation in 
broader context.
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Second, different determinants influence the adaptation process of smallholder farmers. 
Suggestions to overcome barriers to adaptation are being put forth in an ever-growing 
body of literature. In this study, it is found that such determinants do not have the 
same effect on male and female smallholders, respectively. Some factors may facilitate 
the adaptation of male household heads while simultaneously constraining female 
household heads’ adaptation choices. Therefore, any policy strategy aimed at overcoming 
barriers to adaptation needs to recognise the differentiated effects of barriers (and 
consequently, of attempts to overcome these barriers) and their interconnected nature, 
as well to recognise adaptation actors as heterogeonous groups. 

Third, in designing and executing planned adaptation, governments are vital actors, 
especially in the context of Sub-Saharan African nations such as Ethiopia, where the 
state often remains dominant. However, government engagement cannot be apolitical 
and asocial and can cause different effects on different segments of the society, such 
as segments based on gender. Therefore, the study suggests that that policy makers 
should evaluate the effects of adaptation interventions based on the experiences of 
the most vulnerable groups when designing, implementating and evaluating planned 
adaptation. 

Fourth, gender relations are inevitably influenced by specific contextual factors that 
vary both spatially and temporally. Nevertheless, as addressing the gender dimension 
of climate change adaptation requires structural and institutional responses, assigning 
(full) responsbility to local policy and programme implementators cannot be expected 
to bring about the required change (Chapter 3). Thus, when looking for ways to 
accomodate the details of contextual factors, national adaptation discourses and policy 
should be flexible enough to deal with the structural and institutional gendered aspects 
of climate change adaptation and provide a working frame for local implementers. 

Fifth, as confirmed by the findings, gendered institutions – both formal and informal 
– play a central role in shaping autonomous adaptation (Chapter 2) and in designing 
and implementing planned adaptation (Chapter 3 and 4). Therefore, formal institutions 
and policies need to recognise and address counterproductive informal institutions and 
patriarchal hierarchical norms where gender inequality is (re)produced and sustained. 
This is necessary not only to promote effective and successful adaptation responses but 
also for the realisation of a transformation agenda (Chapter 5). 

Regarding the social implication of this study, as raised in the introduction chapter, 
unequal gender relations has both material and cultural dimensions. The result of 
the study confirms not only that these dimensions exist but also that they reinforce 
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each other. The example of the gender norm that restricts women’s ploughing is a 
good example of how the cultural dimension of gender minimises the achievement 
of women in the material dimension, i.e., women’s de facto access to farmland. Thus, 
the dissertation suggests that a well-thought through policy that transforms gender 
inequality and brings social change needs to consider both material and cultural 
aspects simultaneously. 

This dissertation has social relevance in that it provides a critical reflection on the gender 
order that operates covertly and overtly in formal and informal institutions. Thus, to 
transform gender inequality and realise social change, understanding and addressing 
normalised and naturalised gendered assumptions and practices in institutional and 
organisational contexts remain vital. 

6.6.  Suggestions for Further Research 

As much of the data – especially for Chapters 2, 3 and 4 – was drawn from a specific 
locality, a lot remains to be done in scrutinising gender in the context of smallholder 
farmers in Ethiopia and in the Sub-Saharan Africa context at large. Further studies in the 
area are suggested as follows. 

• The nexus of gender and climate change adaptation has shown significant growth 
in recent years. The results of this dissertation justify a call not only to focus on the 
differentiated experiences and adaptation options of male and female smallholders, 
respectively, but also to explore the factors attributing to such differences. As 
underlying gendered factors may vary, it is suggested here to further research 
different contexts that can help in developing a better understanding of similarity 
and differences across cases. 

 
• As long recorded in the literature on rural and agricultural development, gender 

plays a vital role in shaping lived experiences and livelihood choices of male and 
female farmers, particularly in the Sub-Saharan Africa context. However, it is also 
important to analyse the influence of other contextually relevant social relations 
such as those determined or characterised by class, ethnicity and livelihood bases. 
Doing so enables us to capture the complexity and devise a mechanism to address 
the gender dimension of climate change adaptation successfully and effectively. 
Therefore, it is suggested to further research the interaction of other social 
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relations with gender, not to dismiss the gender agenda in the adaptation debate 
but to strengthen it by drawing from the multiple experiences of different groups 
of women and men. 

• This dissertation investigated the context of a rural community that engages in 
mixed farming. However, a knowledge gap was observed in relation to pastoralist 
communities in general and the gender dimension in pastoralists’ adaptation 
process in particular. Thus, there is a need for further research to investigate 
adaptation to climate change in the context of pastoralist communities in Ethiopia 
and Sub-Saharan Africa at large. 

• As the findings of this research and other studies indicated, adaptation does not 
occur in a social, political and institutional vaccum. Instead, the decisions and 
choices of adaptation options are intertwined in contextual social, structural and 
institutional factors. Thus, the dissertation suggests that further studies in gender 
and climate change adaptation would benefit from making politic, power relation 
and culture central to their analysis. 

6.7. Conclusive Remarks 

The primary objective of this study was to explain the influence of gender relations 
on smallholders’ autonomous adaptation, local planned adaptation interventions 
and national adaptation policy making. Like any other Sub-Saharan African country, 
no single gender relations exists in the context of Ethiopian smallholders. Nurturing 
the comprehension of structural and relational dimensions in adaptation responses 
to climate change was rather central to the discourse of this dissertation. Hence, 
there was no intention to put all the dynamic and contextual factors under a single 
umbrella. However, going beyond the time-and-place peculiarities of the case studies, 
the argument of the dissertation is that relational and structural factors that embrace 
an asymmetric gender relations vis-à-vis resource regimes, social status and decision 
making, are reproduced and perpetuated through formal and informal institutions 
and practices (cf. Lowndes and Roberts 2013). Hence, it is necessary to understand and 
address entrenched gendered asymmetric relations in social, economic and political 
spheres in order to develop gender-responsive adaptation policies and interventions 
that enhance smallholders’ adaptive capacity in the context of climate change, variability 
and climate extreme events. 
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The understanding that climate change adaptation is embedded within, is shaped by 
and shapes the broader social, economic, political and institutional factors is gaining 
attention in the adaptation literature (cf. Pelling 2011). Observing the shortcomings 
of incremental adaptation to tackle underlying structural and relational factors, the 
transformation debate in relation to adaptation is now evolving (Feola 2015; O’Brien 
2017). This research joins the ranks of this tradition by showing that gender asymmetric 
relations constitute a significant part of a broader set of underlying factors that affect 
adaptation. At present, transformative adaptation interventions tend to address 
symptoms by means of sectoral and technological innovation, neglecting or diregarding 
social, structural and institutional factors that are among the root causes of (certain) 
people’s inability to adapt to climate change (cf. O’Brien 2017). Arguing from a gender 
relations perspective, this may cause the danger of sustaining unresolved gender 
questions in the transformation debate. Therefore, for the realisation of transformational 
goals, this dissertation underlines the need for critically considering gender relations as 
an integral part of the theorisation and operationalisation of transformative adaptation. 
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Appendix A: Pictures taken from field campaigns 

 
 

Picture 1. Semi-structured interviews with female smallholder in Zoble (left) and with male 
smallholder in Mechare (right) 

 

Picture 2: Dried traditional rainwater harvesting pond due to late rain in Mechare
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 Picture 3. Informal communication with villagers in hand dug well area in Zoble

 

Picture 4. PSNP-PW participants engage in public work in Zoble
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Picture 5. Participating in community informal gathering (top) and public meeting (bottom) in 
Mechare

a.assefa-mersha-layout.indd   193 05/06/2018   16:05



194

APPENDICES

 

Picture 6. Preparing for women only focus group discussion in Mechare
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Appendix B: Semi-structured interview questions for male and 
female smallholders 

1. Semi-Structured Interview Questions for Female- and Male-Household Heads 

Site Overview

• Name of District -----
• Name of village/kebelle -----
• Date of Visit -------

Respondent’s Profile 

• Age:
• Schooling Experience:
• Marital Status:
• Number and age of family members: 

Main Questions 

A. Household livelihood portfolios 
• If you own farmland, under what arrangement do you get the land? (do you 

own the land? If so, is ownership based on formal or on customary rights? 
Does the land ‘belong’ to one family member (male or female)? 
- How would you describe the size of your farmland in relation with other 

farmers in your village? (larger, smaller, how much larger or smaller?) 
- How would you describe the quality of your farmland in relation with 

other farmers in your village? (better, worse, how much better or worse?)
- Do you farm the land yourself? If no, why not? (if yes, are tasks divided 

among family member? Do tasks vary? Why is that, you think?)
• What is the source of water for your cultivation? Rainfall, irrigation (river, pond, 

….) or both. (do you have formal access rights to the water source? How is 
access arranged? Is there ever conflict over access to water? If so, what is the 
source/nature of the conflict, and how are conflicts resolved?)

• What do you cultivate as your main crop? Why did you choose it? Who choose 
it? Do you sell it, or do you use it for subsistence? Is there variation between 
household members in terms of the crops they cultivate? Who decides what 
to do with the produce/earnings?   

• What common natural resources are available in your area? (Probe for forest, 
range land, water pond/irrigation water)?
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- Who uses them and who doesn’t in your community? What criteria/
condition is used to utilize these common resources? (probe: differences 
between men and women? Are there (in)formal rules about access to and 
use of such commons?

- Can you utilize these resources? How/ Why not /? 
• What are the primary sources of your income? 

- How do you evaluate the share of farm income to your living condition? 
- Do you have full ownership of your farm income? If no, why not and what 

is your share? 
- Do you engage in other non-farm activities for your living? If yes, specify 

them please and how do you evaluate the share of non-farm activities in 
comparison to farm income? 

• Do you own any livestock? If yes, what kind and how many? How do you 
evaluate the numbers in terms of other members of your community 
(small, average, higher)? 

• Is credit or any other financial support available to you? (formal forms of 
credit; informal forms of financial support (e.g. at village level, from loan 
‘sharks’, or family members or friends). 

- Is there variation between man and women in regard to the kind of credit 
or financial support mechanisms that they access (and have access to)? If 
so, why is that? 

• Are there training opportunities (about farming, livestock and other skill 
trainings) in your community? If yes, who provide it, who participate in the 
training and why (what is the criteria). 

• Can men and women access training opportunities equally? If not, what do 
you think accounts for the difference? What type of training do/can women 
attend, and what kinds of training can/do men participate in?

• Do you have farming ability? If yes, how do you get it. Have you got any formal 
training on farming? If you don’t have farming ability, why is that and how it 
affects you? 

• Which community-based associations/networks (farmers’, forest users…) 
are operating in your community? What is their purpose and what are the 
criteria to be member? Are there differences between men and women with 
regard to the associations/networks (both formal and informal) that they (can) 
participate in? Please, explain. 
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• Do you have membership for any association or network? Why did you 
become a member? Are there associations or networks that you would like 
to participate in (for what reason?) but that you cannot join? If so, what is the 
reason?
- If yes, what are the membership responsibilities/duties and benefits? 

• What means of transportation do you use to sell your products? Do you think 
that market place is accessible for you? How/why not?  

• Do you have radio, telephone, and television? (if yes, do you think that having 
these means of communication helps you to enhance your living? How?) Can 
you explain how you use such means of communication for your work (e.g. 
farm related activities)? 

• Do you think that men and women have access to these means of 
communication to varying extents? If so, what do you think are the 
consequences of this difference in access?) (e.g. do women usually have access 
phones?)
- If you don’t have, do you think that it has negative effect on your living? 

How? 
• Do you get information on market price of your product? How? 
• Do you own any farming equipment? If yes, what are they? If no, why not? 
• Do you own farming oxen? If yes how many? If no, how do you farm your plot?
 

B. Perception of Climate Change and Variability   
• How do you describe the climate condition of your area through time? 
• What are the main climate changes or variability that you have experienced?
• What is your perception of drought? How you describe it 

- in terms of weather and climate elements (Rainfall, Temperature, frost)
- in terms of your livelihood (crop failure, death of livestock, facing food 

insecurity, facing water shortage….). 
- in terms of your village/kebele’s natural environment (forest related 

impacts, range land related impacts, river/pond/spring related impacts) 
• When is the last time you experienced drought in your area? 
• How hard your living is affected during drought or dry spell? Why is that? 

C. Adaptation measures
i. At time of drought, what are the different ways that you use to manage the 

situation in your life? (Probe Agrawa’s adaptation option classification and 
look for new/different adaptation strategy as well) 
o Farming related measures
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• What activities you carried out in your farming during drought time 
unlike other times? 

• What farming mechanisms/techniques you apply to withstand 
drought? 

• What are the most effective ways of farming related measures to 
withstand drought and dry-spells? Why? 

• Given to the frequency and intensity of drought, do you think 
engaging in farming related activities is effective? If yes, why? If no, 
why do you engage in then? 

o Mobility related measures
• Do you/your household members use mobility to manage drought 

related problems? If no, why? If yes, under what condition do you 
choose to migrate? Among household members, who will often 
move and why? Where is the common destination? How long the 
mobility will stay away? 

• From your experience, do you think that mobility is effective way of 
managing drought in your life? Why/why not? 

o Storage related strategies 
• Do you store cereals/other agricultural products in order to use them 

during drought time? If no, why? If yes, what crop types and other 
products do you store? Do you think that this strategy is effective 
way of managing drought related problems? Why/why not?

• What are the pro and con of this strategy? 
o Diversification 

• Do you engage in different activities other than farming as way 
of managing drought related problems in your living? If no, why? 
If yes, in what activities do engage in? (probe for roles of different 
household members). Do you think that it is effective way of 
managing drought related problems? Why/why not?  

o Communal Pooling 
• Do you use community resources (i.e. forest and forest products… )? 

If no why?
- If yes, what community resources are available that you can 

use at the time of drought?  Are there any preconditions to use 
them? If yes, what are they?

- Do you think that it is effective way of managing drought 
related problems in your living? 
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• Do you rely on your relatives in any way to manage drought relation 
problems? If no, why? If yes, how? 

o Market Exchange 
• During drought time, do you sell agricultural products? If no, why?  If 

yes, what are the products? Who are often the buyers? Do you think 
that you get fair price for your products?  If no, why?  If yes, what 
mechanisms do you use to bargain the price? 

i. What are the challenges and constraints you face while you manage your 
living during drought? 

D. Gender Influence
• As male/female head of household, what are the social expectations from you 

as provider of your family? 
• Do you think that your farmland ownership is influenced by being women or 

men? If yes, how? (probe for size, quality, getting irrigation differences) 
• As a female/male head of household, what are you supposed to do and not 

to do related with farming activities (such as selection of crops, ploughing, 
harvesting …)?

• As male/female head of household, what type of animals you are supposed to 
own or do not own? Why? 

• As male/female head of household, what are socially accepted non-farm 
activities you engage in for living? 

• What are your duties and responsibilities in the domestic/household activities? 
• Between male and female headed households, which groups often utilize 

common resources and why? 
• As male/female headed households, do you get equal opportunity in getting 

professional and technological support from agriculture extension workers? 
How/why not? 

• Do you participate in meetings and discussions organized by agriculture 
extension workers and local government representatives? How/why not? 

• Do you participate in decision making regarding community issues that affect 
your living? How/why not? 

• Do you think that your relationship with agriculture extension workers and 
local government development agents is influenced by whether you are male 
or female? How? 
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2. Semi-Structured Interview questions for PSNP-Targeted Household-heads 

Socio-Economic Characteristics of respondents 

• Age 
• Marital status 
• Schooling 
• Farm ownership 

Main Questions 

1. What are the main problems that you have experienced in the last five years? 
2. What strategies do you use to adapt to drought and other extreme climate 

conditions? 
3. Does PSNP-PW consider and address women’s reproductive role in the timing and 

labour contribution of the public work? 
4. How the amount and nature of the transfer are decided? Do you think it is sufficient? 

If not, did you raise your concerns to responsible bodies, and if so, what response 
do you get?

5. To what extent your engagement in PSNP-PW facilitates your autonomous 
adaptation if so? Explain how, please. 

6. To what extent your engagement in PSNP-PW constrains your autonomous 
adaptation if so? Explain how, please. 

7. If your participation in PSNP-PW has a negative effect on your individual adaptation 
engagement, do you consider leaving the programme? Explain it, please  

8. Do your think PSNP-PW activities have effects on environmental rehabilitation (soil, 
water, forest, rangeland) and infrastructure and social services construction in your 
area? Explain it, please 

9.  Any further comment if you have 

3. Semi Structured Interview Questions for PSNP non-Targeted Household-
heads 

Socio-economic characteristics of respondents 

• Age 
• Marital status 
• Schooling 
• Farm ownership 
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Main Questions 

1. The government run PSNP-PW to reduce the vulnerably of people to drought and 
other climate extreme in your area. What is your opinion about the programme 
and its success? 

2. Is there a way that activities performed [environmental rehabilitation and 
construction of infrastructure] by PSNP-PW facilitate your individual/autonomous 
adaptation measures?  Explain it, please. 

3. Is there a way that activities performed by PSNP-PW constrain your individual/
autonomous adaptation measures/negative effects?  Explain it, please. 

4. Semi-Structured Interview questions for married women 

Background Information 

Age: 
Number of children: 
Education level:
Farmland ownership: 

Main Questions 

1. What are the main problems that you encounter in the last 10 years? 
2. What at are the effects of drought in your living condition? Do you think women’s 

experiences different than men? why? 
3. During drought, what mechanisms do you use to manage the situation in your life?
4. In your household, is there difference between you and your husband in decision 

regarding to farm management?
• If yes, who decides on what? To what extent it affects your choice of adaptation 

measure? 
• If no, how do you participate? 
5. Do you participate in meetings and discussions organized by agriculture extension 

workers and local government representatives? How/why not? 
6. Do you participate in decision making regarding community issues that affect your 

living? How/why not? 
7. What are the challenges that you have faced while responding to drought and 

other climate related problems? What strategies do you use to overcome them?
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Appendix C: Semi-structured and key-informants interview 
questions for government officials 

1. Semi-Structured Interview Questions for Local Extension Workers and 
Development Agents 

• What are the main problems the community encounter in this village? 
• What are the effects of drought on smallholder farmers? Is there a difference 

between male and female smallholder farmers? If yes, what are they?
• How do you evaluate the government adaptation interventions? 
• In your opinion, what are the main social effects of PSNP-PW? 
• In your opinion, what are the main environmental effects of PSNP-PW? 
• How do you evaluate the role of PSNP-PW as adaptation option in response to 

drought? 
• What are the requirements associated with being part of PSNP? Do you think 

that the requirements influence the adaptation engagement of male and female 
smallholder farmers? Explain it, please…

• How, in your opinion, PSNP-PW engagement of male and female smallholder 
farmers influence their individual/autonomous adaptation measures? 

• Do you think there are any unintended effects of PSNP-PW? 
• Have you got any complaint about PSNP-PW programme? If yes, what were the 

frequent ones?  Are the complaints differ between men and women? If yes, how 
so? How do you address them? 

• How do you evaluate, PSNP-PW consideration of women’s concerns and efforts to 
address imbalance power relation in the community? (in terms of targeting, timing, 
labour contribution, leadership and decision making). 

• In your opinion, how does PSNP-PW consider and address gender inequality in the 
community? 

• If you have a further comment, please specify it.  

2. Semi-Structured Interview Questions for Local/ ‘Woreda’ level government 
officials

• What are the main threats that smallholder farmers face in your district? Is there 
any difference between male and female smallholders? If yes, what are they? 

• What are the effects of drought? Is there any difference between male and female 
smallholders? If yes, what are they? 

• What strategies are being implemented to respond to drought? How do you 
evaluate their success? (probe for gender difference)

• What challenges do you encounter when implementing adaptation interventions? 
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• In your opinion, what are the main social effects of PSNP-PW? 
• In your opinion, what are the main environmental effects of PSNP-PW? 
• In your opinion, to what extent PSNP-PW is well linked to adaptation responses to 

climate change? How do you evaluate the role of PSNP-PW as adaptation option in 
response to drought? 

• What are the requirements associated with being part of PSNP? Do you think 
that the requirements influence the adaptation engagement of male and female 
smallholder farmers? Explain it, please…

• How, in your opinion, PSNP-PW engagement of male and female smallholder 
farmers influence their individual/autonomous adaptation measures? 

• Do you think there are any unintended effects of PSNP-PW? 
• Have you got any complaint about PSNP-PW programme? If yes, what were the 

frequent ones?  Are the complaints differ between men and women? If yes, how 
so? How do you address them? 

• How do you evaluate, PSNP-PW consideration of women’s concerns and efforts to 
address imbalance power relation in the community? (in terms of targeting, timing, 
labour contribution, leadership and decision making). 

• In your opinion, how does PSNP-PW consider and address gender inequality in the 
community? 

• If you have a further comment, please specify it.  

3. Semi-Structured Interview Questions for Regional level government officials 
• What activities your organisation carried out in response to drought in smallholder 

farmers context? How do you evaluate the effects? 
• What is your opinion regarding the effect of PSNP-PW on local community and 

environment?
• In your opinion, to what extent PSNP-PW is well linked to adaptation responses to 

climate change? How do you evaluate the role of PSNP-PW as adaptation option in 
response to drought?

• What are the requirements associated with being part of PSNP? Do you think 
that the requirements influence the adaptation engagement of male and female 
smallholder farmers? Explain it, please…

• What are the opportunities associated with PSNP-PW in relation to national 
adaptation goals? 

• What are the challenges/shortcomings associated with PSNP-PW in relation to 
national adaptation goals?
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4. Semi-Structured Interview Questions for National level government officials 

MoANR

• What are your responsibilities regarding climate change adaptation?
• What is the role of your organisation regarding climate change adaptation?
• How do you evaluate the effect of climate variability and extreme weather events 

on smallholder farmers? Do you think that the effects vary among male and female 
smallholders? If yes, how? 

• How do you evaluate adaptation responses carried out by your ministry? Is there 
any gender-based consideration in designing and implementing adaptation 
options?

• In your opinion, to what extent PSNP-PW is linked to climate change adaptation 
agendas of the country? How do you evaluate its success and drawback, if there is?

• In your opinion, are there shortcomings of PSNP that result in unintended negative 
effects on livelihood of male and female smallholders? If yes, what would you 
suggest to reform PSNP-PW?

• How do you evaluate, PSNP-PW consideration of women’s concerns and efforts to 
address imbalance power relation in the community? (in terms of targeting, timing, 
labour contribution, leadership and decision making). 

• In your opinion, do you think that gender is relevant in the role of your ministry 
especially related to climate change adaptation? explain it please. 

• How do you evaluate the participation of Women’s Affair Directorate in designing 
policies, developing adaptation responses and following up implementation? 

MoEFCC

• What is the role of your organisation regarding climate change adaptation?
• Which government bodies engage in Ethiopia’s climate change adaptation 

agenda? How are roles divided between different ministries? Is there any conflict 
of interest? If yes, how they are managed? 

• How adaptation to climate change is seen and framed in your organisation? 
• How do you evaluate the engagement of Ethiopian government in adaptation to 

climate change? 
• Which local civil-societies you are working with in relation to climate change 

adaptation? How do you assess their role?
• What are the opportunities associated with Ethiopia’s engagement in adaptation? 
• What are the challenges and constraints associated with Ethiopia’s engagement in 

adaptation? 
• In your opinion, do you think that gender is relevant in the role of your ministry 

especially related to climate change adaptation? explain it please. 
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• How do you evaluate the participation of Women’s Affair Directorate in designing 
policies, developing adaptation responses and following up implementation? 

• Is there anything you would like to add on adaptation policy and implementation 
of Ethiopia? 

5. Semi-Structured Interview Questions for Kebele/Woreda level Women’s Affair 
officials and women representatives 

• What are your roles?
• How do you evaluate the participation of women affair office in your organisation 

activities? What challenges do you encounter and what opportunities do you have? 
• How do you evaluate the participation of female smallholders and women in 

general in leadership and decision making in your district? (probe for descriptive 
and substantive representation) 

• How do you evaluate the participation of female smallholders in trainings, public 
gathering, and environmental rehabilitation? 

• In your opinion, do you think that the condition and position of women in the 
community is showing progress? If yes, what are the manifestations? If not, why? 

• How do you explain the effect of climate change/drought on gender roles and 
relations? 

• Do you think gender got attention in designing and implementing adaptation 
options in your organisation? If yes, explain how? If no, why not?

• How do you evaluate, PSNP-PW consideration of women’s concerns and efforts to 
address imbalance power relation in the community? (in terms of targeting, timing, 
labour contribution, leadership and decision making).

• In your opinion, are there shortcomings of PSNP that result in unintended negative 
effects on livelihood of male and female smallholders? If yes, what are the effects 
and what would you suggest to reform PSNP-PW?

• What do you suggest addressing gender inequality in the context of smallholder 
farming in relation to adaptation to climate change? 

6. Semi-Structured Interview Questions for Regional Level Women Affair officials 
• What are your roles?
• How do you evaluate the participation of women affair office in your organisation 

activities? What challenges do you encounter and what opportunities do you have? 
• How do you evaluate the participation of female smallholders and women in 

general in leadership and decision making in your region? (probe for descriptive 
and substantive representation) 
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• In your opinion, do you think that the condition and position of women in the 
community is showing progress? If yes, what are the manifestations? If not, why? 

• How do you explain the effect of climate change/drought on gender roles and 
relations? 

• Do you think gender got attention in designing and implementing adaptation 
options in your organisation? If yes, explain how? If no, why not?

• How do you evaluate, PSNP-PW consideration of women’s concerns and efforts to 
address imbalance power relation in the community? (in terms of targeting, timing, 
labour contribution, leadership and decision making).

• In your opinion, are there shortcomings of PSNP that result in unintended negative 
effects on livelihood of male and female smallholders? If yes, what are the effects 
and what would you suggest to reform PSNP-PW?

• What do you suggest addressing gender inequality in the context of smallholder 
farming in relation to climate change adaptation? 

7. Semi-Structured Interview Questions for National Level Women Affair officials 
(MoANR-WAD and MoEFCC-WAD)

• What are your roles?
• How do you evaluate the participation of women affair office in your organisation 

activities? What challenges do you encounter and what opportunities do you have? 
• How do you evaluate the participation of female smallholders and women in 

general in leadership and decision making in your region? (probe for descriptive 
and substantive representation) 

• In your opinion, do you think that the condition and position of women in the 
community is showing progress? If yes, what are the manifestations? If not, why? 

• How do you explain the effect of climate change/drought on gender roles and 
relations? 

• Do you think gender got attention in designing and implementing adaptation 
options in your organisation? If yes, explain how? If no, why not?

• How do you evaluate, PSNP-PW consideration of women’s concerns and efforts to 
address imbalance power relation in the community? (in terms of targeting, timing, 
labour contribution, leadership and decision making). [MoANR-WAD]

• In your opinion, are there shortcomings of PSNP that result in unintended negative 
effects on livelihood of male and female smallholders? If yes, what are the effects 
and what would you suggest to reform PSNP-PW? [MoANR-WAD]

• What do you suggest addressing gender inequality in the context of smallholder 
farming in relation to climate change adaptation? 

a.assefa-mersha-layout.indd   206 05/06/2018   16:05



207

APPENDICES

Appendix D: Semi-structured interview questions for policy actors 

1. Semi-structured interview questions for government policy actors 
• How do you involve in the process? What was your role?
• What were the main issues raised related to climate change problem and 

adaptation responses during the discussion? Were there different opinions about 
climate change problem?

• If yes, how the dominant framing raised? Who raised them? 
• If no, how come different parties had a similar perspective?
• Did you have different opinion/s about how the problem was framed? If yes, did 

you forward your opinion? If so, what was the reaction. 
• What is your assessment of the interaction carried out among different experts 

while preparing the document? (in relation to entertaining different views, 
accommodating emerging perspectives and making inclusive the discussion)

• Was there a discussion about gender? If yes, when was it raised, by whom and how 
was the response?

• What was the dominant point of discussion regarding gender/women in relation 
to climate change and adaptation? 

• In retrospective, do you have anything that you would recommend redoing to 
improve the policy document in relation to gender? 

2. Semi-structured interview questions for non-government actors 
• What is your overall assessment about the engagement of Ethiopian government 

vis-à-vis climate change adaptation? 
• What are the opportunities and challenges/shortfall of contemporary adaptation 

approaches of Ethiopian government? What are your recommendation? 
• How and in which ways your organization involve in Ethiopia’s adaptation 

responses?  
• Have you got opportunity to involve in national climate policy making in any way? 

If yes, in which policy, how do you engage in, and what was your role? If no, why? 
• How do you evaluate the role of non-state actors (international organization, local 

civic societies and donors) in Ethiopia’s climate change responses? 
• How does your organization define the nexus of gender and climate change? And 

in which ways you engaged in to address it? 
• If you have additional comment or suggestion that you would like to tell me about 

climate change adaptation, gender and their linkage in Ethiopian context.
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Appendix E: Focus group discussion guiding questions 

1. Phase one Focus Group Discussion 
i. For male and female community members 

Site Overview 

• Name of District -----
• Name of village/kebele -----
• Date of Discussion ------- 

Main Questions 

1. In your community, what are the expectation from men and women? (in 
relation to behaviours, activities and social relation)

2. How do you perceive climate change and variability in your area? 
3. To what extent /how/ drought affects the living condition of the community? 
4. Among different members of the community, who do you think most affected 

by drought and why is that? (highlight the gender difference here)
5. How the communities manage their living at time of drought? (probe the 

gender difference here) 
6. What are the effects of PSNP (‘safety-net’) on your adaptation engagement? 
7. What are the constraints you encounter while dealing with drought related 

problems?  (Probe differences based on gender, informal institutions, formal 
institutions…). 

i. For women community members  
Site Overview 
• Name of District -----
• Name of village/kebele -----
• Date of Discussion ------- 

Main Questions 

1. In your community, what are the expectation from men and women? (in 
relation to behaviours, activities and social relation)

2. What are the effects of drought on living condition of people in your 
community? Do you think women’s experiences different than men? why? 

3. Among different members of the community, who do you think most affected 
by drought and why is that? (highlight the gender difference here)
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4. How the communities manage their living at time of drought? (probe the 
gender difference here) 

5. What are the effects of PSNP (‘safety-net’) on your adaptation engagement? 
6. What are the constraints you encounter while dealing with drought related 

problems?  (Probe differences based on gender, informal institutions, formal 
institutions…). 

2. Phase Two Focus Group Discussion Guiding Questions
i. For male and female community members 

Site Overview 

• Name of District -----
• Name of village/kebele -----
• Date of Discussion ------- 

Main Questions 

1. What are the resources upon which people in your community depend on for 
living? 

2. How different members of the community utilize these resources? Is there any 
difference among members of your community to utilize these resources? If 
yes, what is the base of difference and why it occurs? If no, how it is eliminated? 

3. How do you explain the condition and position of men and women (in relation 
to rights and responsibilities) in your area? 

4. How the communities manage their living at time of drought? (probe the 
gender difference here) 

5. At time of drought, is there any support system for the community? If yes, by 
whom, what kind of support). (Probe differences based on gender, informal 
institutions, formal institutions…).

6. What are the constraints you encounter while dealing with drought related 
problems?  (Probe differences based on gender, informal institutions, formal 
institutions…). 

7. In your opinion, what needs to be done to enhance the capacity of the 
community to withstand drought and other climate extremes
- By the community (men, women, elders, young people, community 

based organisations … )
- By the government
- By non-government organisations 
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ii. For women community members  

Site Overview 

• Name of District -----
• Name of village/kebele -----
• Date of Discussion ------- 

Main Questions 

1. What are the resources upon which people in your community depend on for 
living? 

2. How different members of the community utilize these resources? Is there any 
difference among members of your community to utilize these resources? If 
yes, what is the base of difference and why it occurs? If no, how it is eliminated? 

3. How do you explain the condition and position of men and women (in relation 
to rights and responsibilities) in your community? 

4. How the communities manage their living at time of drought? (probe the 
gender difference here) 

5. At time of drought, is there any support system for the community? If yes, by 
whom, what kind of support). (Probe differences based on gender, informal 
institutions, formal institutions…).

6. What are the constraints you encounter while dealing with drought related 
problems?  (Probe differences based on gender, informal institutions, formal 
institutions…). 

7. In your opinion, what needs to be done to enhance the capacity of the 
community to withstand drought and other climate extremes
• By the community (men, women, elders, young people, community-

based organisations)
• By the government
• By non-government organisations 
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Introduction 

Sub-Saharan African countries such as Ethiopia are disproportionally affected by 
climate change, variability and extreme weather events such as drought and flooding. 
In particular, the effects on smallholder farmers are adverse due to the farmers’ high 
reliance on rain-fed agriculture and their low adaptive capacity. Consequently, 
adaptation has been suggested as a necessary focus of policy, especially in this part of 
the world. However, adaptation to climate change is not a simple action in response to 
climate change induced problems; instead, a range of non-climate factors that include 
social, institutional, structural and political features significantly shape how and why 
adaptation is carried out and how effective it is. Of particular interest to this thesis is 
how asymmetric gender relations influence climate change adaptation in a smallholder 
farming context. 

Gender and feminist scholars have challenged the gender-neutral construction of 
climate change problems and responses. A substantial body of research analysing 
experiences of vulnerability and adaptation to climate change reveals that climate 
change has a differentiated effect across segments of society, including those segments 
defined by gender. Therefore, it has been argued that for successful and sustainable 
responses to climate change, gender equality concerns need to be considered when 
designing and implementing adaptation responses. The observation of ongoing 
debates indicates shortcomings such as the selective focus on ‘women’ instead of on 
gender and on women’s vulnerability instead of on the underlying gender asymmetric 
relations. Therefore, this dissertation seeks to explain the influence of gendered 
structural and institutional factors on adaptation to climate change in the context of 
smallholder farming by using a gender relational lens. It offers empirical analyses of 
the gender dimension of autonomous adaptation of both male and female smallholder 
farmers, of the differentiated influence of government-sponsored planned adaption 
interventions on the autonomous adaptation that male and female smallholder famers 
employ, and of national adaptation policy making. 

In this dissertation, a gender relational lens conceives of gender asymmetric relations 
as a central factor in resource regimes, roles and responsibilities and decision making 
power of men and women, respectively. Thus, male and female smallholders’ choice of 
adaptation type and the barriers they encounter are situated in and shaped by existing 
asymmetric gender relations. In addition, using a gender relational lens highlights 
institutional and organisational arrangements as an arena that is marked by and sustains 
gender asymmetric relations. Therefore, the main argument of this dissertation is that 
a nuanced understanding of gender relations in adaptation engagement of male and 

a.assefa-mersha-layout.indd   215 05/06/2018   16:05



216

SUMMARY

female smallholders, planned adaptation intervention and adaptation policy making 
is central to producing gender-responsive climate change adaptation discourses and 
policy. 

Empirical Chapters 

The dissertation raises four research questions that are discussed in four empirical 
chapters. Chapters 2, 3 and 4 analyse the ongoing adaptation processes of male and 
female smallholders and of the government with the intention of identifying the role 
of gendered structural and institutional factors. Then, based on this understanding, 
Chapter 5 turns to possible leverage points for achieving gender-responsive 
transformative adaptation. The empirical basis of this dissertation consists of two rural 
districts in Northeast Ethiopia, namely, Raya Azebo and Kobo. These two districts have 
experienced climate variability and extreme climate events, especially drought, along 
with other social and environmental problems such as poverty and land degradation. 
In both districts, smallholder farmers engage in mixed farming consisting of crop 
cultivation and livestock raising. Data were collected from male and female smallholders, 
community members, local, regional and national government officials and experts 
from non-governmental organisations using semi-structured interviews, focus group 
discussions and survey questionnaires. The discussion below provides a summary of the 
results in each chapter. 

Chapter 2 deals with the question: How is gender influencing the adaptation measures 
carried out by farm households? The findings of the study reveal that male and female 
household heads employ and prefer different adaptation options in response to 
perceived and actual changes in climate. Male household heads often engage in and 
prefer on-farm adaptation, while non-farm diversification is employed by their female 
counterparts. A further investigation of barriers they encounter uncovers that gendered 
local norms, division of labour and resource entitlements determine male and female 
household heads’ adaptation choices and preferences.

Chapter 3 focuses on government-sponsored planned adaptation and seeks to answer 
the question: What effects do government’s adaptation interventions have on farm 
households’ autonomous adaptation? Analysing the Ethiopian government’s Productive 
Safety Net Programme (PSNP) intervention at the local level, the study finds both 
positive and negative effects on households’ autonomous adaptation engagement. 
The intervention (i.e., PSNP) did indeed bring a positive effect on community asset 
building through its public works activities relating to environmental rehabilitation 

a.assefa-mersha-layout.indd   216 05/06/2018   16:05



217

SUMMARY

and infrastructure development. However, the undesirable negative effect of public 
works activities constrains the autonomous adaptation options and choices of targeted 
households, i.e., the very vulnerable groups that the programme intended to support. 
The findings also indicate that despite the attempt to prioritise women and female 
household heads as vulnerable groups, the failure to consider their lived experiences 
and to address structural gendered factors has resulted in further gender-based 
differentiation within targeted households.

Chapter 4 zooms in on the national policy making arena, asking: How and why does 
gender influence national climate change adaptation policies? This chapter analyses 
policy and strategy documents and interactive policy processes related with Ethiopia’s 
Climate Resilient Strategy for Agriculture and Forest. The findings reveal that the 
strategy document frames the problem of climate change and its responses in a gender-
neutral manner. Analysing the policy making process, the study identifies factors that 
contributed to the gender-neutral representation of climate change and adaptation 
in the policy. They include limited participation of actors with gender interests and 
the lack of a well-crafted alternative gender discourse; the absence of consideration 
for gender at the initial stages and the subsequent relegation of gender as a matter 
of implementation; the dominant natural science framing of climate change and 
adaptation, which minimises attention to structural and institutional dimensions; and 
the gendered organisational politics that determine how policy interactions are carried 
out.

Chapter 5 seeks to identify potential remedies to address the structural and institutional 
gendered factors derived from the analyses presented in the previous empirical 
chapters. The research question raised in this chapter is: How can transformative 
adaptation be made gender-responsive? The argument in this chapter is that if the 
intent of transformative adaptation is to alter structural and institutional factors that 
influence climate change vulnerability and adaptation responses, considering and 
addressing gender asymmetric relations needs to be taken as an integral and essential 
part of the transformation process. Thus, it suggests a number of leverage points for 
achieving gender-responsive transformative adaptation, including transformative 
redistribution (i.e., ensuring access and utilisation of resources in smallholder 
settings, both in the farming and non-farming sectors), transformative institutions 
(i.e., transformative policies, transformative learning and transformative agriculture 
services) and transformative representation (i.e., consideration of women’s concerns 
and a gender agenda and creating an inclusive public sphere). 
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Main Conclusion 

The dissertation aims to contribute to the emerging gender and climate change 
adaptation literature by drawing the following three important issues. First, the 
adaptation literature discusses different types of barriers to adaptation encountered 
by smallholders and other actors. Often, barriers to and enablers of adaptation are 
presented as having a generic effect, either constraining or facilitating adaptation, 
respectively. However, this dissertation contributes to the literature by furthering our 
understanding of how barriers can have differentiated effects, or even conflicting effects, 
on different segments of the community such as segments based on gender. 

Second, government actors and smallholder farmers, respectively, engage in adaptation 
that results in an inevitable interplay. Different groups in the community experience the 
effects of this interplay in different ways. The extent to which the effect of this interplay 
between autonomous and planned adaptation is ultimately positive or negative 
depends on the social position of smallholder farmers and their engagement in the 
programme. However, as adaptation is not asocial and apolitical, and as it is not the only 
item on the government’s agenda, how the effects of interplay are presented, especially 
in terms of who is shouldering the negative effects, needs to be critically examined in 
order to ensure that the adaptation efforts reach the most vulnerable groups 

Third, when trying to make climate change adaptation discourses and policy gender-
responsive, the effort should go beyond guaranteeing seats to women representatives 
and move instead to crafting alternative gender discourses in relation to problem 
construction and the proposing of solutions. In doing so, a consideration for gender at 
the initial stage of policy making and the understanding of gender power relations in 
informal institutional arrangements are crucial. 

Fourth, transformative adaptation intends to address the underlying factors of 
vulnerability and constrained adaptation responses. However, the extent to which 
gender asymmetric relations (and other locally relevant relations) are taken as central 
components of the underlying structural and institutional factors will influence the 
actual realisation of a transformation goal. Thus, this dissertation calls for considering 
gender relations as an integral and essential part of conceptualising and operationalising 
transformative adaptation. In addition, it suggests that transformative adaptation in a 
context of smallholder farming should go beyond technological innovation and sectoral 
approaches and focus on broader social and structural issues more consistently. 
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Policy Recommendations 

Based on the insights gained from this dissertation, the following policy 
recommendations are forwarded: 

1. Supporting and enhancing local autonomous adaptation is deemed to be 
important in the process of building the adaptive capacity of smallholder farmers. 
Yet, autonomous adaptation is not a gender-neutral or asocial process. Hence, in 
devising strategies to enhance autonomous adaptation, it is important to consider 
and address gendered structural and institutional factors. 

2. There is a growing range of proposals to overcome barriers to adaptation to climate 
change. However, policy interventions aimed at breaking down these barriers to 
adaptation do not have the same effects on all segments of the community; in 
particular, the effects are shown to differ across gender lines. Therefore, any policy 
strategy aimed at increasing adaptation needs to understand the interconnected 
and differentiated role of barriers to and enablers of adaptation for different groups 
in a given community. 

3.  As more climate change-induced impacts are expected, governments’ involvement 
and efforts in the form of planned adaptation are encouraged, especially in those 
Sub-Saharan African countries where the state remains a main player. However, 
given the multiple policy priorities and agendas that governments have, their 
engagement should be critically examined with the intention of gearing planned 
adaptation towards the interests of vulnerable groups. In so doing, a nuanced 
understanding of adaptation actors as heterogeneous groups with competing and 
multiple interests remains crucial.

4. As observed in the results, national climate change discourses and policy tend to 
be presented in a gender-neutral manner. This is due in part to the contextual and 
localised nature of gender dimensions. However, acknowledging the contextual 
factors, it is important for national adaptation discourses and policies to be 
flexible in order to capture structural and institutional gender dimensions and 
to provide a working framework, rather than treating gender as a mere matter of 
implementation. 
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Inleiding 

Landen in sub-Sahara Afrika zoals Ethiopië hebben in toenemende mate te 
maken met klimaatverandering en extreme weersomstandigheden zoals droogte 
en overstromingen. Met name kleinschalige boeren ondervinden hiervan de 
nadelige effecten, vanwege hun grote afhankelijkheid van regen en hun beperkte 
aanpassingsvermogen. Aanpassing aan klimaatverandering zou daarom een essentiële 
beleidsfocus moeten zijn, met name in dit deel van de wereld. Klimaatadaptatie 
bestaat niet uit een eenvoudige actie in reactie op de problemen die het gevolg zijn 
van klimaatverandering; er is een reeks van niet-klimaat gerelateerde factoren, zoals 
sociale, institutionele, structurele en politieke kenmerken, die in belangrijke mate 
mede-bepalen hoe en waarom verschillende groepen aanpassing uitgevoeren en hoe 
effectief die aanpassing uiteindelijk is. Dit proefschrift richt zich vooral op de vraag hoe 
de klimaatadaptatie in de kleinschalige landbouw wordt beïnvloed door asymmetrische 
genderrelaties. 

Wetenschappers op het gebied van gender en feminisme zetten vraagtekens bij de 
genderneutrale constructie van problemen die het gevolg zijn van klimaatverandering 
en bij de manier waarop de aanpak van deze problemen wordt geconstrueerd. Een 
groot aantal onderzoeken heeft ervaringen geanalyseerd die betrekking hebben op de 
kwetsbaarheid voor en de aanpassing aan klimaatverandering. Hieruit komt naar voren 
dat klimaatverandering een gedifferentieerd effect heeft op verschillende delen van de 
samenleving, waaronder de delen die worden gedefinieerd door gender. Derhalve lijkt 
het belangrijk dat voor een succesvolle en duurzame aanpak van klimaatverandering, 
gendergelijkheid moet worden meegenomen bij het ontwerpen en uitvoeren van 
klimaatadaptatiemaatregelen. Uit lopende debatten komen tekortkomingen naar voren, 
zoals de selectieve focus op ‘vrouwen’ in plaats van op gender en op de kwetsbaarheid 
van vrouwen in plaats van op de onderliggende asymmetrische genderrelaties. Daarom 
beoogt dit proefschrift dat de invloed van gender-bepaalde structurele en institutionele 
factoren op klimaatadaptatie in de context van de kleinschalige landbouw verklaart 
kan worden vanuit een genderrelationeel perspectief. Dit proefschrift bevat empirische 
analyses van de genderdimensie van autonome aanpassing door zowel mannelijke 
als vrouwelijke kleinschalige boeren, van de gedifferentieerde invloed die door de 
overheid geplande adaptatie-interventies hebben op de autonome aanpassing door 
mannelijke en vrouwelijke boeren, en van nationale beleidsvorming op het gebied van 
klimaatadaptatie. 

Vanuit het genderrelationele perspectief van dit proefschrift worden asymmetrische 
genderrelaties beschouwd als een centrale factor in de verdeling van hulpmiddelen, 
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rollen, verantwoordelijkheden en besluitvormingsmacht tussen mannen en vrouwen. 
Met andere woorden, het feit dat mannelijke en vrouwelijke boeren kiezen voor een 
bepaald type klimaatadaptatie en daarbij verschillende belemmeringen tegenkomen, 
is het gevolg van en wordt gevormd door bestaande asymmetrische genderrelaties. 
Vanuit een genderrelationeel perspectief worden institutionele en organisatorische 
arrangementen bovendien beschouwd als een arena die niet alleen wordt gekenmerkt 
door asymmetrische genderrelaties maar die deze asymmetrische genderrelaties 
tevens ondersteunt. Daarom is het belangrijkste argument van dit proefschrift 
dat een genuanceerd begrip van genderrelaties – zowel in de betrokkenheid bij 
klimaatadaptatie door mannelijke en vrouwelijke boeren als in de geplande interventies 
en beleidsvorming rond klimaatadaptatie – van cruciaal belang is om tot een gender-
responsieve discussie en gender-responsief klimaatadaptatie beleid te komen. 

Empirische hoofdstukken 

In dit proefschrift staan vier onderzoeksvragen centraal die respectievelijk in vier 
empirische hoofdstukken worden besproken. In hoofdstuk 2, 3 en 4 worden de 
aanpassingsprocessen van mannelijke en vrouwelijke kleinschalige boeren en van de 
regering geanalyseerd, om te identificeren wat de rol is van gender-bepaalde structurele 
en institutionele factoren. Op basis van het hier verworven inzicht, richt hoofdstuk 5 zich 
op mogelijke manieren voor het bereiken van gender-responsieve en transformatieve 
aanpassingen. Twee rurale districten in Noordoost-Ethiopië vormen de empirische basis 
van dit proefschrift: Raya Azebo en Kobo. Deze twee districten worden geconfronteerd 
met extreme klimaatomstandigheden, met name droogte, samen met andere sociale 
en ecologische problemen, zoals armoede en landdegradatie. In beide districten 
houden kleinschalige boeren zich bezig met gemengde landbouw, bestaande uit 
gewassenteelt en veeteelt. De gegevens in dit proefschrift zijn afkomstig van mannelijke 
en vrouwelijke kleinschalige boeren, leden van de gemeenschap, lokale, regionale en 
nationale overheidsfunctionarissen en experts van niet-gouvernementele organisaties. 
Het verzamelen van deze gegevens gebeurde door middel van semi-gestructureerde 
interviews en focusgroepgesprekken. Hieronder volgt een samenvatting van de 
resultaten van elk hoofdstuk. 

Hoofdstuk 2 gaat over de vraag: hoe beïnvloedt gender de klimaatadaptatiemaatregelen 
waar boeren voor kiezen? Uit de resultaten van dit onderzoek blijkt dat er een verschil 
is tussen mannelijke en vrouwelijke gezinshoofden voor wat betreft hun voorkeur 
voor de klimaatadaptatiemaatregelen als reactie op gepercipieerde en daadwerkelijke 
klimaatveranderingen. Mannelijke gezinshoofden lijken een voorkeur te hebben 
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voor aanpassingen binnen het agrarisch bedrijf, terwijl vrouwelijke gezinshoofden 
zich eerder bezighouden met niet-agrarische diversificatie (dat wil zeggen, andere 
inkomenstenbronnen). Nader onderzoek naar de belemmeringen die zij hierbij 
tegenkomen laat zien dat de keuzes en voorkeuren omtrent klimaatadaptatie van de 
mannelijke en vrouwelijke gezinshoofden voortkomen uit gender-bepaalde lokale 
normen, arbeidsverdeling en de rechten die toegang geven tot hulpmiddelen. 

Hoofdstuk 3 behandelt geplande klimaatadaptatie die door de overheid wordt 
gesteund. Hier is de onderzoeksvraag: welke gevolgen hebben interventies van de 
overheid op de autonome adaptatie door boeren? Een analyse van het Productive Safety 
Net Programme (PSNP) van de Ethiopische regering laat zowel positieve als negatieve 
effecten zien op de manier waarop boeren hun autonome klimaatadaptatie vorm 
(kunnen) geven. PSNP heeft door middel van openbare werken op het gebied van 
milieu-rehabilitatie en infrastructuurontwikkeling inderdaad een positief effect gehad 
op de vermogensopbouw binnen de gemeenschap als geheel. Echter, het programma 
beperkt tegelijkertijd de keuzes en mogelijkheden voor autonome klimaatadaptatie van 
de kwetsbare groepen die het programma juist beoogt te ondersteunen. De resultaten 
wijzen erop dat ondanks de poging van PSNP om juist vrouwen en vrouwelijke 
gezinshoofden als kwetsbare groepen te prioriteren, het buiten beschouwing laten van 
hun ervaringen en het niet aanpakken van structurele gender-bepaalde factoren die hun 
kwestbaarheid veroorzaken, heeft geleid tot verdere gender-bepaalde marginalisatie 
van deze huishoudens. 

Hoofdstuk 4 richt zich op nationale beleidsvorming en op de vraag: hoe en waarom 
heeft gender invloed op het nationale beleid omtrent klimaatadaptatie? In dit 
hoofdstuk worden beleids- en strategiedocumenten geanalyseerd, alsmede interactieve 
beleidsprocessen die samenhangen met de Ethiopische klimaatbestendige strategie 
voor landbouw en bos (Climate Resilient Strategy for Agriculture and Forest). Uit de 
resultaten blijkt dat strategiedocumenten het probleem van klimaatverandering en de 
aanpak ervan in een genderneutraal kader plaatst. Uit de analyse van het beleidsproces 
blijkt dat bepaalde factoren hebben bijgedragen aan de genderneutrale representatie 
van klimaatverandering en van het beleid ten aanzien van klimaatadapatie. Deze 
factoren zijn onder meer de beperkte deelname van actoren met genderbelangen 
aan het beleidsproces en derhalve het ontbreken van een eerlijke genderdiscussie, het 
ontbreken van aandacht voor gender in de beginfase van het beleidsproces en vervolgens 
het gebrek aan erkenning van gender als een factor bij de beleidsimplementatie, de 
dominantie van een natuurwetenschappelijke interpretatie van klimaatverandering en 
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klimaatadaptatie die leidt tot een minimale aandacht voor structurele en institutionele 
dimensies, en de gender-bepaalde organisatie en politiek van het beleidsproces die 
bepalen hoe beleidsinteracties plaatsvinden. 

Hoofdstuk 5 streeft naar het identificeren van mogelijke oplossingen voor de 
structurele en institutionele problemen die zijn gevonden in de voorgaande empirische 
hoofdstukken. De onderzoeksvraag in dit hoofdstuk is: hoe kan klimaatadaptatie meer 
gender-responsief worden gemaakt? Om de structurele en institutionele factoren aan 
te pakken die invloed hebben op zowel de kwetsbaarheid voor klimaatverandering 
als op de klimaatadaptatief vermogen van kleinschalige boeren is het nodig gender-
asymmetrische betrekkingen te beschouwen als een integraal en essentieel onderdeel 
van het transformatieproces. In dit hoofdstuk wordt een aantal cruciale maatregelen en 
ingangen voorgesteld voor het bereiken van gender-responsieve en transformatieve 
aanpassing, zoals transformatieve herverdeling (dat wil zeggen het waarborgen van 
de beschikbaarheid en het gebruik van middelen in kleinschalige bedrijven, zowel in 
de agrarische als in de niet-agrarische sector), het ontwikkelen van transformatieve 
instituties (dat wil zeggen transformatief beleid, transformatief leren en transformatieve 
agrarische diensten) en transformatieve vertegenwoordiging (dat wil zeggen rekening 
houden met de belangen van vrouwen, zorgen voor een gender-agenda, en creëren 
van een inclusieve publieke sfeer). 

Belangrijkste conclusies 

Het proefschrift beoogt bij te dragen aan de opkomende wetenschappelijke literatuur 
op het gebied van gender en klimaatverandering en richt zich op vier belangrijke 
kwesties. 

Ten eerste worden in de klimaatadaptatieliteratuur verschillende types belemmeringen 
besproken waar boeren en andere actoren tegenaan lopen. Vaak wordt een generiek 
effect toegeschreven aan zulke belemmeringen en ‘enablers’: ze beperken respectievelijk 
vergemakkelijken de klimaatadaptatie. Dit proefschrift draagt bij aan de literatuur door 
het bevorderen van ons begrip van hoe belemmeringen gedifferentieerde effecten 
kunnen hebben, of zelfs tegenstrijdige effecten, op verschillende onderdelen van de 
gemeenschap, zoals die op basis van gender. 

Ten tweede houden zowel overheidsactoren als kleinschalige boeren zich beiden 
bezig met klimaatadaptatie wat onvermijdelijk resulteert in een wisselwerking. De 
verschillende groepen in de gemeenschap ervaren de gevolgen van die wisselwerking 
tussen autonome en geplande klimaatadaptatie op verschillende manieren. De mate 
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waarin het effect van deze wisselwerking uiteindelijk positief of negatief is, hangt af van 
de sociale positie van de kleinschalige boeren. Vorm en uitkomst van klimaatadaptatie 
wordt mede beïnvloed door maatschappijke en politieke factoren. Er moet kritisch 
worden onderzocht hoe de effecten van bovengenoemde wisselwerking worden 
gepresenteerd, en met name wie de negatieve gevolgen ondervindt, om zo te zorgen 
dat de inspanningen rond klimaatadaptatie de meest kwetsbare groepen bereiken. 

Ten derde, wanneer wordt geprobeerd om de discussie en het beleid omtrent de 
klimaatadaptatie gender-responsief te maken, moet de inspanning verder gaan dan het 
waarborgen van een stem in het beleidsproces voor vrouwelijke vertegenwoordigers. 
In plaats daarvan dient er een verschuiving op te treden naar een alternatieve gender-
discussie die kritisch kijkt naar de constructie van problemen en het voorstellen van 
oplossingen. Daarbij is het van cruciaal belang dat gender wordt meegenomen in de 
eerste fase van beleidsvorming en ook dat begrip van gender-machtsverhoudingen 
een rol speelt bij informele institutionele arrangementen. 

Ten vierde is het doel van transformatieve aanpassing om de onderliggende factoren 
van kwetsbaarheid en beperkte aanpassingsreacties aan te pakken. De mate waarin 
gender-bepaalde asymmetrische relaties (en andere lokaal-relevante relaties) als 
centrale componenten worden beschouwd van de onderliggende structurele en 
institutionele factoren, zal de uiteindelijke realisatie van een transformatiedoel 
beïnvloeden. Daarom roept dit proefschrift op om genderrelaties te beschouwen als 
een integraal en essentieel onderdeel van het conceptualiseren en operationaliseren 
van transformatieve aanpassing. Bovendien wordt in dit proefschrift voorgesteld dat 
transformatieve aanpassing in een context van kleinschalige landbouw verder moet 
gaan dan technologische innovatie en een sectorale benadering, en zich daarentegen 
meer consequent moet richten op bredere sociale en structurele vraagstukken. 

Beleidsaanbevelingen 

Op basis van de inzichten uit dit proefschrift worden de volgende beleidsaanbevelingen 
gedaan: 

1. Het ondersteunen en verbeteren van lokale autonome aanpassing wordt 
belangrijk geacht in het proces van het opbouwen van het adaptieve vermogen 
van kleinschalige boeren. Toch is autonome aanpassing geen genderneutraal 
proces maar is het onderdeel van een maatschappelijk proces. Daarom is het bij 
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de uitwerking van strategieën om autonome klimaatadaptatie te bevorderen 
belangrijk om rekening te houden met gender-bepaalde structurele en 
institutionele factoren en deze ook aan te pakken. 

2. Er is een groeiend scala aan opties om belemmeringen voor succesvolle 
klimaatadaptatie op te heffen. Beleidsmaatregelen die tot doel hebben deze 
obstakels te doorbreken, hebben echter niet dezelfde gevolgen voor alle lagen van 
de gemeenschap; de effecten verschillen met name langs gender-lijnen. Daarom 
moet elke beleidsstrategie die gericht is op een grotere aanpassing begrip hebben 
van de onderling verbonden en gedifferentieerde invloed die de obstakels en 
de ‘enablers’ van klimaatadaptatie hebben op verschillende groepen binnen een 
gemeenschap. 

3. Naarmate de effecten van klimaatverandering zullen toenemen, zien we dat met 
name in die landen in sub-Sahara Afrika waar de staat nog steeds een belangrijke 
speler is, de betrokkenheid van de Staat wordt aangemoedigd, evenals inspanningen 
van overheden in de vorm van geplande klimaatadaptatie. Aangezien regeringen 
verschillende beleidsprioriteiten en intenties hebben, moet hun betrokkenheid 
kritisch worden onderzocht zodat de geplande aanpassing kan worden gericht op 
de belangen van kwetsbare groepen. Daarbij blijft het van cruciaal belang om alle 
actoren binnen het veld van klimaatadaptatie genuanceerd te beschouwen als een 
heterogene groepen met tegenstrijdige en meervoudige belangen. 

4. Zoals naar voren kwam in de resultaten, bestaat de neiging om de discussies 
over nationaal klimaatverandering en -adapatiebeleid te presenteren op 
een genderneutrale manier. Dit is deels te wijten aan het contextuele en 
gelokaliseerde karakter van genderdimensies. Naast het onderkennen van de 
contextuele factoren, is het belangrijk dat de nationale discussie en het beleid 
betreffende klimaatadaptatie flexibel is, zodat beiden structurele en institutionele 
genderdimensies kunnen vastleggen en omkaderen, in plaats van gender te 
behandelen als louter een implementatie-kwestie.
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