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ABSTRACT 

This thesis describes how families in two villages in remote rural Ethiopia feed their 

young children, how they explain their practice and decisions, and how they see their 

role in the possibility for positive change.  

Though severe food shortages have decreased, stunting in young children, a 

consequence of chronic malnutrition, is a common problem in this region. Stunting is 

persistent in spite of the ongoing health education and intervention programmes 

focussing on the health and nutrition of children under five years of age, and is 

considered a significant risk factor for diminished childhood and adult health, learning 

capacity and productivity. 

Within the disciplinary tradition of qualitative research my study is positioned in 

nutritional anthropology. I used ethnographic methods during a 12-month period spent 

in the field. Household observations, semi-structured interviews and group discussions 

were the main sources of primary data, which was collected in 51 households and from 

24 informants, selected through criteria sampling, in multiple engagements with most 

participants. 

The study found a food culture rich in culinary traditions and social meaning. 

Nonetheless, the young childrenôs, and indeed the familiesô dietary diversity was low, 

and above all animal-source foods were scarce. Regular periodic food shortages in most 

years resulted in reduced quantity of food and a further deterioration of its diversity. In 

addition to the limitations of smallholder farming livelihoods, which formed the 



ii  

economic foundation of the vast majority of local families, cultural priorities drew on 

the constrained resources of the households. In general the childrenôs caregivers were 

aware of the nutritional inadequacy of the diet and had adequate knowledge of how it 

could be improved. While they maintained that poverty was the main reason for the 

shortcomings in the quality and quantity of food, they also recognised that amending or 

changing some customs and behaviours, which impacted on childrenôs nutritional 

security, was within the domain of their decisions.  

I argue that caregivers have reasonable understanding of the connection between health 

and nutrition, and that changes in livelihood and cultural practices could lead to 

improved nutritional outcomes. Beside the large-scale programmes of the Government 

of Ethiopia and international and local NGOs aimed at agricultural productivity and 

population health, there are opportunities for small projects, tailored to the context, to 

support local and innovative solutions in the realms of food culture and livelihoods.  
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AMHARIC AND WOLAITTA WORDS 

N.B.: All words are Amharic unless marked (Wol). 

 

abesha Õx[ Ethiopian 

alichôa Õ-Ő mild, yellow coloured stew 

arera ÕHK skim sour milk 

ayib ÕĘ} cheese 

Belg x-ķ short rains 

berbere xMxL chilli, or spice powder made with chilli 

beso xV a kind of liquid porridge 

beyt |® house 

Birr }M Ethiopian currency, officially ETB 

bono (Wol) ~Ë stand pipe, water point 

bulla y+ food stuff extracted from enset plant 

buna yÈ coffee 

datôa (Wol) ĝň chilli paste 

Derg ĚMķ 
committee; term used for the socialist 
regime in power from 1974 to 1991 

difo dabo ğŲ ĝ~ special wheat bread 

dinich ğÊ¶ potato 

doro  ĠN chicken 
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dulet ě(® meal made of meat and offal 

ekub ÚÞ} a type of traditional cooperative 

Enkôut'a'ash ÚÊaňň] New Year 

enset ÚÊP® plant, latin name: Ensete ventricosum 

erat ÚK® evening meal 

ereta (Wol) ÚH¬ a type of liquid porridge 

ergo ÚMĸ yoghurt 

eshet ÚX® tender kernels 

Fasika ůRà Easter 

ferenj ŬHÊį non-Ethiopian 

frfr űMűM 
small pieces of injera mixed with spicy 
butter 

genedi (Wol) ĲÅĜ Trypanosomiasis, or sleeping sickness 

Genna ĲÈ Christmas 

gomen ĸ8Ê kale 

gotara ĸ©K storehouse; traditional grain silo 

halakuwa (Wol) $+Þø moringa 

iddir āğM a type of traditional cooperative 

injera 
ÚÊĪK traditional Ethiopian flat bread made of tôef 

flour 

kôariya cJĖ green chilli 

kôey `Ę red; also red coloured spicy stew 

kôebele `x, municipality, size of a large village 

https://www.amharicdictionary.com/Index.aspx?word=%E1%8C%8E%E1%89%B0%E1%88%AB
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keneto ÝÅ¯ sweet drink made of barley and honey 

kôibe e| butter 

kôikôil ee- soup with meaty bone 

kôita b¬ unleavened bread 

kôoch'o fœ food stuff extracted from enset plant 

kôolo  f. roasted kernels 

kôurs aMU breakfast 

kôurt' aMŊ chunks of raw meat 

kôwantôa iÊň dried meat 

Meher 8!M long rains 

mekses 8âPU afternoon snack 

Meskôel 8U`- holiday: Finding of the True Cross 

miten =©Ê liquid porridge made with a mixture of grains 

misa =S lunch 

mitmita ®=¬ spice mix made with African Birdseye chilli 

mit'ad =ňğ clay griddle  

mukô 9e warm liquid porridge 

nifro  ÊűN boiled kernels 

poridjit (Wol) źJĬ® fortified porridge mix, therapeutic infant food 

poshamu (Wol) źU$9 type of porridge 

quintal ÞÊ¬- weight measure, equals 100 kg 

rakabot HÝ~® small chest for coffe ceremony 
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shnkurt ]ÊÞM® onion, shallot 

shorba ^M{ soup  

shro ]N pea flour 

sikwar dinich UæM ğÊ¶ sweet potato 

Sikôlete Arb Ue(© ÿM} Good Friday 

t'ef ŉű native Ethiopian grain 

t'ej Ņį honey wine 

t'ela Ņ+ beer made of local grains 

t'ibs Ŋ}U roasted meat 

T'imkôat Ŋ=`® holiday: Epiphany 

t'kôil Ŋe- round, rolled up, bundled 

tôimad Ŋ=ğ unit of land area 

wereda õHĝ municipal unit, similar to shire  

wet õŊ stew 

wetet õ©® milk 
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NOTE ABOUT LANGUAGE 

Written Amharic uses the ancient script of the Geôez alphabet. In this writing each 

symbol represents a syllable. Although there is some convergence in the conventions of 

Romanisation of Amharic letters, there is no consensus; I chose to use the system 

devised by the United States Board on Geographic Names (U.S. Board on Geographic 

Names Foreign Names Committee Staff, 1994). 

Amharic words, printed in italics, throughout the text are explained in the Glossary; 

Wolaitta words are also italicised and identified as such by (Wol). 

The quotes included in the text of the thesis are virtually verbatim of the English 

translation I was given during the interactions with study participants (my interpreters 

were not professionals); I only inserted some words or changed their order if it was 

unavoidable for understanding. This was done with the purpose to ensure that the reader 

remains mindful of the linguistic and cultural distance these quotes travelled. I hope 

they stand in contrast to the professional language of the main body of the text, and with 

their idiosyncratic rhythm and direct translation of some local turns of phrase they help 

conjure up some features of the world they came from. 

The main body of the text of this thesis follows the conventions of Australian English. 
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CHAPTER 1  

INTRODUCTION
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1.1  Introduction 

This study set out to describe how families in two villages in remote rural Ethiopia fed 

their young children, how they explained their practice and decisions, and how they saw 

their role in the possibility for positive change.  

Though severe food shortages have decreased, stunting in young children, a 

consequence of chronic malnutrition, was a common problem in this region. Stunting 

was persistent in spite of the ongoing health education and intervention programmes 

focussing on the health and nutrition of children under five years of age. It is considered 

a significant risk factor for diminished childhood and adult health, learning capacity and 

productivity. Therefore, it is important to interrogate the factors that impact on the 

availability of, access to and utilisation of food and nutrients for young children, and to 

explore avenues that may bring improvements in feeding practices. This study 

investigated these issues at the scale of household and community. 
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1.2  Research objectives and research question 

The importance of the issues outlined in the Review of Literature below is substantiated 

by the scale and severity of malnutrition among children in the poor regions of the 

developing world. Finding sustainable ways to improve childrenôs nutritional status is 

not only a humanitarian objective but a development goal as well, recognised in two of 

the eight Millennium Development Goals of the United Nations (United Nations 

Development Programme, 2014).  

Investigating the factors that impact on childrenôs nutritional outcomes, including local 

perceptions on the role of family food and the social norms and customs surrounding it, 

yields information essential for change strategies that foster wide-ranging and lasting 

improvement. The following section outlines the rationale for this study and presents 

the questions it endeavoured to find answers to.  

The issues of interest 

Childhood malnutrition is a severe burden impacting the capacity of children. Its effects 

also reach into adulthood and often to the next generation. In statistical terms, childrenôs 

nutritional status remains unchanged in many poor countries, in spite of ongoing large-

scale efforts to eradicate malnutrition. Therapeutic feeding programmes have 

fundamental weaknesses: they are not sustainable in terms of cost; they target crisis 

situations; they do not respond to community or household priorities, and they do not 
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promote long-term household food and nutrition security. Essentially, these programs 

save many lives, but do not have the capacity to prevent the next emergency. 

Preventative programmes are considered more efficient in terms of cost and more 

effective in regards to the extent of benefit. Strategies involving local economies and 

livelihoods are better placed to reduce food insecurity in the households. In most 

scenarios, this improves nutrition security for young children, although womenôs status 

is a useful indicator of how increase in food availability translates to better child 

nutrition. Priorities and values that govern the householdsô risk management strategies 

and decisions can be very different from those that guide aid and development 

programmes.  

The significance of the study 

Research suggests that family food has much potential in preventing and rehabilitating 

malnutrition in the poor world (Ashworth & Ferguson, 2009; de Pee & Bloem, 2009). 

Yet, we have only a general understanding of what is on the familyôs plates (Grivetti & 

Ogle, 2000; Oniang'o, Mutuku, & Malaba, 2003), and what factors influence its quality 

and quantity on an everyday level. This study endeavours to describe in detail what is 

available and accessible for households at the research site. 

Households follow an intricate pattern of social norms, rules, customs and practices 

regarding food and meals, much of which is unique to the household, location, or 

culture. Traditional explanatory models of health and illness, and non-traditional 
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knowledge, operate side-by-side guiding child feeding behaviour and decisions (Blum, 

Pelto, & Pelto, 2004; Müller & Krawinkel, 2005). Pressing demand for resources 

requires strategic thinking and risk management, and not enough is known about the 

emic perspectives on those. A better understanding of how caregivers consider the 

connection between food, nutrition and illness, and how they manage risk as well as 

social obligations, is an essential piece of the puzzle in the exploration of the factors of 

malnutrition (Leach, Fairhead, Millimouno, & Diallo, 2008). In-depth studies of this 

subject (Hampshire, Panter-Brick, Kilpatrick, & Casiday, 2009; Scheper-Hughes, 1989) 

have significantly contributed to our understanding of the thinking and experience of 

parents in some parts of the developing world, however, no similar study has been 

conducted to find the unique characteristics of the proposed research location.  

State and NGO-funded health, nutrition and food security programmes have been 

working in the study area for long time. These programmes have their own evaluation 

mechanisms, generally focussing on quantitative measurements (Reij & Smaling, 2008; 

Reij, Tappan, & Smale, 2009). However, a better understanding of how people utilise 

and assess externally funded development programmes in order to improve food 

security for their children is an important element of the inquiry, as it connects 

household food resources and child nutrition.  

Research questions and objectives 

Beyond breast milk, a young childôs access to and utilisation of family food, and its 

quality and quantity, determine how well the child thrives or, indeed, whether it 
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survives. This study maps the elemental factors for food and nutrition security of young 

children, and probes change processes, barriers and aspirations associated with them. It 

gives voice to the experiences and interpretations of people raising young children, as 

well as to those leading the community and providing services. 

The main research question my study explored was: 

How is child malnutrition explained in two southern villages in Ethiopia, according to 

local perceptions? 

The complexity of the main research question required a set of sub-questions: 

Á What constitutes family food? 

What is in the pots and on the plates in the households on a daily basis? What 

foods do household members access outside the home? Where does their food 

come from and how is it prepared? How diverse is the food and what are the 

limitations? How is food distributed and eaten and what social and cultural 

meanings do meals have? 

Á What and how do young children eat? 

Are there special foods made for infants and young children? If so, what are 

these? How do customs and rules guide what children eat? How are they fed: 

by, and in the company of, whom, when and how many times a day? How 

effectively are the nutrients in the food utilised? 
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Á How are health and illness, and their links with food and nutrition, perceived?  

What are the ideals and norms of feeding young children? What knowledge and 

beliefs guide them? How far is the practice from the ideal? How is the deviance 

explained? 

Á How do caregivers see possible paths of improvement? 

What are the opportunities and what are the barriers according to their views? 

How do they think about their role and agency in improving child nutrition? 

The overarching goal of the study was to contribute to knowledge on which well-

planned and well -implemented food and nutrition security programmes, targeting young 

children and their families, can be built.  

Exploring and documenting previously less-known perspectives and descriptions to 

theory and practice, the objectives of this study included:  

Á describe the determinants and characteristics of the dimensions of childrenôs 

food and nutrition security;  

Á expand understanding of the emic viewpoints on the connection between food 

culture and child well-being; 

Á explore parentsô and other community membersô perceptions and attitudes about 

their agency in relation to their childrenôs well-being and future;  
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Á identify appropriate and accessible local strategies for the improvement of 

aspects of child nutrition. 

Site and methodology 

The study site chosen for this study is, in many ways, typical for the region. It is a rural 

area with high population growth, inhabited by a poor farming population 

predominantly dependent on rainfed agriculture, thereby exposed to increasingly 

unpredictable weather patterns, and experiencing regular periodic food shortages and 

high rates of stunting in children. The research questions and objectives were 

approached with ethnographic methods and the principles of qualitative research 

methodology. Accordingly, data was generated through household observations, 

interviews and group discussions during 12 months of field work, and was interrogated 

in an iterative process of thematic and contextual analysis and informant feedback, also 

known as member check. 
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1.3  The review of literature 

1.3.1  Introduction 

In many regions of Sub-Saharan Africa, chronic malnutrition of children is a permanent 

ñsilent emergencyò regardless of the ongoing food relief and agricultural extension 

programmes of the last decades Eilerts (2006, p. 154). Lack of appropriate nutrition for 

growth and development in childhood is more than hunger: its impacts reach into 

adulthood (Ahmed, Hossain, & Sanin, 2012; Renzaho, 2010). 

The various food aid programmes vary in effectiveness and have unintended 

consequences, such as entrenching dependency and marginalising local enterprise and 

solutions (Young & Jaspars, 1995). Researchers agree that not enough attention is paid 

to the use of family food in the rehabilitation and prevention of malnutrition in children 

under five years of age (Ashworth & Ferguson, 2009; de Pee & Bloem, 2009).  

This study endeavours to contribute to the understanding of the opportunities in family 

food for improving the nutrition of children under five years of age in poor households 

in the developing world, in particular in Sub-Saharan Africa. The study explores the 

factors affecting what and how children eat, and the local perspectives on whether, and 

how, child nutrition can be improved. It records what guides the infant and young child 

feeding practices of people in the local community, how they reflect on the outcomes of 

their actions, what they perceive as reasons of the short-comings, and how they see their 

own agency. 
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The food on the familiesô table is defined by what is available in the given setting, and 

what food they are able to secure access to: in other words what their food entitlements 

are. Senôs (1981, p. 45) description of ófood entitlementsô focuses on ñthe ability of 

people to command food through the legal means available in the society, including the 

use of production possibilities, trade opportunities, entitlements vis-à-vis the state, and 

other methods of acquiring foodò. Food entitlements thus include command over the 

householdôs own direct production of food, capability to earn cash, and food relief 

accessed by the family. 

What food is available in the given context largely depends on what is produced by the 

local agricultural systems, what can be purchased in the local markets, and how food is 

prepared, distributed and utilised in the local social and cultural paradigms. With the 

intention of approaching these issues from diverse angles, the key areas of interest for 

the review of the literature include child malnutrition, the rural food production system 

and livelihoods, gender and household power relations, food customs and dietary 

diversity, infants and young child feeding practices and, finally, food security and 

nutrition interventions.  

A review of the literature to examine the context and to aid the research design yielded 

the following main points: 
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Á The óchild survival revolution1
ô has saved many lives in the under-five 

population, with much less success in terms of enhancing the surviving 

childrenôs quality of life (Neumann, Gewa, & Bwibo, 2004). 

Á According to many authors family foods offer a potential to be in the foreground 

in the prevention of malnutrition (Ashworth & Ferguson, 2009; Collins, 2001; 

de Pee & Bloem, 2009). 

Á Greater dietary diversity is likely to lead to better nutrition (Ruel, 2003; 

Tontisirin, Nantel, & Bhattacharjee, 2002). 

Á Infant and young child feeding practices often reflect priorities that are not 

focussed on the particular child but on the larger group (Hampshire, Panter-

Brick, et al., 2009). 

Á Household wealth is a less decisive determinant of nutritional status than the 

degree of womenôs command over resources (Cooper, 2009; Simon, Adams, & 

Madhavan, 2002; Smith, Ruel, & Ndiaye, 2005). 

1.3.2  Child malnutrition 

Child malnutrition is a deeply entrenched problem in much of Africa, particularly in 

areas where chronic food insecurity exists (Tectonidis, 2006). For long years many 

relief programmes backed by the goodwill and money of private and public Western 

                                                 
1
 The child survival revolution was an initiative of the UNICEF launched in 1982, focussing on growth 

monitoring, the treatment of diarrhoea, breastfeeding and immunisation.   
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donors made great efforts to improve the situation and achieved significant results. 

However, in the decades between 1970 and 2000 the prevalence of child malnutrition 

declined the slowest in Sub-Saharan Africa among all the regions of the developing 

world (Smith & Haddad, 2000). Analysis by the World Health Organization (WHO) 

reveals that while chronic malnutrition trends predict a minor improvement in the 

percentage of stunted children under five years of age, the actual number of affected 

children increased because of population growth (de Onis & Blossner, 2003).  

The term malnutrition describes a condition of poor nutrition and is related to food 

intake that is inadequate, excessive or unbalanced, or to an impaired ability to absorb 

food. Undernutrition is a category of malnutrition and is caused by a deficiency of 

essential nutrients, generally as a result of  ñpoor quality or insufficient quantity of 

nutrient intake, absorption, or utilizationò (London School of Hygiene and Tropical 

Medicine, 2010, p. 115). In this thesis ómalnutritionô refers to óundernutritionô, in line 

with much of the literature on the nutritional status of people living in poverty. 

One of the two main types of malnutrition is protein-energy malnutrition, which results 

from inadequate intake of any or all nutrients; the other is a range of micronutrient 

deficiency diseases, due to the deficiencies of specific micronutrients (London School 

of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine, 2010). Protein-energy malnutrition in children is 

further divided into three categories, summarised in Table 1. Of the three categories, my 

study mainly focuses on chronic malnutrition, where it is most likely that changes in 

caregiver behaviour and the characteristics of family food could have impact. 
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Table 1  Protein malnutrition in children  

Category Appearance Cause 

Acute malnutrition Wasting or thinness 
Acute inadequate nutrition leading to rapid weight 
loss or failure to gain weight normally 

Chronic malnutrition Stunting or shortness 
Inadequate nutrition over long period of time 
leading to failure of linear growth 

Acute and chronic 
malnutrition 

Underweight 
A combination measure, therefore, it could occur as 
a result of wasting, stunting, or both 

(Source: London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine, 2010, p. 115) 

 

Malnutrition impacts on the growth of bones and muscles and brain development, as 

well as the health of body composition and metabolic programming. These effects in 

turn create the risk for impaired cognitive capacity, a weakened immune system and 

reduced work capacity (Murphy & Allen, 2003; Renzaho, 2010; Sigman, 1995). There 

is strong evidence that malnutrition is associated with a higher burden of chronic 

disease and disability in adulthood (Ahmed et al., 2012; Ashworth & Ferguson, 2009; 

Smith & Haddad, 2000). 

The nutritional status of children needs to be considered in a continuum, including 

intrauterine growth and the pre-conception nutritional status of women. Adolescent 

mothers whose body is not fully grown, and pregnant women with a poor diet are at risk 

for having low birth-weight infants (Neumann et al., 2004). Intrauterine-growth retarded 

infants may be born with impaired immunity, diminishing their defence against severe 

infections and have increased risk for cognitive deficit, low body height and small head 

circumference and pelvic size as adults (Neumann et al., 2004). Furthermore, the 
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research community agrees that all degrees of child malnutrition contribute substantially 

to child mortality (de Onis & Blossner, 2003). 

Many poor populations subsist on cereal or tuber-based diets. These diets provide 

energy and protein, albeit imbalanced in terms of amino acid profiles, and are often 

deficient in fats and fatty acids and in critical micronutrients. 

Fats 

It is recommended that dietary fats provide a major percentage of energy for children, 

starting between 40% and 60% for infants under six months of age, with a gradual 

reduction to 35% by the age of 24 months and remaining between 25% and 35% until 

the age of 18 years. Dietary energy density and nutrient density positively correlate with 

growth, although the total energy intake has the greatest impact. Nevertheless low-fat 

diets are shown to adversely affect weight gain and longitudinal growth in young 

children (Food and Agriculture Organization, 2008). The importance of fats, however, 

reaches well beyond being merely an energy source. 

Fats and fatty acids are key nutrients affecting early growth and development: as 

structural components they are essential for the development of the brain, the retina and 

the central nervous system. As well, they have substantial role in neonatal and infant 

mental development and are essential in the absorption of fat-soluble vitamins. Specific 

fatty acids are beneficial for the development of the immune system, the maintenance of 
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long-term health and in the prevention of some chronic diseases (Food and Agriculture 

Organization, 2008). 

Protein 

Dietary protein provides for maintenance and special needs, producing and replacing 

those amino acids that are used or lost in the processes of the bodyôs healthy functioning 

and growth. Linear growth, increase in weight, and the development and maturation of 

parts of the body and their functions in infancy and childhood require amino acid supply 

that is different from that in adulthood. In the past, stunting and kwashiorkor in young 

children, the population segment believed to be most vulnerable to dietary deficiencies, 

were associated with protein deficiency. More recently it is recognised that these 

symptoms are the results of ñcomplex interactions between multiple nutritional 

deficiencies and other adverse environmental factorsò (Food and Agriculture 

Organization, World Health Organization, & United Nations University, 2002, p. 47). 

Meeting the amino acid needs of the body is dependent on the adequacy of 

micronutrient intake and therefore the sufficiency of the amount and quality of food 

consumed (Food and Agriculture Organization et al., 2002). For appropriate amino acid 

profile balance, animal-source foods have particular nutritional importance (Murphy & 

Allen, 2003). 
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Micronutrients 

Young children have greater micronutrient needs relative to their energy needs, 

therefore they require increased micronutrient density (World Health Organization & 

Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, 2004). Multiple micronutrient 

deficiencies are simultaneous with diets which lack energy or diversity. Poor diets often 

consist of staples which inhibit the bioavailability of even those micronutrients that are 

present in substantial quantities (Gibson & Hotz, 2000; Mitchikpe et al., 2008). Table 2 

outlines the effects of micronutrient deficiencies in children. 

Table 2  Effects of micronutrient deficiencies 

Effects present PEM Iron Iodine 
Vitamin 
A 

Zinc 
Vitamin 
B12 

Stunting x x x x x 
 

Underweight x 
 

x 
   

Impaired CMI x x 
 

x x x 

Anaemia 
 

x 
 

x 
 

x 

Low birth weight x x x 
 

x x 

Infant mortality increase x 
 

x x x 
 

Impaired cognitive 
development 

x x x 
 

x x 

Decreased activity x x x 
 

x* x* 

Decrease work capacity x x x 
 

x 
 

Decreased social-economic 
development 

x x x x x x 

* If anaemia is present 

      

(Source: Neumann et al., 2004, p. 662) 

Food preparation methods that minimise the intake of inhibitors and maximise the 

consumption of enhancers improve the absorption of essential micronutrients. 
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Traditional food preparation methods, such as soaking, germinating and fermentation, 

are shown to reduce the antinutrient content of many staple foods, and improve the 

availability of important macro and micro nutrients (Abd El-Hady & Habiba, 2003; 

Fageer, Babiker, & El Tinay, 2004; Ghavidel & Prakash, 2007; Gibson & Hotz, 2001). 

Food and nutrient synergies are equally important, especially the inclusion of animal 

protein, in particular flesh foods, which enhance micronutrient absorption (Perlas & 

Gibson, 2005). 

1.3.3  Food customs 

Food customs are among the most fundamental and ancient aspects of many cultures 

and are strongly associated with family and social values. Change of food habits may 

therefore be slow and difficult in places where the food culture and customs have strong 

continuity. In Sub-Saharan Africa, in the last three generations, the introduction of non-

traditional foods have lead to changes in what families eat, and they have slowly 

become dominant in some urban areas (Oniang'o et al., 2003). In rural populations, 

however, traditional domestic foodstuff is still the principal source of nutrition. 

Dietary diversity 

Although the specifics of dietary intake and diversity, the patterns of meal times, meal 

frequency, and the intra-household distribution of food vary by ecological regions and 

between cultural groups, some features of the customary rural African diet can be 

generalised. As Oniangôo and her co-authors (2003) observe, the cuisine of most Sub-
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Saharan ethnic groups is based on two main components: a starchy food and a sauce, 

soup or relish to accompany it. 

Staple cereals contribute the bulk of dietary energy. The population of most African 

regions rely on one or two staple crops, with some of the most common grains being 

millet, sorghum, maize, rice and tôef
2
 (Oniang'o et al., 2003). Many types of roots and 

tubers, such as cassava, cocoyam
3
, yams and enset

4
, are also important sources of 

energy foods. Depending on the region, the accompaniment to the staple may be a 

vegetable dish, made of green leaves of kale, baobab, cassava, cowpea, pumpkin, 

amaranth or sweet potato; or of gourds, squash, okra, eggplant, pumpkin, tomato and 

various capsicums. When available, in some areas, the accompanying dish is made with 

legumes, seeds, meat or fish (Oniang'o et al., 2003). 

The typical African diet draws a large proportion of protein needs from plant foods, and 

is low in fat. Consumption of animal-source foods is minimal, mostly due to cost. 

However, food beliefs and taboos, which often relate to foods of animal origin, also 

have great impact (Oniang'o et al., 2003). 

Kifleyesus (2002) describes in detail the foods consumed in the group of communities 

he observed in Ethiopia, depicting a diet dominated by carbohydrates. In poor 

                                                 
2 
Tôef (Eragrostis abyssinica) is a traditional cereal crop in Ethiopia and Northern Kenya, with high iron 

content (Kaluski, Ophir, & Amede, 2002). 

3 
Either of two food plants of West Africa, the taro or the yantia, both of which have edible underground 

stems ("The Free Dictionary,"). 

4 
Enset (Ensete ventricosum), also known as false banana, is a staple starchy crop in Southern Ethiopia.  
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households sorghum, millet and maize are the staples, which consumed with lentil stew 

provide a monotonous diet. The wealthier families eat wheat and barley ï both of which 

need to be purchased ï as well as tôef, prepared as porridge with butter and spicy 

berbere
5
 (chilli -like capsicum variety). An assortment of squash, peas, beans and some 

kale is consumed in most households. The diet of the population is predominantly plant-

based and rarely includes milk and milk products or flesh foods, in spite of the presence 

of a large number of chickens. Flesh foods are consumed only on special occasions, 

such as religious holidays, rites and ceremonies (Kifleyesus, 2002). 

Another Ethiopian group, part of the Oromo people, is the centre of a study by Selinus 

and her co-authors (Selinus, Gobezie, Knutsson, & Vahlkquist, 1971). Originally 

pastoralists, they have settled only few generations before and have inadequate 

agricultural traditions. The group experiences great seasonal variations in the 

availability of grains and milk. Their main staple grains are maize, sorghum and millet, 

while tôef is of less importance. Meals are based on bread, mainly injera
6
, accompanied 

by buttermilk and spicy sauce. The authors found that insignificant amounts of 

vegetables or fruits are consumed. The limited amount of milk produced is mainly used 

in the form of soured milk and soured butter, and meat is only eaten on important 

occasions. 

The categories of staple food and condiments do not cover a whole cluster of food 

resources. These people access by collecting from the wild or from the fields, although 

                                                 
5 
Amharic name for a type of local chilli 

6 
Injera is the traditional thin leavened bread, known throughout Ethiopia. 
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they are not specifically cultivated. Often these foods fall into the classification of 

ófamine foodsô, a term poorly defined and often overlapping with ótraditionalô or ólocalô 

vegetables (Muller & Almedom, 2008). Wild foods and edible weeds provide important 

nutrients and compliment the otherwise monotonous diet of many communities. Grivetti 

and Ogleós (2000) review of the related literature shows that a broad variety of African 

wild vegetables are used in many regions, and are regular and often essential 

contributors of nutrients. For example, in the Eastern part of Niger, over 80 wild species 

are consumed, which provide significant amounts of iron, magnesium and zinc, and in 

The Gambia, pregnant and lactating women rely on wild vegetables for Vitamin A. A 

study in Burkina Faso found that 20% of all food items were wild species, while in 

Tanzania, 49% of all vegetables consumed were from wild sources (Grivetti & Ogle, 

2000). 

Poverty-driven undernourishment is characterised by food deficit and low dietary 

diversity (Johns & Eyzaguirre, 2007). Food deficit and deficiencies of various 

micronutrients hardly ever occur in isolation and positive association has been shown 

between nutritional health and dietary diversity (Frison, Smith, Johns, Cherfas, & 

Eyzaguirre, 2006). Demographic and health surveys in three regions of the developing 

world found a significant association between the dietary diversity and the nutritional 

status of children, independent of socioeconomic factors (Arimond & Ruel, 2004). 

Many researchers agree that although food variety and diversity are not precise 

measuring tools for nutrient intake, they are good indicators of the nutritional adequacy 

of the diet (Hatloy, Torheim, & Oshaug, 1998; Onyango, 2003; Steyn, Nel, Nantel, 

Kennedy, & Labadarios, 2006). 
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It has been suggested that dietary diversification is the best option for long-term 

sustainable nutrition security, although scientific evidence to support this claim is not 

direct (Frison et al., 2006). Notwithstanding, Frison and his co-authors (2006) 

emphasise the need to enhance awareness of food resources available through making 

good use of the local biodiversity, utilising traditional knowledge and socio-cultural 

values to empower communities. There is emerging data which shows the enormous 

nutritional potential of indigenous and traditional foods in Africa, as well as other parts 

of the developing world (Frison et al., 2006), and the importance of edible wild plant 

species as sources of energy and micronutrients (Grivetti & Ogle, 2000). 

A global study of nutritional diversity found that while the species diversity in food 

production and food supply is not considered extremely low in Ethiopia, the number of 

food types delivering a diversity of nutrients, and the proportion of energy produced and 

consumed as non-staple foods, are in the lowest bracket when compared to other 

countries in the world (Remans, Wood, Saha, Anderman, & DeFries, 2014).  A 

particular strategy for increasing the availability of essential nutrients in the diet is 

biofortification
7

 (Johns & Eyzaguirre, 2007). Although biofortification requires 

increasing investment in research and infrastructure, the authors suggest that through 

participatory selection of plants, and by embedding the technology in an overall strategy 

of sustainable food-based approaches, it could compliment other strategies towards 

dietary diversity. 

                                                 
7
 Biofortfication is the process of generating genetically improved food crops that are rich in bioavailable 

micronutrients, either through conventional breeding or genetic modification. 
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Many studies support the importance of energy-rich and nutrient-dense animal-source 

foods in the diet of young children (Arimond & Ruel, 2004). These foods are more 

costly then plant foods in terms of access, as well as the environmental cost their 

production involves. Nevertheless, even small increases in animal-source foods can 

produce benefits due to their density of available nutrients (Johns & Eyzaguirre, 2007). 

Strong seasonality, regular food shortages and a pattern of the annual return of the 

óhungry monthsô characterise family food in many parts of Ethiopia and of Sub-Saharan 

Africa (Ajayi, Akinnifesi, Sileshi, Chakeredza, & Mng'omba, 2009; Sutherland, Irungu, 

Kang'ara, Muthamia, & Ouma, 1999). This pattern affects not only the nutritional status 

of children but also of adults, as shortages usually fall in the time of year of arduous 

agricultural activity. Croppenstedt and Muller assert that the impact of food shortages 

on the rural workforce is higher in Ethiopia than in many other developing countries, 

and that there exists ña large scope for productivity improvement through better 

nutritionò (2000, p. 495). 

The social side of meals 

The tradition of sharing meals, a fundamental aspect of family food that goes beyond 

biological nutrition, is not merely a result of economic necessity. Eating may be seen, as 

it has been by some of the early anthropologists like Emile Durkheim, ñas the lowliest, 

most basic, biological function involving bodily aspects of the human conditionò 

(Fischler, 2011, p. 530).  However, commensality ñcounteracts the essential, basic, 
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biological, óexclusive selfishness of eatingô and turns it into, at the very least, a 

collective, social experienceò (Fischler, 2011, p. 531). 

Meals form a frame, or indeed provide an excuse, for many of the social processes that 

are necessary for the functioning and survival of societies and communities. Discussing 

the significance and practices of commensality in a southern-Ethiopian ethnic group, the 

Sidama, Hamer writes: ñIn African societies in general, and among the Sad«ma 

[spelling by author] in particular, the ideal of cohesiveness is expressed through the 

rituals associated with consensual debateò (1994, p. 126), framed by the ceremonial 

meals of the council of the elders. While his study focuses on the sharing of food by the 

council, he also examines the rituals of food distribution in general, arguing that 

granting or denying commensality privileges is a tool to implement social norms. 

In the development of cultures food does not only become a vehicle for social linkages, 

as discussed above; it also ñassumes symbolic functions and takes on moral 

significanceò (Rozin, 2005, p. S108) expressed through rules, values and attitudes. Food 

avoidances and prohibitions, similar to the denial of commensality privileges, draw 

lines between the different groups of populations, and one group often considers the 

other óBarbariansô, ñwho consume foods which are considered despicable and against 

whom prejudice is the ruleò (de Garine, 2001, p. 488). De Garine claims that food 

choices often provide a stance from which group identity is demonstrated and 

ethnocentric judgements are made. 

Taboos regarding foods of animal origin, often involving wild animals, vary in parts of 

Africa, and tend to affect women and children more than men (Oniang'o et al., 2003) 
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(Colding & Folke, 2001; Shipton, 1990). These taboos are strong and are followed even 

during times of severe food shortage, although food avoidance rules change, and some 

may be weaker than others (Bentley et al., 1999; Shipton, 1990). Food taboos in the 

Oromo traditions, for example, include eggs and most wild animals, while the fish taboo 

was slowly weakening at the time of the study of Selinus et al. (1971). 

Food prohibitions expressly for pregnant women exist in many cultures. Demissie and 

co-authors (1995) found food avoidances prescribed for pregnant women in the Hadiya 

people, predominantly Protestant, in the South West of Ethiopia, just north of the study 

site. During pregnancy the women avoid milk, cheese, fatty meat and linseed because of 

the fear of difficult delivery and the ñdiscoloration of the fetusò (Demissie et al., 1995, 

p. 2). In many regions of the developing world, for pregnant women ñmeat taboos are 

more frequent than non-meat taboos, and, with the exception of Southeast Asia, this 

difference is quite markedò (Fessler & Navarrete, 2003, p. 3). 

Gendered food sharing 

Socio-cultural beliefs and practices influence how food is consumed, distributed and 

shared by families. Intra-household sharing of food is related more to a personôs 

hierarchical position than to need, with the head of the family ï in fact the men ï given 

priority concerning both quantity and quality (Oniang'o et al., 2003). Regardless of how 

the meal times are organised in terms of frequency, timing or participation, this bias is a 

characteristic of household food consumption all throughout rural Africa. 
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In many areas men and women eat separately and therefore have quite different 

nutritional intakes. In West Africa, children older than about 12 months, often eat apart 

from the adults, sharing a common plate, and with very little parental supervision 

(Hampshire, Panter-Brick, et al., 2009). Kifleyesus (2002) studied the food customs of 

an Ethiopian Muslim population North East of Addis Ababa. According to his findings, 

during the three highly ritualised daily meals families usually eat together, although 

women eat separately on formal occasions or when men they are unfamiliar with are 

present. Nevertheless, the gender bias is present in these communities as well: during 

the meals men are served first, while children and women eat what is left, therefore 

more exposed to food scarcity. Women try to make sure that children eat well, serving 

themselves last and the least. Having better access to cash, men are able to buy street 

food, often grilled meat, which augments the asymmetry of nutritional distribution even 

further (Cooper, 2009). 

Feeding the children 

Throughout Sub-Saharan Africa exclusive breastfeeding in the first six months after 

birth ï a generally accepted recommendation ï is rarely carried out. Studies found that 

withholding colostrum, a custom which deprives newborns of essential nutritional and 

protective benefits, is widely practised in some regions, for example, by the Hausa in 

West Africa (Cooper, 2009). In many regions infants are fed inappropriate foods, such 

as herbal teas, water and porridge often as early as the first month of life and, by the age 

of 10 months, they are eating family food (Grivetti & Ogle, 2000; Hampshire, Casiday, 

Kilpatrick, & Panter-Brick, 2009; Oniang'o et al., 2003; Selinus et al., 1971; Vaahtera et 
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al., 2001). Butter is given to infants from the first day, and small amounts of unboiled 

cowôs milk is given to 2-3 months old infants in some communities of Ethiopia (Selinus 

et al., 1971). Goat milk is given even to younger infants in West Africa (personal 

communication, birth attendants, Dogon Baushe, Niger, 2009). 

Common weaning foods are varieties of plain porridge, made of a cereal or tuber, and 

are low in energy, protein and essential vitamins (Oniang'o et al., 2003). A Malawi 

study found not only that complementary foods were introduced very early, but that the 

diet of older infants lacked diversity as well (Vaahtera et al., 2001). Although the 

gradual introduction of complementary foods may take months, the final weaning in 

many African regions is decisive, taking place in one day, often involving the child 

being placed with a grandmother or other senior relative for a short period (Cooper, 

2009; Selinus et al., 1971). Subsequent pregnancy causes immediate and complete 

weaning due to widely held beliefs that pregnancy óspoilsô the motherôs milk (Cooper, 

2009), or even renders it poisonous (Selinus et al., 1971). 

It is not only what and when children eat that affects their nutritional status. Research 

shows that caregiversô feeding behaviour and the environment children eat in have 

impact on their dietary intake. As well, lack of parental supervision during meals is 

associated with poor growth (Nti & Lartey, 2007). In their study carried out in Ghana, 

Nti and Lartey found that positive - active and non-confrontational - feeding behaviour, 

especially for children with poor appetite due to illness, was associated with healthier or 

improving appetite. On the other hand, lack of parental supervision during meals was 

associated with poor growth. The most important factors, however, were the frequency 
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and regularity of feeding, and whether the setting was protected and clean (Nti & 

Lartey, 2007). 

Cooper (2009) warns that caregiversô behaviour should not be interpreted simply. 

Cultural beliefs in many parts of Africa about the agency of children regarding their 

own well-being, and the parentsô attentiveness to what, according to their 

understanding, is the will and desire of the child, often produces parental acceptance of 

the childôs rejection of food. Another important observation is about the parentsô 

ñfailure to direct high quality foods toward young childrenò (Hampshire, Casiday, et al., 

2009, p. 141), which are as likely explained by cultural beliefs as by pragmatic 

strategies of spreading risks (Hampshire, Panter-Brick, et al., 2009). 

1.3.4  Rural food systems and livelihoods 

Food systems are broadly defined as activities and interactions ranging from food 

production to consumption, together with those taking place between human society and 

the physical environment, and outcomes of these activities and interactions (Ericksen, 

2008). In rural areas where agriculture is the dominant livelihood activity, food systems 

and livelihoods tightly interconnect. 

The main livelihood of the majority of the population in Sub-Saharan Africa is 

agricultural (Food and Agriculture Organization, 2010), and most rural households 

engage in subsistence agriculture (Azam-Ali, 2007). In 2010, 83% of Ethiopiaôs total 

population depended on agriculture (Davis et al., 2010). In communities that rely on 

subsistence agriculture as their primary source of livelihood the link between 
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agricultural production and food consumption is direct and a main source of food for the 

households is what they grow themselves. 

Agriculture and food production 

Agricultural livelihoods in Sub-Saharan Africa are typically based on subsistence 

smallholder farming (Dixon, Gulliver, & Gibbon, 2001, p. 545). These farms are 

structurally complex productive systems and are dependent on a diverse set of 

interconnected components. Climate, biodiversity, basic natural resources such as types 

of land and soil and access to water, as well as human, social and financial capital, 

determine the essential characteristics of the farming systems
8
 of a given region. 

Bioclimatic changes, hand-in-hand with the growing population pressure, challenge 

agricultural systems, which in the past provided more than just mere survival to people 

living in these places. 

Semi-arid Africa, the geographical location of this study, is characterised by large year-

to-year variations in rainfall, compounded by periods of drought. The dominance of 

rainfed agriculture in this region, as elsewhere in the poor countries of the developing 

world, is predicted to persist in the foreseeable future, even though rainfall is ñthe most 

prominent random parameter beyond farmersô controlò (Cooper et al., 2008; Rockström 

et al., 2010, p. 545). 

                                                 
8 
óFarming systemsô are defined as collections of individual farms with ñbroadly similar resource bases, 

enterprise patterns, household livelihoods and constraints, and for which similar development strategies 

and interventions would be appropriateò (Dixon et al., 2001, p. 9). 
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Low natural soil fertility is typical in much of this region. Inorganic fertiliser use is 

restricted by cost: it is considered an expensive investment for a questionable return 

(Garrity, 2010), and even in areas where farmers do use fertilisers, a vast majority of the 

fields receive less than half of the recommended amount (Vanlauwe & Giller, 2006). 

Soil fertility declines with distance from the homestead: most organic resources are used 

in gardens and infields, due to their limited availability and to the additional labour their 

application requires (Vanlauwe & Giller, 2006). 

A traditional soil fertility management practice, the use of fallow, allows natural 

vegetation to re-establish on lands left uncultivated through several seasons or years. 

Fallow is considered to be one of the most important agro-ecosystem management 

practices in dryland and semi-arid Africa. However, this cultivation system is now 

increasingly abandoned; due to population growth fallow periods have been reduced 

and, in many places, even replaced by permanent cultivation (Ramaswamy & Sanders, 

1992). 

The main crops comprise a selection of staple grains ï mostly varieties of millet, 

sorghum (also known as guinea corn) and maize ï as well as leguminous plants, such as 

ground nuts, beans and cowpeas
9
. In smaller scale, often for commercial use, sugar 

cane, wheat, sweet potatoes, cocoyam and vegetables, for example, tomato, eggplant, 

                                                 
9 
Indigenous African leguminous plant often intercropped with millet or sorghum, widely grown in Africa 

(Sprent, Odee, & Dakora, 2010). 
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okra, are grown in the river flood plains, while on rain-fed land cassava, bambarra nut
10 

and some vegetable crops are produced (Mortimore, 1989). 

In many areas of Africa farming technologies are exclusively based on human and 

animal labour. Mechanisation is beyond the means of smallholders; for cultivation work 

men and women use hand-held hoes and cutting tools, and in some regions animal 

traction is utilised (Doss, 2001). Traditional technologies are used for soil preparation, 

weeding, harvesting and the storage and processing of crops. The utilisation of crop 

residue such as stalks and leaves, for fodder and cooking fuel, for making household 

goods, or for sale, is common. There are clear gender differences in agricultural labour. 

In many regions of Sub-Saharan Africa womenôs work is more focussed on producing 

food required by their families, taking responsibility  for staple or subsistence crops, 

while menôs priority is in cash crops or earning income outside the farm (Cromwell, 

1999; Gladwin, Thomson, Peterson, & Anderson, 2001). 

Farmers of the semi-arid regions have been employing various strategies to increase 

food security. One such strategy, intercropping
11

, has been successful in various 

agricultural systems in the world for millennia. Beyond providing better soil 

management these systems offer a potential for wider nutritional diversity and for 

overall greater resilience for farmers struggling with unpredictable meteorological and 

                                                 
10 

Important indigenous African leguminous crop, which tolerates poor soils and drought conditions 

(Doku & Karikari, 1971). 

11 
Intercropping is the agricultural practice of cultivating two or more crops at the same time.  It aims to 

produce greater yield by better utilising the resources of a given field than a single crop would. 

Intercropping practices consider the soil, climate, crops, and varieties so crops do not compete with each 

other for space, nutrients, water, or sunlight. (Andrews & Kassam, 1976).  
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social conditions (Jackson, Pascual, & Hodgkin, 2007; Rao & Mathuva, 2000). The 

most common examples of semi-arid intercropping are legumes and grains (Connolly, 

Goma, & Rahim, 2001), and legumes mixed with tubers (Pottier, 1999). 

Markets  

Rural markets are usually outlets for local produce and home-made snacks as well as 

non-local food and household goods. Village markets offer a limited diversity of food, 

essentially not very different from what local households grow on their own farms. The 

availability of animal products such as dairy, fish and meat is extremely limited. 

Farmers of the sell more than the surplus they harvested, without which the family can 

go throughout the year. However, selling crop helps paying for debt and investing into 

less liquid assets such as large livestock or roof iron. Investment into such assets is a 

form of risk management, as it ñshelters wealth from daily demands for sharing or 

salesò and diminishes the possibility of complaints or accusations -  the ósquawk factorô 

- among family members (Shipton, 1990, p. 367; Smith & Chavas, 2003). In many areas 

researchers found resistance to cash cropping, explained by the farmersô risk-averse 

decision making and desire for self-sufficiency. They also wish to avoid the threat of 

household conflict, which often increases as market prices change (Smith & Chavas, 

2003). 

Throughout the world, farming systems are subject to weather and environmental 

conditions, and to the unpredictability of markets. Moreover, the vulnerability of poor 
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farming communities in the developing world is compounded by their lack of reserves. 

Poor farmersô resilience can easily erode when more than one of the risk factors 

converge, or occur repeatedly, such as poor rainfall or illness, forcing them to 

implement coping strategies which undermine long-term productive security (Young & 

Jaspars, 1995). Cash income, most often generated by cash cropping and petty trade, 

augments food production for domestic use (Ellis, 2000). Cash-producing activities are 

also an important part of ómodernô drought response coping strategies through 

diversifying livelihood opportunities (Curry, 1989). 

Livelihood diversity 

People living in rural agricultural areas have limited livelihood diversity. While much of 

policy focuses on agricultural production (Carswell, 2002), the significance of the 

diversification of livelihoods for risk management, food security and asset creation has 

been increasingly recognised in the research literature (Ellis, 1998; Niehof, 2004). The 

determinants of diversification include the seasonality of farm work, existence of labour 

markets, risk management and coping strategies at household level, and the availability 

of credit (Ellis, 1998). 

Women in particular have few means to earn income of their own. This is a significant 

issue considering that, according to research carried out in West Africa, the ñvariable 

most positively associated with higher nutritional status for children was not the 

household's agricultural holdings or even the husband's occupation, but whether the 

mother took part in tradeò (Simon et al., 2002, p. 200). The most frequent opportunities 
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to generate independent income for women are trading ï much of which is selling food 

and condiments prepared in their homes - or hand crafts such as weaving fabric or mats, 

or working as agricultural labourers. However, women are limited in their movements 

by their children's needs and, in some areas, by seclusion (Cooper, 2009; Hampshire, 

Casiday, et al., 2009). 

1.3.5  Command over resources: household, gender and power 

óFamilyô and óhouseholdô are complex notions that have attracted a range of definitions 

throughout the literature. óFamilyô is mostly described as a loose concept of kinship or 

of commitment to act as a social-domestic unit, usually one with a historic dimension, 

composed of people bound by biological, emotional or legal ties (McDaniel, Campbell, 

Hepworth, & Lorenz, 2005; Noble et al., 1994). 

Haviland and his co-authors differentiate between family and household, the latter being 

the organisational basis of the functions of a residential unit (Haviland, Prins, Walrath, 

& McBride, 2005). In food security literature, households have been defined as ñan 

aggregate of persons who either live together under the same roof or in different units in 

the same compound, but eat together or share the household foodò (Renzaho, 2006, p. 

28). 

Households are often seen by development agencies as units within which decisions are 

negotiated and resources are allocated according to agreed priorities. However, this is 

often not the case: households are by no means unitary decision-making bodies 

(Haddad, Hoddinott, & Alderman, 1998); they ñembody both separate and shared well-
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being and interestsò (Jackson, 2008, p. 107). The often contrasting interests or 

preferences of household members are negotiated through conflict and co-operation, 

with different strengths in bargaining position, determined by power and status (Ellis, 

2000; Niehof, 2001). Gendered asymmetry in decision-making and power over 

household resources in Sub-Saharan Africa is observed in many studies and is discussed 

below. 

Command over household resources 

In the context of rural livelihoods, women are often responsible for staple or subsistence 

crops and men for cash crops (Cromwell, 1999). However, in many parts of the region, 

for example, in Ethiopia, women either have no access to productive land, or they have 

access to farmland only through marriage. In such households it is the husbands' 

obligation to meet their wivesô and childrenôs food needs (Thorsen, 2002), providing 

women with a portion of the harvested crop either in the form of grain or the cash 

received for it. However, this often falls short of their year-around needs (Cooper, 

2009), and it is the womenôs task to maximise the benefits of the available resources to 

sustain the well-being of the household members. This includes essential necessities for 

feeding the family and resources for accessing services such as education or health 

(Cooper, 2009; Weisner, Bradley, & Kilbride, 1997). 

Jackson argues that describing women as more risk averse than men is based on 

generalisations that do not stand for the whole for Sub-Saharan Africa (Jackson, 2008). 

According to these generalisations womenôs agricultural practices focus on food crops 
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for the household, and menôs on cash crops. Jackson questions the orthodoxy of women 

doing the majority of farm work and that women use incomes to best advantage on 

nutrition and education of children. She maintains that the expenditure pattern is 

explained by the difference in income flow, which is ñsmaller and more frequent for 

women, larger and more infrequent for menò (Jackson, 2008, p. 106). 

The gendered nature of poverty has been argued in academic literature for decades. 

Cooper, in her work about the Nigerien food crisis, suggests that in Sub-Saharan Africa 

the position of husbands and wives within a single household may radically differ in 

terms of the flows and distribution of wealth, labour, property and productive assets. 

She goes on to say that ñgiven all that we now know about intrahousehold dynamics and 

the separation of male and female budgets in Africa it seems peculiar in the extreme to 

assume in advance that husbands and wives occupy the same economic stratumò (2009, 

p. 8). Furthermore, access to food resources within the household is not determined 

simply by gender-specific household wealth. Quisumbing and Maluccio (2003) found 

large variations in what influences intrahousehold allocation of food, noting that site-

specific characteristics, ethnicity and religious differences may often have stronger 

effect than the assets husbands or wives actually hold. 

Analysis of data from 36 developing countries across three regions found ample 

evidence of the close relationship between womenôs status and child nutrition, noting 

that until recently little attention was paid to how the capabilities and well-being of 

children's caretakers, usually their mothers, affect children's nutritional well-being 

(Smith, Ramakrishnan, Ndiaye, Haddad, & Martorell, 2003). The authors found that this 
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connection is particularly strong in Sub-Saharan Africa in relation to both long-term and 

short-term nutritional status of children. 

It is evident from the literature that children's nutritional status has a stronger 

association with women's command over food resources within the household, than with 

overall food entitlements. Linking gender and nutritional strategies is essential (Mehra 

& Hill Rojas, 2009) and therefore, in the exploration of opportunities in family food for 

preventing child malnutrition, womenôs status and power need to be considered as 

fundamental elements that shape how mothers perceive their agency in regards their 

children's food and nutrition security. 

There is an aspect of parental decision-making that acutely intersects with the 

interventions of health and humanitarian agencies. In their analysis of data collected in 

Niger, Hampshire and her co-authors (2009) describe parentsô perceptions and priorities 

when facing chronic livelihood insecurities and its consequences on the well-being of 

their children. They argue that parents see their childrenôs lives as ñinherently 

vulnerableò, and therefore are ñunwilling to invest disproportionately in any one child, 

particularly a failing child, when there are other pressing demands on resourcesò 

(Hampshire, Panter-Brick, et al., 2009, p. 762). This emic
12

 view of risk management 

conflicts with the focus of agencies. The conflict has several aspects: interventions 

relate to the proximate and immediate causes of child mortality, indeed aiming at saving 

                                                 
12 
Emic knowledge and interpretations are those existing within a culture; ñthe emic approach in 

anthropology seeks to examine the native principles of classification and conceptualization from within 

each cultural systemò (Xia, 2011, p. 77). Conversely, etic viewpoints represent a cross-cultural, outsider 

approach or interpretation (Xia, 2011). 
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lives, while the communityôs priority is to manage crisis in a way which does not 

impede on long-term livelihood security. While the agencies focus on the failing child, 

parents balance risk to all of their children. Essentially, while the agenciesô resources 

are directed at the most vulnerable child, ñparents take the opposite view: that because 

of the life of any child is so precarious, it does not make sense to invest excessively in 

any one childò, using up resources and therefore exposing the whole family to potential 

risk (Hampshire, Panter-Brick, et al., 2009, pp. 763-764). 

1.3.6  Food security and nutrition interventions 

For this study, which focuses on family food and child nutrition, it is essential to 

broadly survey the range of programmes that intend to address acute and chronic food 

insecurity and to improve child nutrition outcomes in Sub-Saharan Africa. Many 

initiatives exist in the region, implemented by state governments and NGOs, and this 

review is far from being complete. Rather than providing a full and detailed account of 

the various interventions, the point that needs to be made is that while the achievements 

of these programmes are unquestionable, there are populations they do not reach and 

issues they do not address. This is where the usefulness of a study such as this is 

positioned. 

Food security interventions and social transfers 

Sen (1981) argues that in most societies, entitlements are a set of alternative commodity 

bundles a person can choose from, using his or her endowments (ownership bundles). 

Utilising endowments is negotiated through a process of exchanges which take place in 
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market transactions, in production and entrepreneurship, and in social security 

functions. 

In the context of food security in Sub-Saharan Africa, the social policy dimension of 

food entitlements is mostly evident in the states taking action to improve the food 

security safety net at times of disasters. While to a large extent this involves loans and 

aid from donor countries and organisations, there is growing interest in food sovereignty 

and livelihoods (Hussein, 2002; D. Maxwell, 1996). Beyond responding to crises 

through regulative measures, for example, reducing taxes on food grain and regulating 

prices, many Sub-Saharan African countries have policies and strategies in place to 

address the long-term food insecurity of their population. These safety net strategies 

include food and cash transfer, food rationing and school feeding programmes (Wodon 

& Zaman, 2010). Although food for work programmes are more common, cash transfer 

programmes involving public infrastructure are implemented in about one third of the 

African countries. 

The Ethiopian Productive Safety Net Programme (PSNP) is a cash transfer programme. 

It was launched in January 2005 and it is the second largest-scale social transfer 

programme in Africa outside South Africa (Sabates-Wheeler & Devereux, 2010). It was 

created by the Ethiopian Government and a consortium of donors and its main objective 

is to assist households in chronically food insecure districts, preventing household asset 

depletion while building up community assets (Gilligan, Hoddinott, & Taffesse, 2009). 

In its first 18 months, the PSNP reached 8.3 million people, or 11% of the nationôs 

population (Sabates-Wheeler & Devereux, 2010). 
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Agricultural extension programmes represent a different but complimentary approach to 

food security. The early goals and models of agricultural extension in food production 

and food security have been criticised for creating a rigid hierarchy which treats farmers 

as ñempty vessels to be filled with knowledge and expertiseò (Belay & Abebaw, 2004, 

p. 142). In recent years a participatory extension approach has been introduced, which 

aims to integrate modern scientific and traditional indigenous knowledge. In the light of 

reduced public sector funding over the last decades as part of the structural adjustment 

efforts, this approach proved to be robust and achieved good results, for example, in soil 

conservation, pasture management, integrated soil fertility management, and irrigation 

and water use, in a range of Sub-Saharan African countries (Belay & Abebaw, 2004). 

In Ethiopia a succession of extension programmes followed each other. The 

Participatory Demonstration and Training Extension System (PADETES) programme 

started in 1995 and, although it had many weaknesses, it ñsaw a massive increase in the 

number of farmers adopting improved agricultural technologyò (Davis et al., 2010, p. 

9). As a result, grain production increased and, in some areas, agricultural productivity 

improved. The 2005 evaluation that the programme had a narrow focus on cereal crop 

production, was driven from the federal level and lacked regional strategies. The 

evaluation also reported a high drop-out rate and limited uptake by female farmers 

(Davis et al., 2010; Mogues et al., 2009; Spielman, Kelemework, & Alemu, 2012). 
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Nutrition interventions  

Conventional therapeutic nutritional interventions aim to provide high quality individual 

patient care in therapeutic feeding centres, and generally comply with institutional and 

medical guidelines requiring high levels of resource-intensity and imported therapeutic 

products. The expense involved in providing medical and nursing staff, medical and 

laboratory equipment, pharmaceutical supplies, and therapeutic and supplementary food 

supplies make these operations highly dependent on external funding (Collins, 2001). 

This medical model removes a carer, most commonly a parent, from the everyday 

functioning of the household for a significant length of time, usually for weeks. This is a 

potentially damaging absence, particularly in relation to the care of other children, to 

seasonal agricultural labour, and to other income earning activities. It therefore 

increases the risk of future nutritional insecurity for the entire family. Pressure to return 

home results in high default rates from the programmes (Chaiken, Deconinck, & 

Degefie, 2006). A further significant problem is that many feeding centres are unable to 

control the increased cross-infection risk suffered by children with compromised 

immune system due to malnutrition (Young & Jaspars, 1995). 

In recognition of the problematic nature of therapeutic feeding centres, in terms of their 

sustainability and effectiveness, a new strategy emerged: community-based therapeutic 

care (CTC). The CTC programmes use therapeutic food and supplementary rations and 

involve trained (paid or volunteer) community health workers. In spite of the initial 

scepticism, they have achieved high success rates (Amthor, Cole, & Manary, 2009; 

Chaiken et al., 2006). Care is still supported by external resources, and participation in a 
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CTC programme requires engagement with the medical establishment; the burden of 

accessing distant health centres have not diminished, and neither have the costs of 

supporting medical, nursing and laboratory staff. However, it is a step in the direction of 

children rehabilitated in their homes. 

Collins (2001, p. 498) argues for a ñcontinuum between emergency and developmental 

approachesò. A further step in the 'continuum' would be a focus on family food as a tool 

in the rehabilitation and prevention of child malnutrition ï a largely overlooked 

opportunity (Ashworth & Ferguson, 2009; de Pee & Bloem, 2009). Other authors state 

that emergency measures, such as food aid, have their social costs and are often 

ineffective (Barrett & Maxwell, 2006), and suggest that investments in improving 

nutrition through food obtained and prepared within the household food system could 

bring better and more sustainable results (Ashworth & Ferguson, 2009; de Pee & 

Bloem, 2009). 

In many developing countries, home and family food-based prevention of malnutrition 

in young children is supported by community health and nutrition strategies operated by 

the state. In countries with poorly developed health care systems much of the work, 

ranging from antenatal care to child immunisation and treatment of minor illnesses, and 

nutrition to environmental health education, is carried out by trained community health 

care workers or health extension workers (Haines et al., 2007). Authors agree that, 

however effective, community health workers should be considered only one 

component of the health system and that they do not replace facility-based and highly 

trained health care (Bhutta, Ali, et al., 2008; Haines et al., 2007). With regards to 
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complementary feeding, a review of interventions for maternal and child undernutrition 

and survival found that nutrition education alone benefitted mostly those populations 

that had sufficient means to access appropriate food and, in food-insecure areas 

nutrition education needed to be complemented by food supplementation and cash 

transfers (Bhutta, Ahmed, et al., 2008). 

As òpeople eat food, not nutrientsò (World Health Organization & Food and Agriculture 

Organization of the United Nations, 2004, p. 319), dietary guidelines and advice on 

food choices and food preparation, are more meaningful than talking about 

recommended nutrient intake. The Alive and Thrive initiative, funded by the Bill and 

Melinda Gates Foundation, is a ñmulticountry, multiyear initiative aimed at developing 

large-scale program models for reducing child mortality and stunting through improved 

infant and young child feeding practicesò (Piwoz, Baker, & Frongillo, 2013, p. S143). It 

operates in Ethiopia, Bangladesh and Vietnam. During a scheduled set of counselling 

contacts, Alive and Thrive delivers advice on infant and young child feeding and 

preventative health practices. In Ethiopia it relies on health extension workers and 

trained volunteers, none of whom are receiving any financial incentives (Sanghvi, 

Martin, et al., 2013). 

1.3.7  Conclusion 

Childhood malnutrition has a long-lasting, indeed lifelong, impact on peopleôs capacity 

to fulfil their potential and on the burden of disease in adulthood. Even the next 

generation is affected through the compromised health status of women. Food deficit as 
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well as lack of nutritional diversity is accountable for the low nutritional status of 

children in Sub-Saharan Africa. 

Food culture in Africa is made up of a large variety of customs; yet the main 

components of family food show remarkable consistency: a starchy food representing 

the bulk of energy-intake accompanied by condiments made with spices, generally 

small amount of vegetables Animal-source foods are rarely available in many 

households. There is a strong tradition of reliance on wild plant foods and edible weeds, 

which can provide the nutrient diversity the staple foods lack. 

Households obtain food in rural Africa predominantly through agricultural activities. 

Rural livelihoods are highly vulnerable to climatic, political and economic conditions 

and are characterised by the low diversification of livelihood portfolios, exacerbating 

the householdsô exposure to events beyond their control. 

The degree of household food security, although defines the parameters, does not 

directly translate to the degree of nutritional security for children. Mitigating factors, 

such as cultural beliefs and practices, family hierarchy and the understanding of illness, 

have a great impact on childrenôs nutritional status. The research literature shows that 

one of the most significant of these factors is womenôs command over resources which 

are invested in their childrenôs health. Nonetheless, their access to and command over 

resources is problematic because of the generally low socio-economic status of women 

in African communities, and due to cultural and religious rules. 



 43 

Feeding practices of infants consistently differ from the universally recommended 

guidelines; while it is clearly not the case of óonly if they knewô, our understanding of 

the reasons for these behaviours is limited (Vaahtera et al., 2001).  

One type of response by local and international NGOs and aid organisations to 

malnutrition is nutritional interventions. The literature stresses the short-term and 

incomplete nature of the success of these initiatives, and points to the conflict between 

their focus on the immediate, and the familiesô needs for enduring strategies for risk-

management. Agricultural programmes promoting diversification and conservation 

farming have shown remarkable success, although their coverage is limited. 

The review of literature suggests that the potentially key importance family food could 

play in addressing and preventing child malnutrition is largely overlooked. Holding this 

as the main thread of inquiry, my research will explore the strategic associations, as 

seen by the local community, between childrenôs nutritional status and the determinants 

of food availability, access and utilisation, and the opportunities for change in achieving 

better food and nutrition security for infants and young children. 
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1.4  Personal and professional motivation 

This study set out the ambitious goal of reaching a better understanding of the factors of 

child undernutrition in poor households, with the aspiration that within some of these 

factors opportunities could be found for positive change, with small adjustments that 

would work within the constraints of poverty, within the given historic, climatic and 

cultural environment.  

The research idea was fed by many small and larger experiences: witnessing how 

people, including myself, make decisions about caring for young children, and 

interrogating and reflecting on what is behind these decisions. I grew up and gave birth 

to my first child in socialist Hungary, and, while living in the United States, my second 

child was born in New York City. These two experiences of the medical and lay culture 

around how to feed and look after infants and young children were in almost complete 

opposition that could not be explained merely by the time that had passed. I also had 

opportunity to observe the range of my (mostly professional) friendsô attitude and 

practices, and marvelled at the differences in principles and priorities. Working in very 

remote Central Australian communities I encountered yet another fundamentally 

different child rearing paradigm. 

What was first curiosity became a deeper intellectual interest and inspired me to take a 

further step on the path consisting of series of choices in how I engaged with the world 

as a professional woman, privileged in education, secure in livelihood, grown up with 

ideals of community interest and confronted by the contrasts in what was, often 
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uncritically, seen as an acceptable, a desirable, or a rightfully sanctioned reality by 

people around me. 

The second half of the year 2009 found me in Maradi, a large regional town in the 

middle of the West African country of the Republic of Niger, working as a volunteer 

with a group of local women and Australian development workers on a project to create 

a porridge mix that could improve the complementary and weaning food infants were 

receiving. Then and there the nebulous research idea gained definition and by enrolling 

into a Higher Degree by Research programme, the journey of exploration took on a 

structure with a plan, funding, equipment and expected outcomes. 

My background is neither in nutrition nor in anthropology, and before this study I had 

little experience working in Africa, or in less developed countries in general. I pursued a 

career in architecture for many years before I decided to follow my interest in 

community and international development. But I believe that as an experienced architect 

I brought skills to the field in building personal relationships and in project 

management. Another skill set I brought into this investigation was the result of 12 

years of working with Australian Aboriginal people, mostly in remote locations, in 

community development roles. The lessons learnt through this vastly cross-cultural 

engagement were enormous and, although I cannot claim that I understand that world, I 

learnt to respect it and to be comfortable with this ónot-understandingô. 

Literature review filled huge holes in my knowledge, proposal writing tamed the unruly 

and broad interest to focussed and practical research questions, and I was exceedingly 

fortunate to find support for my field work through an international NGO in Australia 
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and in Ethiopia. The following pages describe many of the details of this journey, every 

moment of which was intellectually and emotionally enriching, more than I hoped for. 
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1.5  The structure of the thesis 

The thesis is divided to three parts. 

The first part describes the starting points of the journey and consists of two chapters 

and it establishes the issues and questions in the centre of the study, and then describes 

how the answers were sought. 

Chapter 1   Introduction 

The chapter starts with outlining the significance this research and describes the study 

objectives and research questions. This is followed by a review of the literature, which 

focuses on the subjects of child malnutrition, food customs, rural food systems and 

livelihoods, and food security and nutrition-related interventions. The chapter concludes 

with the professional and personal interests that motivated me to complete this study. 

Chapter 2   Methodology  

This chapter introduces the philosophical orientation and methodological approach of 

the study, and presents the conceptual framework that underpins the analysis and 

discussion of the findings. Description of the details of the study design, including 

strategies for sampling, data generation and analysis is followed by a discussion of 

trustworthiness and transferability, and research ethics. 
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The second part of the thesis consists of five chapters, each presenting my findings. 

Based on observation, interview, group discussion and secondary data these chapters 

describe aspects of the historic, physical, social, cultural and economic environment that 

impacted on the food and nutrition security of young children. 

Chapter 3   Context: The people and the place 

In this contextual chapter an overview of the climate and topography of the study site is 

followed by an outline of the history of the Wolayta people. The settlement history and 

the institutions and facilities of the community are portrayed. The chapter concludes 

with the description of the households participating in the study. 

Chapter 4   Context: Livelihoods, society and development 

This chapter introduces further contextual elements. It starts with describing the 

livelihoods in the villages at the study site, proceeds to the portrayal of the social and 

cultural fabric households exist, and ends with brief introduction of the development 

programmes operating in the study area. 

Chapter 5   What did families eat? Food ingredients and technology 

This is the first of the two chapters dedicated to the description of aspects of family 

food. It is an account of the sources and preparation of food families eat on ordinary 
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days during the year, and includes issues of seasonality, food shortages and dietary 

diversity. 

Chapter 6   How did families eat? Cultural and social ingredients 

This chapter investigates the social and cultural aspects of family food. It describes the 

customs of meal sharing and the cultural explanations of food choices and avoidances. 

The chapter concludes with an account of food used in exceptional circumstances. 

Chapter 7   Childrenôs food: the social and economic factors contributing to infant and 

child feeding practices 

This chapter begins with the description of infants and young child feeding practices. 

This is followed by an account of the knowledge and cultural norms that underpin these 

practices, and of the place designated to children and their well-being in the hierarchy of 

priorities within the household. 

The final part of the thesis consists of two chapters, which discuss and draw conclusions 

based on the findings. 

Chapter 8   Discussion 

This chapter discusses the implications of the studyôs findings in the context of the 

academic and professional literature. Utilising the conceptual framework developed for 
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the study, this chapter focuses on the three dimensions of young childrenôs food and 

nutrition security: availability, access and utilisation. 

Chapter 9   Conclusions and recommendations 

Reviewing the research question and the objectives of the study, this chapter 

summarises the key points of findings, and presents some recommendation for practice 

and further research. 



  

CHAPTER 2  

METHODOLOGY 
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The following chapter outlines the development of the research design of this study and 

describes how it was carried out. I introduce the theoretical background of methodology 

decisions and the conceptual framework that developed in synergy with the design and 

emergence of findings. Methods and practice of generating and analysing data, working 

with the field research team and participants, and the subjects of trustworthiness, 

transferability and research ethics are also discussed. 

 

2.1  The philosophical orientation of the study and its links to 

theoretical traditions 

My philosophical orientation marked out my affinity to certain theoretical traditions and 

simultaneously, as I studied them, these traditions influenced my philosophical stance. 

ñInquiry is always political and moralò writes Denzin (2009, p. 155). The choices of 

theory and methodology social researchers make are informed and inspired by their 

worldview (Corbin & Strauss, 2008, p. 89). Central to the worldview I brought to this 

research was my awareness of, and concern for issues of social structure, gender and 

environment. I was also aware that in the focus of this study was a population and place 

where social structure, gender roles and power, and political and physical environment 

represented constraints and opportunities fundamentally different from those I have 

encountered before. 
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Gilgun writes that researchers who study social problems, regardless whether they work 

in the qualitative or quantitative paradigm, ñfor the most part want to contribute to their 

solutionsò (2012, p. 89). This philosophical stance, which Nicholls (2009a) describes as 

the radical or critical perspective, underlies the aspiration that this research not only 

furthers the understanding of the phenomenon it investigates, but  it also contributes to 

the change process. Critical social theory also recognises that culture and society are 

products of a constructive process, that the viewpoints are divergent, and that the 

research dialogue is not one-way: the researcher-participant relationship is collaborative 

and the participants are not ósubjectsô (Angrosino, 2007). This study interrogated the 

social and cultural processes that shaped infant and young child feeding practices at the 

study site, with methods that allowed for the emergence of differing perspectives and 

shared discoveries. 

Citing the example of Rajendra Singh, a well-known Indian water conservationist, 

Poonamallee argues that research that aims to foster collective action for social change 

should not assume that participants have ñnothing to offer to help themselvesò. The 

approach of affirmative assumption opens the way for discovering wisdom and capacity 

that may be hiding, for example, under ñdecades or centuries of dust from colonial 

influenceò (Poonamallee, 2009, p. 75). In their paper on social representations theory, 

Flick and Foster argue a similar point regarding the construction of knowledge: ñ[social 

representations theory] maintains that common sense or lay understandings are all too 

often denigrated and seen as inferior to other forms of knowledge such as scientific or 

expert knowledgeò (2008, p. 196). My assumption was that the millennia-old 
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knowledge underpinning the local food culture and child rearing practices was valuable 

and that this knowledge needed to be acknowledged and utilised. 

ñDevelopment and feminism share philosophies of transformationò, write Cornwall, 

Harrison and Whitehead (2008). This study relates to feminist research in its change 

agenda and the awareness of gender issues, which guided much of the study design, data 

collection and analysis. While it is not focused on ñuncover[ing] the pervasiveness of 

gendered thinkingò, it intends to ñuncover the ways in which women negotiate the 

world and the wisdom inherent in such negotiationò (Seibold, 2000, p. 152). The 

assumption underpinning the focus on women was that it was their role to prepare food 

for the family and look after the young children; therefore their experiences are central 

to this inquiry. While this assumption proved to be fundamentally correct, the particular 

gendered reality of the study site was in many ways different from my assumptions and 

from examples described in academic and development literature. 

ñFeminism has long concerned itself with the conditions under which knowledge is 

producedò states Southgate (2012, p. 135). While acknowledging research as a political 

process with direct links to activism, the feminist perspective supports a scientifically 

valid approach (Gatenby & Humphries, 2000). The stance of feminist research, which 

ñrequires that we re-think the validity of research as process and knowledge-creatorò (p. 

90), challenging the claim of neutrality of science and its ógender blindnessô, resonated 

with my views about the legitimacy and mandate of knowledge creation, the power of 

the researcher and the use of research outcomes. The asymmetry of power between the 

participants and researcher is described succinctly by Benatar: ñ[w]hile researchers are 
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generally privileged people many research subjects are among the most vulnerable in 

our world, living under the worst conditions of deprivation and exploitationò (Benatar, 

2002, p. 1131). 

This asymmetry applied to my study in many ways: I was setting the research agenda; I 

was authorised to allocate the resources; I could decide about timeline and planning and, 

if it became too difficult, I could have withdrawn from the project with no more injury 

than to my career and self-esteem. More importantly I, the researcher, adopted a 

position of óknowingô and set out to give voice to the researched (Angrosino, 2007), and 

by stating that I would represent their voices I assumed ñthe power to tell their story and 

to have the last word on how they will be representedò (Madison, 2005, p. 33). 

Gilgun warns that, as positioning research in a change agenda may bias their work, in 

order to produce credible findings researchers must ñseparate any desires they have for 

social reform from the standards they followò, and have to reflect on their own beliefs 

and ideologies (Gilgun, 2012, p. 89). Reflexivity is indispensable for gaining ñinsight 

and crucial scrutiny of the research processò, including the acknowledgement of the 

transformative impact of the research on the researcher herself (Liamputtong, 2009, p. 

9). This interplay is inherent in social research, considering that the researcher plays a 

significant part in the process, during which an exploration of ñboth the social 

construction of the research encounter and the research process as a lived experienceò 

take place (Seibold, 2000, p. 148). 

The theories brought into this discussion are some of the stepping stones on the path I 

walked contemplating the theoretical traditions my research needed to draw from and 
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build upon. Nicholls maintains that theories in research are ways ñof thinking about a 

problemò (2009a, p. 531): they are systems or means by which observations can be 

classified, phenomena linked and peopleôs thinking and behaviour explained. The 

philosophical orientation of this study, at the beginning no more than a set of intentions 

underpinned by personal values, gained definition from the purposeful consideration of 

the theories linked to its main elements. My reflections about the change agenda were 

supported by radical perspective and critical social theory and I considered inclusivity 

and collaboration in knowledge creation with its links to affirmative inquiry and social 

representations theory. Feminist and critical social theory approaches informed my 

understanding of the socially and culturally constructed gendered viewpoints and 

experiences of the study participants and myself as researcher. 

 

2.2  Research approach and methodology 

The research questions involved probing perceptions and attitudes; therefore required 

methodologies that allowed the individual experience and the subjective voice to be the 

main source of data. A qualitative approach was deemed appropriate, with its focus on 

process and its reliance on ñlocal analysis of particular individuals, events, or settings ... 

establishing general conclusions and address[ing] óhowô and ówhyô questions, rather 

than simply ówhetherô and óto what extentôò (Maxwell, 2010, p. 477). 

Qualitative research methodologies challenge the concept of a singular and objective 

reality and maintain that truth can be represented from a range of points, from the 
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subjective experience of an individual, to exploring how social structures guide our 

behaviour, and to our collective ways of giving meaning to phenomena in our lives 

(Nicholls, 2009a). My investigation of profoundly cultural, often unquestioned and 

personal aspects and experiences of everyday life, required inquiry processes well suited 

for the examination of the complex array of factors. Qualitative inquiry met this need 

with methodologies that support the development of a better understanding of the 

interpretations communities and individuals attach to intricate concepts (Liamputtong, 

2009). 

Within the disciplinary traditions of qualitative research, this study is placed in the field 

of nutritional anthropology. Although anthropologists have a long history of interest in 

health and illness, as well as in food culture, nutritional anthropology has only 

developed into a discrete area of inquiry in the 1970s (Dufour, Goodman, & Pelto, 

2013; Mintz & Du Bois, 2002). There has been an increasing presence of 

anthropological expertise in health development programmes, mainly due to the 

recognition that more attention needs to be paid to health education and behavioural 

change, necessitating better understanding of the social and cultural dimensions of 

disease and health (Manderson, 1998). Expanding anthropological perspectives on 

nutrition, and their application for particular contemporary nutrition problems, reflect 

the growing interest in understanding the complex human experience of food (Dufour et 

al., 2013). 

ñ[N]utritional anthropology is fundamentally concerned with understanding the 

interrelationships of biological and social forces in shaping human food use and the 
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nutritional status of individuals and populationsò (Pelto, Dufour, & Goodman, 2013, p. 

1). Its interest in how culture and biology intersect, specifically how a ñmeal is 

transformed to nutrientsò (Dufour et al., 2013, p. vii), is congruent with my research 

objectives. Ethnographic methods are often applied in studies in the field of nutritional 

anthropology (Pelto et al., 2013). 

Ethnography documents ñpeopleôs idea systems (knowledge, mores, values, emotions)ò, 

as well as their behaviours and actions (Pelto, 2013, p. 23), describing their perspective 

from within the context of their culture (Liamputtong, 2009). Angrosino (2007) 

maintains that the particular benefits of ethnographic methods stem from their utility in 

studying social issues and behaviours that are not well understood, and in giving voice 

to peopleôs own perspective. As this study explored how people thought about, took 

action and reflected on the outcomes of their actions in regard to a specific health issue 

in a particular population, the choice of ethnography as methodology appeared 

appropriate. 

Morse (cited in Pelto, 2013) argues that qualitative health research should be considered 

a discipline in its own right, and that ethnography is a means to access and document 

the health-related beliefs and practices of a culture. What gives significance to 

qualitative health research and health ethnograpy is that neither the traditional approach 

to ethnomedicine, with its inquiry into the ñabstract system of cultural ideas é. 

generally without regard to actual behavioursò, nor quantitative surveys which produce 

information that is unfit to represent an òintegrated system of thought and decision 

makingò (Pelto & Pelto, 1997, p. 154), are adequate for research aimed at understanding 
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the cultural models of health-seeking and its main elements of knowledge, beliefs and 

attitude. My study was concerned with health issues that are not generally perceived as 

illness: stunting and chronic malnutrition, and the exploration of the local construction 

of well-being and illness contributed significant information.  

This research took place in a culture distant from my own; however, it explored a 

distinctly common domestic topic: everyday family food. Approaching it from various 

points of views, the studyôs ultimate focus is chronic malnutrition in young children. 

The research design for this study considered several principles of focussed 

ethnography, outlined by Pelto and Pelto (1997). At the centre of this study was a 

specific health issue in a well-defined population and setting and the research questions 

were specific and focussed for theoretical modelling. The initial steps of data gathering 

involved establishing an understanding of the local terminology of related concepts, and 

I engaged and trained local field workers for structured data gathering, both of which 

Pelto and Pelto consider critical to the collecting emic data. Finally, data included 

observed everyday phenomena, so cultural statements and behaviours could be 

compared and connected. 

 

2.3  Research design 

The design of this ethnographic study provided for a range of strategies for generating 

data throughout 12 months spent in the field. Field work was carried out in two phases; 

in the ten months of the first phase, between April 2011 and February 2012, I obtained 
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local research approval, learnt basic Amharic and Wolaitta, and collected the main body 

of the data. In March and April 2013, I returned to the field for further data, credibility 

checks and reciprocal community feedback. Details of the methods and strategies used 

for these activities are described in subsequent sections. 

The research design was shaped to enable the collection of emic data: it allowed for 

extensive time spent in the field and placed a special focus on understanding local 

culturally-based perceptions, attitudes and explanations concerning the broad topic of 

food and nutrition of families and children. Engagement with a team of cultural mentors 

and field assistants ensured the collection and interpretation of information from various 

local sources. The rich fabric of data included observed and reported behaviour, as well 

as accounts of social norms and values, history and change, and specific knowledge 

relating to food and health.  Considerations of the local cultural values and the context 

of the physical and socio-economic environment were essential aspect of the 

investigation. 

Triangulation is an important strategy for ensuring rigour (Liamputtong, 2009; Tracy, 

2010). The study design allowed for methodological triangulation through multiple 

methods of data generation (Liamputtong, 2009; Pelto, 2013). Data came from a variety 

of sources and was generated by a diverse range of methods including observation, 

interviews, group discussions, food recall and secondary data. Information was 

documented in a variety of forms, for example, photographs, voice recordings, field 

notes, reports and statistics. This strategy of data triangulation ensured a ñbroader and 

more secure understanding of the issuesò under investigation (Maxwell, 2005, p. 94). 
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The combination of thematic and contextual methods of data analysis provided another 

triangulation process. Concerns of validity and quality are discussed in a later section.  

Figure 1 represents the main steps in the study development and process. 

CONCEPTUALISING

+

LITERATURE REVIEW

+

RESEARCH DESIGN

CONSOLIDATION OF DATA

+

DATA ANALYSIS

+

PRELIMINARY FINDINGS

ITERATIVE WRITING 

AND REVIEW

FIELD WORK PHASE 1:

ITERATIVE DATA 

COLLECTION

FIELD WORK PHASE 2: 

MEMBER CHECK AND 

FEEDBACK

 

Figure 1  The research process 

 

 

2.4  Conceptual framework  

The following section introduces the conceptual framework that was developed for this 

study. Maxwell considers conceptual frameworks as fundamental in qualitative research 

design, giving them a broad definition of ñthe system of concepts, assumptions, 

expectations, beliefs, and theories that supports and informsò research (2005, p. 33). 

The conceptual framework for this study evolved throughout the research process; the 

theoretical scaffolding metamorphosed more than once and it gained its fully-formed 

shape during the final analysis and writing stages. Before I present the conceptual 
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framework I start with the definition of the ways some key concepts are used in its 

development, as well as throughout this thesis. 

2.4.1  Definitions of family food, food systems, food and nutrition security 

The term of ófamily foodô in this study covers all food items members of a household 

consume regardless of age, season or the function of the meal. This definition allows for 

the inclusion of all meals in the exploration of the links between food for children and 

for all other household members. 

In the context of family food, food system is a recurring concept. Food systems include 

all aspects of the processes and infrastructure that are involved with providing food for a 

population, such as food production, processing and storage, transport, marketing and 

consumption, food-related waste management, as well as research and education. Food 

systems are influenced by the social, political, economic and environmental context 

they operate in (Ericksen, 2008; Renzaho & Mellor, 2010). 

Food systems, household food security and the nutrition security of individuals and 

families are intimately connected. Until recently the food security literature focussed 

primarily on caloric intake, assuming that suitable energy intake would amount to an 

adequate supply of all other nutrients. The Rome Declaration of the 1996 World Food 

Summit introduced additional measures to food security: ñfood security exists when all 

people, at all ti mes, have physical, social and economic access to sufficient safe and 

nutritious food, which meets their dietary needs and food preferences for an active and 

healthy lifeò (World Food Summit, 1996). Food is considered in a broad sense, and 
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includes any substance that people eat and drink to maintain life and growth, including 

safe and clean water. A FAO document extends the concept of sufficiency to include 

utilisation: ñ[f]ood security is achieved, if adequate food (quantity, quality, safety, 

socio-cultural acceptability) is available and accessible for and satisfactorily utilized by 

all individuals at all times to live a healthy and happy lifeò (Gross, Schoeneberger, 

Pfeifer, & Preuss, 2000, p. 4, original spelling). 

Although the above definition stresses the significance of nutritious food that meets 

dietary needs, in more recent professional and development literature the concept of 

nutrition security was added to the definition of food security. In a holistic approach to 

food and nutrition security, the latter is defined as: ñadequate nutritional status in terms 

of protein, energy, vitamins, and minerals for all household members at all timesò 

(Weingärtner, 2005, p. 4), emphasising that the combination of the two concepts 

provides a more complete description of the global aspiration. 

Maxwell and Smith argue that household food security is a necessary but not sufficient 

prerequisite of adequate nutrition; that nutritional status is also affected by ñcaring 

capacity, health and environmental conditions, as well ....as past nutritional historyò 

(1992, p. 48). In other words, ñavailability does not assure access, and enough calories 

do not assure a healthy and nutritional dietò (Pinstrup-Andersen, 2009, p. 5). While 

acknowledging that household food security is the foundation of meeting childrenôs 

nutrition needs, the focus of this study is the nutrition security of children. I use the term 

nutrition security as an extension of food security, which encompasses all factors that 

are necessary for adequate nutritional status. 
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2.4.2  Adapting the household food security framework 

This research is placed at the intersection of household food security, a social, 

environmental, political and economic concept, and child nutrition, a concept located in 

the health field. In the development of a conceptual framework I studied some of the 

existing frameworks for household food security, as well as the ecological models of 

food and nutrition. 

The 1992 USAID framework of food security focused on three interrelated and essential 

elements of food security: the availability of, access to and utilisation of food (Mathys 

& Gardner, 2009).  More recently a fourth element was added to represent the 

dimension of time and sustainability. Food availability is related to the ñquantities of 

food from household production, other domestic output, commercial imports or food 

assistanceò (Mathys & Gardner, 2009, p. 1). Food access is associated with the 

adequacy of resources, ñdetermined by how well people can convert their various 

financial, political, and other assets into food, whether produced or purchasedò 

(Ericksen, 2008, p. 236). Utilisation is described as the food consumed through food 

choices, sharing and allocation, as well as its biological use and nutritional benefits. 

(Ericksen, 2008; Mathys & Gardner, 2009; Renzaho & Mellor, 2010). 

The fourth mainstay of food security, according to some authors, is stability (Gross et 

al., 2000): the householdôs ability to be food secure over time. The temporal dimension 

of household food security manifests in ñthe past (stable) food supply, the current food 

stores, and the anticipated future supply of food adequate to meet the nutritional needs 

of all household membersò (Gittelsohn, Mookherji, & Pelto, 1998, pp. 212-213). 
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Renzaho and Mellor (2010) extend the concept of stability beyond meeting needs: 

incorporating aspects of the DFID sustainable livelihood model (Krantz, 2001), they 

assert that the fourth pillar of food security is asset creation. 

The conceptual framework for household food and nutrition security, represented in a 

simple diagram in Figure 2, is dynamic: the three dimensions of availability, access and 

utilisation are represented as a flow of the physical food, and are affected by the fourth, 

the temporal element. 

  

 

 

 

 

Figure 2  Food and Nutrition Security 

(Source: Weingärtner, 2005, p. 5) 

I adapted the household food security framework, a variation of which has been used by 

several authors (Mathys & Gardner, 2009; Renzaho & Mellor, 2010; Woller et al., 

2011) as the conceptual framework for young childrenôs food and nutrition security. 

The adapted framework was useful for conceptualising and designing the research, 

organising the data and directing the findings and conclusions. Because of its dynamic 

nature it was also appropriate to represent the studyôs change-orientation, including the 
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local peopleôs critical assessment of their situation and their perceptions of the 

possibility of positive change. As well, it helped in the way I presented my preliminary 

findings to the community; in fact, it partially grew out of the need to take back these 

findings in a way that encouraged the community to assess my conclusions, respond to 

my recommendations and form some of their own. 

What sets the conceptual framework for childrenôs food and nutrition security apart 

from the household food security frameworks, is its scale and focus. Figure 3 on page 

67 is the diagrammatical representation of the conceptual framework developed for this 

study. The household food security frameworks treat households as an entity and, while 

they do not assume that all members of a food secure (or insecure) household equally 

benefit (or suffer), they do not concern themselves with intra-household differentiation. 

This study is concerned with young children who, because of their rapid growth, are the 

most vulnerable members of the household in terms of nutrition. Thus the focus of this 

framework is the child and not the household, and its scope is the household and not the 

population of a community or region; in other words it concentrates the inquiry on what 

is happening in the household concerning young childrenôs food and nutrition. 

It was essential that the breadth of the viewpoints was confined to what was useful to 

make sense of the data collected at household level. At the same time household level 

data was juxtaposed with contextual information from key people within the household 

and from beyond. I acknowledge that this perspective may leave out potential directions 

for investigation. However, I argue that the benefits gained from the intimacy of scale 

outweigh some loss of the wide vista and result in insightful conclusions. 
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Similarly to the household food security frameworks, the three main dimensions of the 

childrenôs food and nutrition security framework developed for this study, are 

availability, access and utilisation. These are the three dimensions of the physical flow 

of food and nutrients, and within this flow utilisation is limited and affected by what is 

accessible, while access is limited and affected by what is available. Underlying the 

three dimensions is a set of determinants and although the focus of the framework 

essentially remains within the household, it considers the primary factors that impact on 

the determinants. The characteristics of the resulting outcomes in terms of dietary 

quality and practices, relevant to each dimension, are clustered around the themes that 

emerge from the data, and the opportunities identified for positive change complete the 

framework. 

The dimension of time, a central element in the household food security frameworks 

either represented as stability (Woller et al., 2011) or asset creation (Renzaho & Mellor, 

2010), is considered in the childrenôs food and nutrition framework as well. However, I 

found it more useful to use the temporal lens in the investigation of each of the three 

dimensions, and assess the different cyclic and progressive changes to each dimension 

according to their significance. 

 



  

 

Figure 3 Adapted framework for children's food and nutrition security    

6
7
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2.5  Site, population, sample 

In this section the grounds for the selection of the particular site and sample frame 

for the study are explained, followed by a discussion of the sampling techniques 

used and the main characteristics of the various groups of participants. Data was 

generated in a typical rural area, where it was likely that information from 

households as well as other participants yields results that would be, if not wholly 

generalisable for Ethiopia, useful for professional practice and further research. 

2.5.1  Research site and sample frame 

Two villages in Humbo Wereda, Wolayta Zone, in the Southern Nations, 

Nationalities and Peoples Region of Ethiopia, were selected as research sites. The 

sites and the sample frame represented a typical population for the issues of interest 

in this study. 

As the 2007 census data demonstrates, 83.9% of Ethiopiaôs population was rural 

(Central Statistical Agency [Ethiopia] & ICF International, 2012). Their main 

livelihood was dependent on rain-fed agriculture and many regions were affected by 

regular periodic food shortages and high rates of chronic child malnutrition. 

Several reasons led me to the exploration of the research questions in a rural area. In 

households and communities relying predominantly on agriculture, there is a more 

direct connection between dietary diversity and livelihood. Interrogating this 

connection is more likely to yield information about those factors that, beyond cash 

poverty, affect child nutrition, than would urban households where cash income is 

the main resource supporting access to food. As well, rural areas are less supported 
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by health and other services, requiring a greater degree of self-reliance of people in 

terms of health-seeking decisions. A range of data in Table 3 illustrates the 

difference for access to health care services between urban and rural areas in 

Ethiopia, compared to the Southern Nations, Nationalities and Peoples Region 

(SNNPR), the state in which Wolayta Zone is located. 

 
Table 3  Access to health services by location 

Access to service, % Urban Rural SNNPR 

Met family planning needs 52.5 23.4 25.0 

Women's access to doctor during pregnancy and birth 21.1 2.6 2.1 

Live birth home delivery in last five years 49.9 95.4 93.5 

No postnatal checkup, including those after 41 days 64.9 95.7 93.2 

Children age 12-23 months received all basic vaccinations 48.1 20.4 24.1 

Children with fever accessed health care facility or provider13 37.8 22.4 23.6 

Children with diarrhoea accessed health care facility or provider 53.5 29.2 31.0 

(Source: Central Statistical Agency [Ethiopia] & ICF International, 2012) 

The site was also chosen for the presence of ongoing development programmes 

implemented jointly by World Vision Ethiopia and World Vision Australia. These 

organisations have expressed strong interest in sharing the results of the study. 

World Vision Ethiopia had been implementing a nutrition education programme in 

the area for two years prior to my field work, and the study generated useful 

information in the assessment of their programme impact, especially the behavioural 

change communication approach on child feeding practices. In addition, at the study 

site World Vision Australia and World Vision Ethiopia were implementing a 

reforestation initiative, financed by the World Bank as an emissions trading project 

under the Kyoto Protocolôs Clean Development Mechanism scheme, and the some 

of the studyôs findings were relevant for assessing the projectôs impact on food 

                                                 
13

 Excludes pharmacy, drug vendor/store, shop, and traditional healer 
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security. The research site, and its history and people are described in Chapter 3: The 

people and the place. 

2.5.2  Sample size 

ñ[Q]ualitative studies are not designed to be representative in terms of statistical 

generalizabilityò (Pope, Ziebland, & Mays, 2000, p. 115). This study employed a 

small but strategically and meaningfully selected sample (Liamputtong, 2009). The 

in-depth nature of the study required the development of ongoing and trusting 

relationships with the participants, therefore the household sample size was 

originally set to about 20 households. This number increased significantly during 

field work for more than one reason. Firstly, the Ethiopian Health and Nutrition 

Research Institute recommended an increased sample size before granting ethics 

approval, presumably due to their greater familiarity with quantitative research. The 

second increase happened once field work started: during our first explorative stage 

we approached a larger number of households than the sample required, expecting 

negative responses. However, nearly all households agreed to participate, and 

several additional households sought to take part as the interest the study generated 

in the village grew. 

The recruitment of additional participants followed the criteria of purposive and, 

later on, theoretical sampling, details of which are discussed below. In addition to 

households the sample included over 20 non-household participants for individual 

interviewing, and several people were interviewed more than once. The thorough 

information and consent process that was carried out prior to the engagement of 

participants is presented in the Research Ethics section. 
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Table 4 shows the number of participants and activities during the two field work 

periods. The discrepancy regarding the total numbers of participants is explained by 

the different levels of engagement with the data collection activities: not all 

households participated in all forms of data collection, and in many instances 

observations and interviews were carried out more than once with the same 

participant. 

Table 4  Participant and data collection activity numbers
14

 

  

Main data collection period Feedback period 

  

Village 1 Village 2 Other Total Village 1 Village 2 Total 

N of 
households 
participated 

HH observation 13 3 0 16       

interviewing 17 14 0 31       

group 
discussion 

17 11 0 28 26 20 46 

N of 
households in 
the study 

 
31 20   51 26 20 

46        
(none 
new) 

N of non-
household 
participants 

interview 7 8 9 24 5 3 
8                
(5 

new) 

N of times data 
collection 
activities 
occurred 

HH observation 28 8 0 36 0 0 0 

interviewing 28 25 27 80 13 11 24 

group 
discussion 

4 2 0 6 4 4 8 

 

2.5.3  Sample selection 

Qualitative inquiry seeks to learn not the distribution of experience or processes but 

rather insight into their nature and interpretation (Liamputtong, 2009; Nicholls, 

2009b), therefore, qualitative studies have their unique strategies for sample 

selection. The main sampling strategy employed in my study was purposive 

sampling with criteria. The key criteria were that participants share the experiences 

and processes my study explored (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2007). The sample 
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 There is overlap between the activities and participants, which explains discrepancy regarding the 

total numbers of participants 
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included members of village households, local leaders and professionals. Beyond the 

criteria, participant selection followed the advice of the group of local advisers. 

While the initial sampling was guided by the literature review and research design, 

as the field work progressed sampling strategies were extended through theoretical 

sampling. Theoretical sampling implied that the selection of new participants was 

directed by the patterns emerging from the data, and prompted by the need to 

include further perspectives. Gibbs and co-authors consider this ñguided sample 

selection ... a strength of qualitative sampling ... aimed at steadily intensifying 

understanding of the research problemò (2007, p. 542). 

Beyond sampling strategies involving households and key informants, data 

collection had additional sampling dimensions: temporal and spatial. Seasonal 

variations in food availability, as well as the small differences in observable 

behaviour as infants and children grew, justified the length of time spent in the field. 

Geographic differences between the two villages illuminated some aspects of 

economic, environmental and social barriers; for example, climatic variations, road 

access, distance to market and forest and access to health services. 

The population of the two villages was relatively homogenous in terms of social and 

economic indicators: it was, for the most part, a single ethnic group, predominantly 

Protestant Christian, with high levels of poverty and low educational attainment. 

During field work I documented indicators that described the householdôs socio-

economic profil e, including asset ownership, size, level of family membersô 

education, religion, location within the village and social network. I introduce the 

characteristics of the site and the participants in Chapter 3. 
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Household sample for observation and interviewing 

The largest sample group was the household participants. For this category I 

approached families with at least two children under the age of five years, one of 

whom was between the age of 6 and 24 months at the beginning of the field 

research, and assumed to be receiving complementary food. Households with more 

than one young child were expected to yield observational and interview data about 

factors affecting the feeding of infants and children of different ages, in the context 

of competing needs. Household participants could choose to take part in one or more 

activities: observations, individual interviews and group discussions. 

Under-fives, and in particular children in transition from breast milk to family food, 

are considered exceptionally vulnerable in the child health and nutrition literature 

(Neumann et al., 2004). The WHO (World Health Organization, 2002) recommends 

that complementary food is introduced to breastfed infants at six months of age. 

Although new research suggests that the global recommendations of the WHO 

guidelines fail ñto allow for the different problems encountered in the industrialised 

nations compared with economically developing countriesò (Foote & Marriott, 2003, 

p. 488), the local custom at the research site, which essentially aligned with the 

WHO guidelines, justified the criteria regarding childrenôs age in the sample. 

Beyond the main criteria of having at least two children of specific age, households 

were included for maximum diversity: male- and female-headed households, as well 

as households with and without land or vegetable garden, and from different religion 

and socio-economic strata. 
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In each household the main informant was the person directly responsible for caring 

for the young children. Usually this was their mother, although in two households it 

was their grandmother. Individual interviews were also conducted with some of the 

fathers in the participating households. In reality, however, observations and 

individual interviewing often turned out be quite social, with several household 

members and neighbours watching our work and occasionally contributing their own 

perspective. As my aim was to develop the best possible understanding of behaviour 

and thinking about what and how children are fed, excluding other household 

members from giving information would have limited the diversity of perspectives. 

The presence of non-participants during data collection seemed mostly a beneficial 

factor, putting the participants at ease; however, we tried to make sure that, as much 

as local customs allowed, it was their choice. In many of the households the various 

activities of data generation were carried out multiple times. 

In the first stage of field work 12 families were included in one of the villages and 

nine in the other. Through theoretical sampling the number of participating 

households was extended to 31 and 20 respectively. During feedback and validation 

process, in my second visit of the research site, no new households were recruited. 

Group discussion participants 

Group discussion participants were selected on the same principles described above, 

but many of them were from households that did not take part in observation and 

individual interviews. This did not only increase the diversity of perspectives but 

prevented people from becoming disinterested or being subjected to jealousy. 
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A culturally appropriate way of recruiting participants for group discussions became 

apparent over the initial weeks of observations. The strategy utilised the already 

functioning neighbourhood or extended family groups, rather than selecting group 

participants individually, building ñupon the social networks that operate in a natural 

settingò (Dawson, Manderson, & Tallo, 1993, p. 2). While this required that I give 

up some control over recruitment, the participants thus invited still met the essential 

criteria of sharing the experiences and concerns my study inquired about, and the 

discussion sessions attracted representative and diverse groups. 

During the data collection period, six group discussions exploring three main topics 

took place, with a total number of 28 participants, some of whom attended two 

discussions. Of the 28, ten people were not from households where I conducted 

observations or interviews. During the feedback and validation period 56 people 

formed four groups, each attending two group discussions (a total of eight). Forty-

six of the 51 households that participated in the main data collection activities were 

represented in these discussions. 

Non-household participants 

Non-household participants included elders, agricultural and health extension 

workers, traditional healers and birth attendants, as well as local small business 

entrepreneurs, government bureaucrats and NGO project workers including WVE 

staff. Informants were also recruited from the leadership of each village, including 

the elected village head and leaders of associations. 
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The sampling strategy was a mixture of purposive, convenience and snowball 

sampling, and required the participantsô collaboration and availability in both 

vill ages and in the regional centre. A total of 22 individuals participated in 

individual interviews throughout the main data collecting period, some more than 

once. During feedback and validation I recruited five additional non-household 

interviewees. 

2.6  Research relationships 

Relationships in the research site often embrace several groups of people. In my case 

this included field and Head Office staff of World Vision Ethiopia (WVE), my 

research team members, and the various categories of participants. The steps of 

building relationships were carefully negotiated through cultural, professional and 

ethical sensitivity (Bonnin, 2010; Liamputtong 2010). 

2.6.1  Entry to the field 

Entry to the field comprised of presenting my research, its goals and how I planned 

to conduct data collection, to each group of local stakeholders with the help of 

language assistants. Initial  community introductions to members of the village 

leadership, including representatives of government and village associations, 

religious leaders and professionals such as teachers and health care workers, were 

made by WVE field staff. Their local knowledge and familiarity with people was 

invaluable; however, I needed to consider this relationship carefully and make sure 

that I was not identified as a staff member as this would have distorted the field 

work process. 
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Qualitative researchers often rely on advice from local reference groups: exchanges 

between the reference group and researcher enhance the skills and understanding of 

both the researcher and the group member, regardless of a possibility of 

ñcomplexities and tensions alongside the undoubted benefitsò (Lewis et al., 2008, p. 

82). 

Beyond cross-cultural sensitivities, I needed to be aware of potential conflicts in 

ethical positioning in the highly politicised environment of the villages. Throughout 

my field work, but in particular during the first months, I tapped into the knowledge 

and wisdom of an informal reference group, formed of two WVE field staff, a 

womenôs representative in the village council, a health extension worker, and 

members of my research team. In lieu of a formal reference group, this informal 

group of advisers provided cultural mentoring and guidance on sampling and data 

collection strategies, and ensured that I was aware of power asymmetries and local 

politics. 

During the first three months I undertook structured language learning. I studied 

Amharic, the official language of Ethiopia, with up to four two-hour lessons a week 

and achieved some literacy, and enough use of the language to manage in shops and 

public transport, as well as basic personal interactions. I developed the capability to 

understand and speak words and terms, which were frequently used in my work and, 

occasionally, I was able to correct or refine the work of the language assistants. I 

also learnt some Wolaitta, the local language, mostly limited to greetings and other 

expressions used during social interactions, and to words and terms commonly used 

during interviews and observations. 
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2.6.2  Field support and facilitators 

In order to formalise my relationship with World Vision Ethiopia, a Memorandum 

of Understanding (MoU) was developed with the help of Dr Sisay Sinamo and the 

Legal Adviser of the WVEôs Head Office. This was approved and signed by WVEôs 

National Director and outlined both partiesô contributions, responsibilities and 

limitations. 

World Vision Ethiopia facilitated my field work in many ways. Dr Sisay Sinamo 

provided mentoring, and professional, practical and cultural advice. The Health and 

Nutrition Team allowed me to access reports and other documents essential for my 

study as secondary data. I received support with local transportation and obtaining 

visas and a SIM card, and was provided with a security briefing. WVE made 

accommodation and meals available in their compound at the research site and in the 

same compound they allocated an office for my project for the entire duration of my 

field work. 

Having a dedicated office was very helpful for our team of up to four people. While 

in the village there was no electricity, access to power in the office during office 

hours, supplied by a diesel generator, was a great asset. My equipment and notes 

were stored safely in the office to which I had the only key. 

A designated WVE staff member facilitated the recruitment of my Amharic teachers 

and most of the field team members, including the language and research assistants. 

He gave advice about our work arrangements, and followed up the team membersô 

performance. WVE field staff assisted in arranging meetings with wereda officials 

and in obtaining information relevant to the research. In the compound I was 
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continuously mentored with regards to local and national customs and events; this 

informal flow of information was instrumental for my grasp of the context of this 

inquiry. 

2.6.3  Team members 

Including members of the studied ethnic group in the research team, with the 

linguistic and cultural competence adequate for the targeted population, is 

fundamental for the trustworthiness and validity of data (Tsai et al., 2004). Many 

authors refer to local team members who fulfil the role of translators and interpreters 

as óbilingual research assistantsô (Squires, 2009). Bonnin uses the term ólanguage 

assistantô and stresses ñthe important role of language assistants in the process of 

fieldwork, [including] logistical and methodological concernsò (2010, p. 180). In 

this thesis I refer to members of the local research team alternatively as language 

assistants, research assistants or team members. Our team work was open and 

accommodating, and our roles were often elastic and rotated or extended to parts that 

were unforeseeable.  

The term óinterpreterô would misrepresent the qualifications of my research team 

members, as well as the wide range of ways they supported and assisted my study. 

In my field work it was not possible to employ qualified interpreters; indeed it was 

not possible to find any Wolaitta speaker not already in full employment, who spoke 

English at the level that was required for helping with my research. This made it 

necessary to work with two-step interpretation: Wolaitta-Amharic and Amharic-

English. 
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My English-Amharic language assistant worked full time and he was employed for 

eight months. I also worked with two part-time Amharic-Wolaitta language 

assistants, each employed for over four months, and two further English-Wolaitta 

language assistants, who held other full-time jobs and worked with me on a casual 

basis (see Image 1). It was an essential condition of their participation in my 

research that they did not give up other already existing responsibilities, including 

paid work or farm and household duties. 

Their work load, employment conditions and per diem was negotiated with the 

facilitation of WVE staff. They were paid a daily wage according to level of 

contribution and responsibilities, based on time sheets that recorded activities and 

time spent. At the end of our work together I prepared a reference letter for each 

team member, describing the on-job training they received and their responsibilities. 

I provided thorough training to each member of the team prior to the start of the data 

collection activities. This included learning about the project background and 

general project design, and about the methods and protocols of data collection. Other 

elements of the training were concepts of research ethics such as confidentiality and 

consent, interpreting and organising skills, as well as note taking, voice recording 

and photography. My main language assistant, whose English skills were very good, 

also helped training the other team members. 

All methods of data collection were directed by protocols and guides prepared by the 

research team. An essential aspect of the preparation of the observation, group 

discussion and interview guides was to make sure that the terms we used, as much as 

it was possible in the cross-cultural and cross-language circumstances, were 

understood to have the same meaning by all of us, including the participants. The 
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team membersô contribution to the development of these guides was essential in 

achieving what Squires refers to as óconceptual equivalenceô: it is not only of the 

literal meaning that is translated ñbut also how the word relates conceptually in the 

context ... a technically and conceptually accurate translated communication of a 

concept spoken by the studyôs participantò (2009, p. 278). 

The research assistants had a wide range of responsibilities. They translated written 

material such as project information and consent forms, organised the household 

visits, interview and group discussion appointments, and facilitated the project 

introduction and consent process. They worked as language interpreters during 

various activities and interpreted the voice recordings, took notes, controlled the 

voice recorder and took photographs. They played vital roles in the development of a 

glossary of local food ingredients and meals, carried out market observations and, as 

described earlier, provided general advice on cultural, economic, political and social 

matters. Every activity was subject to careful preparations in terms of roles and what 

we planned to achieve, as well as to reflexive debriefing afterwards. 

 

2.7  Methods of data generation 

Ethnography employs several methods of data generation. Historically, ethnographic 

fieldwork has been closely associated with participant observation, but it also utilises 

several other qualitative research methods. Some of the most frequently used 

methods are in-depth interviews, group interviews, life histories and, more recently, 

rapid assessment methods (Liamputtong, 2009; Pelto, 2013). The common features 
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of these methods are that data collection takes place in the ófieldô, the main data 

source is the local people, the method are semi-structured, flexible and interactive, 

and a variety of techniques and tools are utilised to elicit and record information. 

The primary data generating methods were utilised during my field work were 

observation, individual interviewing and group discussions. Guides, checklists and 

protocols were prepared in collaboration with the field research team for each of 

these activities (for examples of protocols see Appendix D and for examples of 

guides see Appendix E). The protocols outlined the roles of the team members, the 

main steps of approaching the participants, the consent process and the data 

collection techniques, the ways data were recorded, and the code of behaviour we 

needed to follow. The guides and checklists informed our data colleting activities 

with detailed description of the sort of information we were looking for, and were 

regularly reviewed and updated as the data collection process became more 

focussed. The group discussion guides and tools were revised based on data from 

observations and individual interviews. Similarly, individual interview questions 

were informed by the group discussions as the need for clarification or further 

reflection emerged, such as testing the behaviour models generated by the group 

discussions. Each data collecting session was followed by reflective debriefing 

between the team members. 

The following section outlines the rationale behind the decisions about strategies and 

techniques for data collection and analysis. It explains the reason for choosing each 

of the methods and how they fit together in a cyclic process. 
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2.7.1  The stages of data generation 

The activities of data collection and preliminary analysis were designed to happen in 

parallel, as each data generation method provided new information, new questions 

and more precise focus for the other. Data analysis was part of an iterative process, 

which included cycles of data collection and analysis, refining the research 

questions, and modifying the research instruments (Barbour & Barbour, 2003; 

Marshall & Rossman, 1999). 

Generating and analysing data for the study proceeded as a continuum, often a 

spiralling one, going over the same ground at a different angle, rather than a 

sequence of stages. However, the process had discrete elements and some of these 

followed each other in a specific succession. These steps included negotiating entry, 

training the research assistants, village walks with opportunities for chance 

conversations and informal introductions, the community information and consent 

process, the recruitment of household and non-households participants and the 

relevant household information and consent process, and finally the data generation 

activities. During a second visit to the field group discussions and additional 

interviews served as credibility checks and feedback. 

2.7.2  Observation 

Participant observation is one of the most important data-generating techniques upon 

which ethnographers rely (Liamputtong, 2009). Observation facilitates comparisons 

between stated and actual actions, and helps form inferences which interview data 

solely could not support (Endacott, 2005; Maxwell, 2005). Although the term 

óparticipant observationô suggests that the researcher becomes part of the study 

participantsô world, in reality most ethnographers live alongside the group they 
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observe ñlearning about the code of the social actorsò and interacting with the group 

members, yet do not live exactly how they do (Liamputtong, 2009, p. 156). óBeing 

thereô, as Pelto (2013) comments, facilitates formal and informal opportunities for 

data collection, observing activities and cultural behaviours. 

According to Adler and Adler (in Dwyer & Buckle, 2009), three ómembership rolesô 

exist for qualitative researchers engaged in observational methods; the main 

difference between these roles is in the level of engagement with the core activities 

of the group of interest. My role was that of the ñperipheral member researcherò: I 

did not take part in the participantsô lives, share their values and goals, or become 

ñfully affiliatedò in the participant groups during the course of the research (Dwyer 

& Buckle, 2009, p. 55). 

For this study the main objective of observations was to help understand the 

dimensions that contribute to child nutrition. These included the diversity and 

quantity of foodstuff available and accessible for families to include in their meals, 

behavioural factors around child feeding such as attention and direction, and the 

methods of food preparation that contribute to the accessibility of nutrients in the 

meals. Recording what was happening was not merely for the sake of description, 

but to assist in focussing the inquiry and supplying information for the interview and 

group discussion guides. 

Observation protocols and checklists were prepared for each observation scenario. 

The protocols defined each team memberôs role, and prescribed the sequence of the 

activity, for example, information ï consent ï household questions. Checklists for 

household observations assisted in recording items such as household and main 

informant identity, other people present, description of the environment and the 
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equipment used, recording the type of activity and length of time. Checklists were 

also prepared for market and farm work observations. The protocols and checklists 

were prepared, piloted and regularly reviewed with the help of the research 

assistants. 

Most of the observations took place in household compounds during the preparation 

and consumption of routine household meals, as well as meals on special occasions, 

covering formal main meals and snacks at different times of the day. Market places 

were visited in the Zonal capital Soddo, in the shire centre Tôabela, and in one of the 

villages; the other village included in my study did not hold markets. These 

observations allowed the charting of changes in food availability, as well as in 

prices, by season and customer base. A series of observations took place in 

compound gardens and farmlands to complement the interview data regarding food 

growing systems and seasons. 

Observations were carried out by a team of three: two language assistants and I (see 

Image 2 and 3). The field team needed to learn together how to make and record 

observations that were consistent, comparable and rigorous. With growing 

experience in observation we were increasingly able to reduce the impact of seeing 

through the filters of our own cultural and personal assumptions. As some of the 

lengthiest observations took place in kitchens, customarily the exclusive domain of 

women, the male language assistant was subject to much good-natured teasing. 

However, being the son of a cook, he was not unfamiliar with kitchen work and 

environment, and contributed to the field notes his own valuable observations. 

Household observations yielded detailed accounts of the ingredients and preparation 

methods of food items and meals, as well as the ways meals are shared and 
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consumed in the households. The field notes contain descriptions of the material 

environment in which the preparation and consumption of food took place, such as 

the houses, kitchens and furnishings, kitchen utensils and their use, as well as the 

explanations provided by the participants about these subjects. The path of the meals 

from the kitchen to the table, the customs of seating and meal sharing, and the rituals 

before and after eating were also recorded. Beyond my field notes, further notes 

were generated by my English-speaking language assistant, and an extensive archive 

of photographs recorded much detail of the local food customs. The cycles of 

farming work and the seasonality of food items were documented through market, 

farm and garden observations, and were recorded in field notes and photographs. A 

limitation to my data was that, for safety concerns, the only observations of the 

evening meals I carried out were outside the sample, with personal acquaintances. 

2.7.3  Individual interviews 

ñInterviews in social research are seen as óspecial conversationsôò (Liamputtong, 

2009, p. 42). They are universal strategies of qualitative research, especially when 

the focus of the study is the understanding of lived experience (Nicholls, 2009b), 

and they are conducted using a spectrum of question techniques from standardised 

questions to informal conversations (Patton, 1990). For the development of suitable 

and effective research instruments for interviewing it is vital to differentiate between 

the research questions and interview questions. While the former are about what the 

researcher wants to understand, the latter are the questions that are asked in order to 

achieve the understanding: the ñdevelopment of good interview questions ... requires 

creativity and insight, rather than a mechanical conversion of the research questionò 

(Maxwell, 2005, p. 92). 
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We needed to develop a óshared languageô for precise communication before 

interviewing commenced. This ólanguageô was a set of definitions that described the 

concepts and phenomena that were used, or emerged, in the course of the 

development of the interview guides and during data generation. They not only 

made a precise translation between English and Wolaitta more likely, but also 

allowed us to use terminology most suited to the given context and cultural 

sensitivities. 

From the wide range of techniques for individual interviewing the most appropriate 

ones for this study were semi-structured guided interviews and unstructured 

narratives. I did not use pre-designed research instruments such as questionnaires, as 

they have limited utility in the context of inductive learning (Morse & Richards, 

2002). For a period during household visits a few survey-type questions were asked 

that formed a semi-formal food recall; this is discussed below. 

In my field work I primarily used a general interview guide approach, working with 

a list of topics and wording the questions in each instance to suit the respondents and 

the context (Patton, 1990). This approach allowed for probing and clarifying 

questions as well. The ongoing adjustment of questions, however, was often difficult 

for the language assistants to grapple with, and subtle differences in the use of words 

were not translated precisely. In response to this the interview guides became more 

detailed and a certain number of standardised questions were included. This 

combination of strategies was necessary for the sake of language assistants, and for 

ascertaining the best possible accuracy of interviewing. 

Interviews provide more than words: the development of interviewing protocols that 

ensure the recording of non-verbal data is as critical as the questions or interview 
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guides. In her paper about the interpersonal dynamics of interviewing, Ewing (2006) 

cautions about the potential limitations of understanding between interviewee and 

researcher if the interaction records the spoken words only. Analysing the text that is 

thus produced by the interviewing process, researchers often lose key aspects of the 

negotiation of meaning and identity. Beyond prescribing the information and 

consent procedure preceding the interviews, interviewing protocols and checklists 

directed the team membersô attention to the circumstances of the process, such as the 

time and place the interview took place, as well as other people present and their 

verbal and non-verbal contributions. 

Different interview guides were prepared for the different types of participants: 

mothers, fathers, elders, professionals and village leaders. The interview guides were 

informed by other data generating activities and were pilot tested through translation 

and back-translation. As the field work progressed the guides were reviewed and 

amended regularly to accommodate new inquiries prompted by theories emerging 

from the data, or when data saturation was achieved in some topics. 

The interviews fulfilled more than one purpose: they elicited peopleôs perspectives 

on a set of topics, and they were used to seek explanations for what was observed. 

The topics included the norms, ideals and practices of breastfeeding, weaning and 

feeding of young children; how resources, in particular food, were directed towards 

children, and the motivating factors and decision-making processes surrounding 

resource allocation; the parentsô knowledge about links between food and illness; 

and the elements that contributed to the householdôs food and nutrition security. 

Detailed inquiry targeted food customs, household food security, farm and off-farm 

livelihoods, family power-dynamics, perceptions of health and child well-being, as 

well as the historic dimensions of these subjects. The interviews also inquired into 
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perceptions and attitudes about the necessity and possibility of change regarding the 

nutrition of children. 

A small number of unstructured interviews were conducted with grandparents, as 

well as traditional birth attendants and healers to record their reflections on social 

norms, customs and practices relating to the local food system and the nutritional 

security of young children, from a historic and professional perspective. Non-

household participant interviews were conducted with a variety of office bearers and 

professionals living and working in the villages. These interviews were semi-

structured and covered topics appropriate to the position of the participant. The main 

purpose of these interviews was to map social and economic relationships and to 

collect data helpful to describe the context of village lives. 

The interviews took place at an agreed time and in a location chosen by the 

participant. One or two language assistants, depending on the participantsô preferred 

language, assisted in the conduct of the interviews. At the end of each topic within 

the interview, a summary of what was recorded in my notes was read back to the 

participants to minimise the risk of misrepresentation. Field notes and, when the 

interviewees consented, voice recorders were used to document the interviews, 

including many non-verbal elements. 

2.7.4  Group discussions 

Focus group discussions, originally used in market research, are now essential 

methods in health and social science research. In qualitative research their primary 

function is to elicit and document the participantsô perspective on a particular issue, 

and to give voice to their perceptions, beliefs and interpretations (Barbour, 2005; 



90 

Bender & Ewbank, 1994). Data generated by group discussions is different from 

those yielded by group interviews: rather than answering the researcherôs or 

moderatorôs questions, group participants interact with each other as they explore a 

topic, and argue their point of view in a discussion that does not pressure them ñinto 

making decisions or reaching a consensusò (Liamputtong, 2009, p. 66). Group 

discussion data, however, needs to be treated with caution: as Pelto (2013) points 

out, it may reflect behavioural intentions and not necessarily actions. 

Dawson and co-authors (1993) consider focus group discussions invaluable for 

exploring health issues and testing new ideas. An indispensable outcome of the 

group discussions was the refining of the correct terminology relating to health, 

family food and feeding children so not only we all talked about the same thing but 

did it safely and with respect (Pelto & Pelto, 1997). During the primary data 

collection period, group discussions yielded exploratory data which was further 

explored in individual interviews. As well, they were vehicles to elicit responses to 

the conclusions and recommendations that I presented to the participants in the 

feedback phase of my field work. 

The topics of the discussions tested health beliefs and health-seeking behaviour, as 

well as perceptions of household food security and livelihoods. Childrenôs health 

and illness, and how these linked to food, was discussed, and participants debated 

over the nutritional value and particular importance of food items known and used 

locally, and the frequency they should be available for young children. Groups also 

examined household strategies for food security risk management and the need and 

opportunities for livelihood diversity. 
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Group discussions were organised along the customary coffee gatherings. At an 

agreed time a household participant invited and hosted her extended family 

members, friends and neighbours in her home. I provided all necessities: coffee 

beans, the customary snacks, sugar, salt and firewood, and the host prepared the 

coffee and food after the discussion finished ï a sequence that was devised by the 

group. 

Of the data generating methods, group discussions required the most thorough 

preparation. The research team developed detailed protocols and guides, and practice 

sessions were held prior to each group session to ensure the team membersô 

understanding of their roles and the use of tools. Group discussion tools included 

free listing and hypothetical scenarios about health and illness, market choices and 

income generation, as well as two sets of cards, used for pile sorting, prepared by the 

field research team. One of the sets listed 45 food items families used, or aspired to 

use, in meals. The other set of cards described 33 livelihood activities other than 

farming, but had potential in the villages. 

The dynamics of group sessions in a cross-language environment required four 

research workers (Dawson et al., 1993): the main facilitator, the language moderator, 

the translator and the observer. The key roles were the main facilitator, the language 

moderator (a Wolaitta speaker), the translator (a Wolaitta-English speaker, who 

could make herself available for the group discussions only) and the observer. 

Research assistants were trained to moderator, translator and observer tasks, and I 

alternated between the observer and main facilitator roles (see Image 4, 5 and 6). 

Each group session was recorded in two sets of field notes, by the main facilitator 

and the observer, as well as with two voice recorders. Summary of the discussion for 
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the participants, and a debriefing session for the research team followed each group 

discussion. In addition, translation and transcription of the recorded discussions of 

each group session was completed as a priority after each session. 

2.7.5  Dietary assessment methods 

The links between the adequacy of nutrition and dietary diversity, and between 

dietary diversity and household food security are well researched (Khor, 2008; 

Tontisirin et al., 2002). Furthermore, some authors suggest that dietary diversity is 

an indicator of household food security (Ruel, 2003; Smith, 2006). 

As referred to earlier, during the individual household interviews and observations 

several food recall and food frequency questions were asked. These covered the 

meals the families and children consumed on the day of, and during the day prior to, 

the data collection activity, as well as main food items consumed during the 

preceding seven days. The dietary assessment  methods recorded household food 

consumption in the period of two-three months after the maize harvest, after some of 

the major holidays but before household stocks were depleted. The purpose of these 

questions was to gain understanding of household food diversity and variety during 

times of no food shortage or unusual abundance. 

Another set of questions focussed on market purchases throughout the week prior to 

the interviews. These questions explored household decision-making and the 

prioritising of cash expenses, as well as assisted with triangulating the food recalls. 
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2.7.6  Secondary data 

Qualitative research often utilises documents. In written cultures written documents 

are often the depositories of ñwho we are and what we do as a peopleò (Nicholls, 

2009b, p. 643) although written documents, with the exception of historical research, 

are rarely used as the sole source of data in qualitative research; they instead supply 

complementary information (Endacott, 2005). Nicholls argues that documents, for 

the purpose of qualitative research, can be any form that conveys meaning, including 

texts, artwork, or objects that carry cultural significance. 

For this study statistical and descriptive information was collected and used to 

establish some of the contextual characteristics of the research site and population. 

These included demographic and health data, relevant government and NGO 

policies and reports, local maps, agricultural production statistics and calendars, and 

local history information, both oral and written. Descriptions of recipes for various 

meals, as well as of the methods, equipment and utensils used in agricultural 

production and domestic food preparation also formed a body of data that assisted in 

contextualising the main topic of the research. 

Many of the documents obtained and utilised as secondary data were publicly 

accessible such as the Ethiopian Demographic and Health Surveys and several UN 

and NGO reports. A number of other documents were available only due to my 

personal connection to the organisations or individuals who had command over 

them. These latter included programme and project planning and implementation 

documents, as well as reports of some of the development programmes operating in 

the research site, including the Gates Foundationôs Alive and Thrive initiative about 

infant and young child feeding practices, the Ethiopian National Nutrition Program 
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and National Nutrition Strategy and detailed information about microfinance 

institutions. 

2.7.7  Verification and feedback 

A second phase of field work took place one year after the data collection period 

ended. The main objectives of this field visit were to give and receive feedback on 

the key preliminary findings of the study. A series of group discussions, 

presentations and interviews gave me the opportunity to verify my results and 

conclusions, and to receive supplementary information that allowed additional 

triangulation of the data. These discussions also made it possible for the participants 

to engage with further steps of the study, beyond providing data. 

For the feedback group discussions our team invited all household participants, and 

prepared a series of posters using Wolaitta-language text, photographs and drawings 

(see Images 7, 8 9 and 10). These posters represented the studyôs findings and 

recommendations using the structure of the conceptual framework. To be able to 

review the large number of key issues, each of the four groups met twice. Every 

topic was discussed with each of the groups for the verification and completeness of 

findings, and they were asked to contemplate some recommendations for further 

action. A hard copy of the posters in a booklet form was handed out after the 

discussions to each household. 

A similar feedback process took place in the two villages to present my results to the 

village leaders, although these meetings drew less deliberation than those with the 

household participants. In addition, I gave presentations to World Vision Ethiopia 

leadership and programme staff and to researchers at the Ethiopian Health and 
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Nutrition Research Institute. These opportunities to collect comments from 

households, officials and professionals generated questions for further consideration 

in the final analytical steps of my study. Presenting the studyôs preliminary findings 

to the community also fulfilled the requirements of research ethics, as well as my 

agreement with World Vision Ethiopia. 

 

2.8  Data analysis 

Primary data included audio recordings, photographs, field notes, reflective memos 

and drawings. Secondary data consisted mainly of statistics, reports and maps. I took 

the vast majority of the field notes and photographs, but the research assistants also 

wrote field notes and photographed during observations and group discussions. The 

language interpretation and transcription of interview and group discussion data was 

carried out as soon after the event as was possible, and textual and non-written forms 

of data, significant for the research, were examined and organised for safe storage in 

an ongoing process in the field. 

Data generation and analysis strategies formed an ongoing cyclic process, which 

proceeded throughout my field work. It was an integral part of field work to read 

through and explore and compare the fresh and older data and the iterative process 

included cycles of data collection and analysis, reviewing the data collection guides 

and checklists, and modifying details of the research design. Development of coding 

and categories, along with searching for relationships and links for contextualising 

started in the field, and it informed theoretical sampling and further data collection, 
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as well as decisions about when the required density of data or data saturation had 

been achieved. 

For the analysis of data I used a combination of thematic analysis, with categories 

and themes emerging from the data, and contextualising analysis, looking for 

associations and patterns (Maxwell, 2005). This approach ensured continuous 

interaction between the collected data and the analytical process, keeping analysis 

focused and flexible at the same time. The resulting data-driven process, as 

Goulding (2005) suggested, prove helpful in the search for explanations for the 

existence of connections and patterns, and ultimately in formulating theories. 

Qualitative data analysis óis essentially about detectionò write Ritchie and Spencer, 

and the tasks that facilitate detection are ñdefining, categorizing, theorizing, 

explaining, exploring and mappingò (2002, p. 309, original spelling). During the 

analytical process I used some emic coding categories, based on the conceptual 

structure of local understandings, as well as some etic categories that were supported 

by the outsider interpretations which I attached to concepts and experiences. I used 

concept mapping, quasi-statistics and matrices to assist in making strong themes and 

associations visible, and developed theories for explanation. 

Qualitative research benefits from what Becker refers to as óquasi statisticsô (in 

Maxwell, 2010). Framing research in numbers is often seen as evidence of valid and 

generalisable research, and this is particularly true in health-related studies where the 

paradigm of positivist quantitative research has strong footing. Data on the 

distribution of a phenomenon within the study setting contributes to the internal 

generalisability of the study (Maxwell, 2010). Maxwell suggests that using numbers, 

while making the nature and size of the sample, and the logic of the selection 
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evident, makes descriptive terms, frequently used in qualitative research, such as 

ótypicalô, ómanyô, ófewô, ómostô, ósometimesô, or óusualô, more explicit.  As well, 

óquasi statisticsô enable the researcher to ñidentify and correctly characterize the 

diversity of actions, perceptions or beliefsò (Maxwell, 2010, p. 478). Exploring 

diversity is critical to offset our general bias toward seeking and recognising patterns 

of uniformity and regularity and the ñassumption that similarities are theoretically 

more significant than differencesò (Maxwell, 2010, p. 479). 

This research examines attitudes, perceptions and opportunities in family food for 

childrenôs nutrition security in the context of a particular group of people. Therefore 

following a specific line of analysis to identify associations between circumstances, 

experience, behaviour and motivations was one of the main paths of ódetectionô. The 

categories and themes that emerged from the simple codes were consolidated into 

themes corresponding to the dimensions of young childrenôs food and nutrition 

security. These analytical processes were instrumental in the refining studyôs 

conceptual framework while keeping a strong focus on the research question 

(Ritchie & Spencer, 2002). 

In order to avoid ócontext strippingô, codes and the context they developed from 

remained connected by the use of a cross-referencing system (J. A. Maxwell, 1996), 

which linked participants with each discrete data collection event and its 

circumstances. Considering negative cases, which according to Nichollsô (2009b) is 

an essential tool in the development of refined and nuanced theories, proved very 

useful. 
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2.9  Trustworthiness and transferability 

Trustworthiness and transferability in qualitative research have been long-argued 

subjects of the social science discourse. Internal validity, or credibility, is a measure 

of whether the study achieved its stated objectives, whereas external validity looks at 

the applicability of the findings in contexts outside the study (Malterud, 2001). 

While various checklists and standards have been developed for internal validity 

(Maxwell, 2005; Pope et al., 2000; Tracy, 2010; Whittemore, Chase, & Mandle, 

2001), it is evident that ñuncritical adoption of a range of ótechnical fixesô (such as 

purposive sampling, grounded theory, multiple coding, triangulation, and respondent 

validation) does not, in itself, confer rigourò (Barbour, 2001, p. 1115). 

As well, the transferability of qualitative studies is argued by authors representing a 

wide range of views. One position states that the multiple perspectives qualitative 

research represents cannot be judged by conventional criteria such as validity, 

generalisability or reliability (Pope et al., 2000). Other viewpoints claim that in spite 

of different perspectives an underlying reality exists, and qualitative research 

ñattempt[s] to represent that reality rather than to attain óthe truthô", therefore 

qualitative studies should be expected to meet criteria such as relevance and 

generalisability (Pope et al., 2000, p. 51). 

The following section describes how I ensured trustworthiness and credibility 

throughout the research process, and discusses the transferability of the results. 



  99 

2.9.1  Credibility 

Tracy (2010, p. 842) defines credibility as the ñtrustworthiness, verisimilitude and 

plausibility of the research findingsò. This definition of credibility does not call for 

the existence of a single, objective truth independent from the observer (Carpenter 

and Suto cited in Liamputtong, 2009). However, it does require the testing of the 

accounts, produced by research, against a set of ñcommon markers of goodnessò 

(Tracy, 2010, p. 839). Immersion and prolonged field work, the triangulation of data 

sources, and rich and thick descriptions assist in ensuring that the data is reliable and 

complete (Liamputtong, 2009; Pelto, 2013; Tracy, 2010). Credibility is supported by 

the researcherôs reflexivity and tested through informant feedback, although several 

authors warn about the potential for confusing responses with the latter, for ensuring 

the credibility of interpretation (Barbour & Barbour, 2003; Liamputtong, 2009; 

Tracy, 2010).  Onwuegbuzie and Leech (2007) point out that as the stages of 

qualitative research are iterative, credibility is created (or threatened) at each of 

these iterative steps and cycles. 

To ensure the rigour of the study I considered the impact of sampling bias. As 

participation was strictly voluntary, sampling was possibly biased to people who 

were already concerned about, and keen on improving child nutrition outcomes. 

Reactivity, the influence of a researcherôs presence in the village and interest in the 

issue of child nutrition, on routine behaviour and usual levels of awareness, could 

not be disregarded; nor could be self-reporting bias. Working in a cultural and 

language environment vastly different from my own also posed a potential threat to 

the quality of data and its interpretation. My values and beliefs, the culture I identify 

with, my gender and even my physical limitations impacted on the quality of the 

data and the processes of its generation. The application of ñreflexivity in relation to 



100 

the rhetoric used in the production of textsò (Bevan & Joireman, 1997, section 5.4), 

and separating data from pre-conceived notions of, for example, poverty and power, 

assisted in assuring that findings and conclusions were anchored in data. 

My long-term and repeated engagement with the households allowed more complete 

data, and the development and testing of some hypotheses. It also resulted in rich 

data, reducing the danger of receiving a narrow range of information leading to 

mistaken conclusions, or supporting prior assumptions.  Generating data from a 

diverse range of sources using several methods allowed triangulation and a ñbetter 

assessment of the generality of explanationsò developed from the data (Maxwell, 

2005, p. 112). I followed up negative cases and discrepancies in the data, and used 

quasi-statistics to check the prevalence of the issues I investigated. 

I tested the credibility of my account through an informant feedback process, both 

during data collection and after reaching preliminary conclusions. During the 

interviewing and observation process, as well as after each group discussion, I 

summarised the information that was recorded for the participants to comment on 

and add to. Most importantly, after completing data analysis and developing 

preliminary results I returned to the study site to elicit feedback on my findings and 

conclusions. The key findings of the study were presented to members of the local 

community for verification in terms of their validity and completeness. Feedback 

from World Vision Ethiopia staff and health professionals was also part of the 

validation process. The verification and feedback process is described in the section 

on generating data. 

Facilitation of interviews and discussions by language assistants introduced a degree 

of indirectness between the generated data and me, with potential negative effects on 
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its accuracy and completeness. Translation and back-translation practices improved 

the accuracy of language interpretation. There were also instances of the assistants 

imposing filters of interpretations, possibly wielding some ñcontrol over the flow of 

information and production of knowledgeò (Bonnin, 2010, p. 184). Although this 

was largely resolved through my growing understanding of my environment, as well 

as my developing language skills, Espositoôs warning was apt: 

Without current fluency in participant language, [researchers] must depend on the 

qualifications, integrity, and skill of their instrument, the interpreterða human 

being who is also dynamic and changing. Because of potential threats to validity, 

the qualitative researcher who plans to use an interpreter must do so with care 

(Esposito, 2001, p. 570). 

2.9.2  Relevance, transferability and applicability 

ñResearch can be relevant when it either adds to knowledge or increases the 

confidence with which existing knowledge is regardedò (Pope et al., 2000, p. 52). 

Transferability and applicability are the extent to which research findings and 

conclusions can be applied beyond the setting in which they were generated. 

Explicit definitions of transferability and applicability academic literature often 

disagree, or the two concepts are used interchangeably (Wang, Moss, & Hiller, 

2006). Malterud defines transferability as the ñrange and limitations for application 

of the study findings, beyond the context in which the study was doneò (2001, p. 

484), adding that data and its sources are of key importance in defining how a 

studyôs conclusions can be applied outside its setting. Extending the findings and 

conclusions of research from the sample to a larger population does not necessarily 
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require statistical representativeness; in qualitative research the aim is to create 

theory that has situational applicability and is applicable beyond the immediate 

sample group ñto all similar situations, questions, and problemsò 

 (Morse, 1999, p. 5). 

The transferability of the findings and conclusions of this study derived from the 

sample frame which was typical to many populations in Ethiopia and, to a degree, in 

Sub-Saharan Africa. The data and data sources, as well as the sampling strategies of 

my research imparted a degree of transferability to my study, extending its 

applicability to populations who share the characteristics of the setting. As well, I 

argue for the situational applicability of the conceptual framework for investigating 

the food and nutrition security of young children, developed for this study, which 

may reach beyond geographical or demographic boundaries. 

Nevertheless, my findings are not wholly transferable, as they pertain to a particular 

food culture and food system, and while the given food culture and food system 

frame fundamental features of my research subject, any geographical, historic, 

socio-cultural and political differences can result in considerable enough shifts to 

render the results only partially relevant in other settings. 

 

2.10  Research ethics 

The National Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human Research (Australian 

Government National Health and Medical Research Council, 2007) stipulates the 
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values and principles of ethical conduct in research. This research meets the 

National Statementôs guidelines for qualitative research. 

Research ethics approval was obtained for this study from the Human Research 

Ethics Committee (HREC) of Menzies School of Health Research, as well as the 

HREC of Charles Darwin University. The relevant authority in Ethiopia for the 

assessment of health-related research ethics, the Scientific and Ethical Review 

Committee of the Ethiopian Health and Nutrition Research Institute (EHNRI), an 

arm of the Ethiopian Ministry of Health, also reviewed and approved the study (for 

copies of the approvals see Appendix B). 

While the Australian processes for assessment of study proposals against the 

accepted standards of ethical research are well established (Australian Government 

National Health and Medical Research Council, 2007), this is not the case in many 

developing countries, where the protocols are weak or non-existent (Benatar, 2002; 

Molyneux & Geissler, 2008). Although there were delays in the approval process of 

my study, I did not have the impression of significant deficiencies in terms of 

ñuniformity in the structure and function ... and ...public accountabilityò, which, as 

Benatar asserts, characterises the work of ethics committees in a large part of the 

developing world (2002, p. 1138). 

At the end of the field work I asked for a debriefing opportunity with the Committee 

at EHNRI. I gave a detailed account of my field activities, including the recruitment, 

training and employment arrangements of local team members, the facilitation role 

of World Vision Ethiopia, the recruitment and consent process of participants, my 

data collection methods, and my plans for processing the results as well as reporting 
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back to the community. The Committee welcomed the details, as it contributed to 

their process of establishing research assessment protocols. 

Ongoing engagement with local cultural mentors and my in-country supervisor 

assisted in the application of the values and principles of research ethics, in 

particular respect for local beliefs, religions and cultural sensitivity, as well as in 

understanding of, and respect for the social structure of the community. 

My study did not involve any procedures that could have caused physical or health-

related harm to the participants. I discussed with my local mentors the best ways to 

ensure that social or economic hardships as a result of participation, including hard-

to-manage amounts of extra demands on time and energy, were avoided. 

Consent 

Detailed information was provided to the community at several levels: to regional 

and community leaders, health and education professionals, and to the participants. 

The information was translated from English to Amharic, the official language of the 

country, as well as to Wolaitta, and at all levels there was opportunity to clarify 

points of the research goals and methods, and of the implications of participation 

(for copies of the participant information and consent forms see Appendix C). 

Participation was voluntary, and informed consent was recorded by witnessed 

consent forms. The research team explained the rationale and the background of the 

study, including current and possible future interests, as well as the potential benefits 

to the household and community. Before giving consent participants learnt how the 

results of the study would be disseminated, who would have access to the 

information they provided and how confidentiality and privacy would be protected. 
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They were given information about all options of participation; it was made clear 

that they could withdraw any time, and what their choices were regarding the data 

already provided should they withdraw. 

Confidentiality 

The identity of the participants was unlikely to be kept confidential in a small village 

setting, however, their views and accounts were not disclosed. Confidentiality 

agreements were made with all members of the research team and within the 

participant groups, not to reveal information and views given within the context of 

the data collection process. 

Participants were given code identity and their actions, accounts and views recorded 

as data are unidentifiable to others than those present during the data collection 

activity. Notes, voice recordings and all other generated records were stored in a 

locked cupboard either in the field office, or at my residence while in the field, and 

in my office after my return to Australia. Computer files were accessible with 

password only. 

The ethical dimensions of relationships 

I was aware of the possibility that my relationships with the participants and 

research team members could develop in unpredictable ways. Being in a community 

for an extended period of time, it was necessary to make it clear when I acted in the 

role of the researcher, and when as a private person. Still, the risk of boundaries 

becoming somewhat blurry, a common experience of anthropologists and 

development workers (Guillemin & Gillam, 2004), was there, and had to be 

considered through careful negotiation and respect. 
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Working towards a delicate equilibrium of reciprocity, needing assistance but not 

creating dependencies, being respected but not distant, making friends and yet not 

creating jealousies, and withholding judgements required an almost vigilant 

attentiveness to peopleôs relationships with each other, as well as with me. There 

were frequent references made to my relative wealth and perceived ability to assist 

people. It was difficult to remain consistently firm about the conditions of 

participation during the data collection period, which involved no incentives. At the 

end, after consulting my field team and Ethiopian supervisor, as well as WVE staff 

who facilitated much of my field work, I chose to express my gratitude to the 

participants by farewell gifts to each, and helped out a couple of non-participating 

families who were in deep crisis. 

Another example of managing research relationships related to sharing food. My 

field team and I were observing people preparing and eating family meals. How to 

be an observer without being a guest and changing the routines and dynamics of 

meals with my presence? The negotiations around hospitability, the inevitable 

sharing of food with the household members, caused some disagreement between 

me and the team members. My emphasis was on avoiding putting strain on 

household resources, and at the same time did not want to distort the data by 

contributing to the household budget, whereas the local team members responded 

appropriately to local customs and accepted the invitations. 

One of my main concerns was the participantsô sustained interest and trust in my 

study. This was particularly important because I was not there on the invitation of 

the community, and the idea of the inquiry was mine. For creating collaborative 

relationships it was essential that the participants understood and embraced the 

objectives of the research and recognised that the issues it explored were common 
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concerns for themselves. The following quote is from the exit interview I conducted 

with one of the research assistants, suggesting that I achieved this goal: 

People understood about this project very well from the information ... they ask me 

about you all the time: when is she coming again ï they are really happy; if they 

did not get good information they would not agree happily to participate ï they 

would want money or say no; but they are very happy to participate and give us all 

the answers (ALRA). 

 

2.11  Limitations of the study 

This thesis aims to establish what was available and accessible for nourishment for 

young children in the households, in the given economic, climatic and cultural 

context, and raise issues regarding utilisation. This study did not measure the 

amounts of food intake for either families or children, and did not aspire to assess 

childrenôs nutritional status through collecting anthropometric data. The food recalls 

were thorough and provided good descriptive data, but it would be inappropriate to 

draw food diversity scores based upon them, due the sample size and the collection 

methods. However, the description of the variety of food items available to make 

meals every day maps some of the barriers, as well as opportunities, for 

improvement. 

I referred to the limitations of the studyôs applicability and transferability above. 

There were several other factors that limited the outcome of the research, and among 

the most considerable of these factors was language. Although I had some command 
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of the local languages, I did not fully understand what was spoken around me and 

fully relied on interpretation for data collection. No qualified interpreters or 

translators were available to work with me, and it is likely that some nuance and 

accuracy of meaning was lost. The two-step interpretation of Wolaitta ï Amharic ï 

English exacerbated this issue. 

It is usual for ethnographic research to take place in a culture that is alien to the 

researcher. Still, it is necessary to reflect on my cultural illiteracy, which somewhat 

diminished but did not disappear during or since field work. My fundamental 

unfamiliarity with the culture and the context, not understanding what people do and 

why: the history, the pressures, or the experience of their lives, limited my questions 

to those I could think of, based on preformed explanations and theories deriving 

from literature and from familiarity with similar settings elsewhere, or my own 

history and life experience. 

Working within the constraints of a PhD research limited the resources available for 

field work, and the access to peers and colleagues. More ample resources could 

possibly have ensured better language interpretation; however, I do not think other 

aspects of the study would have changed. And although working alone is not 

uncommon for PhD candidates, it does limit the proliferation of ideas, 

interpretations and reflections, and the candidate needs to rely on supervisory 

relationships and friends for intellectual sustenance. 
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2.12  Chapter summary 

This chapter introduced the philosophical orientation and theoretical foundations of 

this study, and presented the conceptual framework. The research design was 

discussed, including sampling decisions, methods of data generation and analysis, 

and the steps taken to ensure credibility and transferability. I described the work of 

the research team and the ethical considerations of the study design and 

implementation, concluding with the limitations of the study. In the following 

chapters of Part Two the findings of the research are presented. 
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This chapter opens Part Two of the thesis, which presents the studyôs findings in a 

series of chapters. Preceding the detailed description of aspects of food culture, child 

feeding practices and some of the important factors affecting these, an introduction 

to the place and people is necessary. The aim of this chapter is therefore to build a 

contextual background for the findings of the thesis. I consider this chapter as part of 

the studyôs ethnographic findings. 

The chapter begins with an overview of the climate and topography of the study site. 

This is followed by a brief discussion of the history of the people, describing the 

main political, economic and physical characteristics of the place, supported by 

written sources and oral history collected during my field work. It is customary to 

describe the history of the places studied. For this study, the relevance of history of 

the Wolayta is that it provides a perspective in which to embed the agenda of future 

change. Wolayta history describes the movements, growth and socio-economic 

changes in the population, and the foundations of ethnic identity, of culture and 

religion, and of the regionôs economy. These contexts have great importance in 

explaining why people are where they are, and define the opportunities and choices 

they may have. Food is embedded in culture and identity, and any change agenda 

needs to consider the depth of this anchor. 

The later part of this chapter adjusts the focus of observation from people and region 

to village and then to household scale, to present the settlementsô history and 

characteristics and describe the households that participated in the study. I use a 

combination of sources to construct this picture, including literature, records and key 

informant data. 
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3.1  Climate and topography 

As discussed earlier, participants for the research were recruited from two Wolayta 

villages. These villages were located in Humbo Wereda
15

, in Wolayta Administrative 

Zone, in the SNNPRS. Humbo is approximately 400 kilometres south of Addis 

Ababa, and about 180 kilometres southwest of Hawassa, the capital city for 

SNNPRS (see maps in Appendix A). 

Humbo is located in the Great Rift Valley, extending from Jordan to Mozambique 

and stretching diagonally across Ethiopia. At approximately 6 degrees north of the 

Equator and at altitudes ranging between 1300 and 2400 metres above sea level, the 

area of the Wereda lies across two traditionally defined climatic, or agro-ecological, 

zones: midland (Weynadega) and lowland (Kola). The Kola area is relatively flat and 

extends to the shore of Lake Abaya; the Weynadega rises to rolling hills and 

plateaus. 

The climate of the region is affected by its topography and the large scale patterns of 

the Tropical Convergence Zone (ITCZ), which define the rain and wind conditions. 

The total annual rainfall varies between 700 and 1200 millimetres and is 

concentrated in two periods of rain: Kremt or Meher rains start in May or June and 

end in October, and Belg rains occur from February to March or April (Disaster Area 

Assessment and Preparedness Planning Program, 1981; World Vision Australia & 

World Vision Ethiopia, 2010, p. 18). Erosion and regular flood events, sometimes 

locally severe, characterise much of the area. The annual rainfall in the Kola climatic 

zone is at the lower end of the scale, and the average annual temperature range is 20-

                                                 
15

 A Wereda is an administrative unit of local government, roughly the equivalent of a shire 
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27.5°C. The Weynadega receives higher rainfall and has a lower average temperature 

range of 17.5-20°C (Tadesse Deressa, Ringler, & Hassan, 2010). 

The study site has two growing seasons, with a total of about 200 days average 

(Food and Agriculture Organization, n.d.), each with its distinct range of crops. The 

Belg - the short rains - is the season when the main staple food of the villages, maize, 

is produced. Other important Belg season crops are haricot beans, sweet potato and 

some of the cash crops such as chilli, cabbage and tomatoes. During the Meher, the 

long rainy season, farmers grow a second crop of sweet potatoes and haricot beans, 

as well as other legumes such as kidney beans, cow peas and chick peas. Cotton, 

various yams and taro are also Meher crops. More detail about field and horticultural 

crops is included in Chapters 4 and 5. 

However, the traditional seasonal cropping calendar has to be regarded with caution: 

the farmersô experience of the last decades showed that rains could not be relied on, 

neither in their timeliness nor their distribution, and extreme weather events ï 

drought, excessive rains and excessive temperature ï happened more and more 

frequently (T15, personal communication, 26 July 2011). 

 

3.2  Oral and written history of the Wolayta 

Wolayta are an Omotic people living in the southwest of Ethiopia. With 

approximately 2,000,000 people speaking Wolaitta, Wolayta represented 2.3% of the 

population in 2012 (Central Statistical Agency [Ethiopia], 2012). In spite of their 
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relatively small population and the distance of their land from the centre of state and 

power in its various manifestations throughout Ethiopiaôs history, Wolayta had 

greatly influenced the nationôs art, culture, history and political life. 

3.2.1  Medieval history of the Wolayta people 

There is some disagreement in the literature about the early history of the Wolayta 

state. According to Abbink (2010) the Wolayta Kingdom, an early state in the 

Omotic-speaking southern area of what now is Ethiopia, was established in the 13
th
 

Century and existed until 1894 when it was integrated into the Ethiopian Empire. 

Abbink speculates that control over an important local natural resource, iron ore, and 

its processing into weapons, tools and iron bars functioning as money, was the likely 

basis for the emergence of a hereditary kingship in a region that was ñpresumably an 

assembly society with local chiefs and sacrificersò (2010, p. 1092). Conversely, 

Pankhurst (1997) mentions Wälamo
16

, or Wolayta, as a tributary territory to the 

Ethiopian Empire, paying levy to the Emperor in horses, as early as the Medieval 

period (890-1454 AD). 

Abbink describes the kingdom of the Wolayta as a small but flourishing independent 

state with a tradition of sacral kingship. The ñdivine element of the kingshipé[the] 

supernaturally legitimized authority, powerful personal spiritò (Abbink, 2010, p. 

1093) was a central aspect of the royal tradition. Although they conquered 

neighbouring territories, several Wolayta kings were revered not so much for their 

victories in battle but for their wisdom and beneficence as rulers (Abbink, 2010). 

                                                 
16

 A historic phrase considered derogatory and unacceptable for present use. 
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During the time of Imam Ahmed ibn Ibrahim al-Ghaziôs occupation of much of 

Abyssinia
17

  and its tributary provinces, including Sidamo, Bale, Hadiya and 

Kambata in the South, the attempt to conquer the Wolayta territory failed. The 

Wolayta Kingdom remained independent until the invasion of Emperor Menilik II in 

1894, when it was annexed into the Empire (Habisso, n.d.; Marcus, 2002; Pankhurst, 

1997). 

There may be inconsistencies in the written history of the Wolayta Kingdom, but the 

regionôs long-standing significance is undisputed. The system of local and regional 

markets, connecting many of the groups, had been established as long as two 

thousand years ago. Economic connections, religious contacts, political alliances and 

migration patterns between the inner areas and the borderlands created links between 

ethnically and culturally very different people, and these links were the foundation of 

the nation of Ethiopia (Levine, 2000; Pankhurst, 1997). 

The borderlands of the South-West played an important role in the wealth of the 

Ethiopian Empire, supplying gold, ivory, skins, spices and civet
18

 . Nevertheless, 

slaves were the most valuable exports of this area; they served in the Ethiopian 

palaces and the armies, as well as being traded to Sudan or Yemen (Levine, 2000; 

Pankhurst, 1997). 

                                                 
17 

Rather than Ethiopia, authors often use the name Abyssinia, to convey a more accurate phrase for a 

historic concept than a nation, which occupied an area that included most of what is now Eritrea, 

Tigray and Begemdir, as well as parts of Gojam, Shäwa and Welo (Habisso, n.d.). 

18 
Small animal whose glandular secretion is used in the making of the scent called musk. 



116 

Wolayta Awraja
19

, which roughly covered the former area of the Wolayta Kingdom, 

was ruled through a succession of governors, the last of whom was Wolde Semayat 

Gabrawald, overseeing its administration between 1962 and 1974, and ñstill 

remembered with nostalgia by the older generation as a man deeply devoted to 

developing the areaò (Abbink, 2010, p. 1079). Wolde Semayatôs reputation as a 

visionary and firm leader was repeatedly confirmed by the interviews I conducted in 

the area: 

As my father told me, Wolde Semayat showed [the people] himself how to dig, 

plough the field and he punished lazy people and drinkers. He encouraged people 

to work hard. He also introduced growing cotton, maize and berbere. Moringa
20

 

was also introduced by Wolde Semayat. During that time Wolde Semayat was 

called the óFather of Wolayta Peopleô. (M26) 

During the imperial years the region was a predominantly agricultural area with high 

social inequality and no industry other than traditional crafts, and no commerce 

beyond small markets. By the late 1970s the main crops in Humbo Wereda
21

 were 

maize, haricot beans, sweet potatoes, enset, tôef and, to a lesser degree, barley, 

wheat, cotton and coffee. The area became afflicted by not only regular widespread 

crop failure but large scale loss of livestock as well, due to anthrax
22

, Rinderpest
23

 

                                                 
19

 Awraja means subregion or province, a term used during the times of imperial rule. 

20
 Moringa stenopetala, a tree with edible leaves, native to Ethiopia but cultivated in the study area. 

21
 Wereda (Amh) is a municipal unit, the approximate equivalent of a shire. 

22 
Anthrax is an acute bacterial disease, affecting humans and animals alike. Most forms of the disease 

are lethal. (Source: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anthrax, accessed 10 February 2014) 

23
 Rinderpest, also known as cattle plague, is a fatal viral disease affecting most hoofed animals, now 

largely eradicated. Originating in Asia, it spread through Africa following European colonisation. 

(Source: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rinderpest, accessed 29 June 2013) 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Acute_(medicine)
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rinderpest
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and Trypanosomiasis
24

 (Disaster Area Assessment and Preparedness Planning 

Program, 1981). 

3.2.2  Contemporary Wolayta history 

Enormous changes took place in the history of Ethiopia since 1894, when the 

Wolayta people were first incorporated into the Empire. In 1974 a group of military 

leaders, constituting themselves as the Coordinating Committee of the Armed 

Forces, in short Derg
25

, seized power and abolished the monarchy (Marcus, 2002). 

Much has been written about the often bloody history of the next 17 years and the 

establishment of a socialist one-party state, headed by Mengistu Haile Mariam. 

Finally in 1991, after many months of armed fighting, the Ethiopian Peoplesô 

Revolutionary Democratic Front (EPRDF) forced the Mengistu government out of 

power. The EPRDF, which gained ñunique importance as a largely peasant 

movement [whose] fighters comprised countrymen from every ethnic and linguistic 

group in Ethiopiaò (Marcus, 2002, p. 216), under the leadership of Meles Zenawi, 

formed a new government and transformed the social and economic development of 

the country. 

Since 1991, the Ethiopian government has been conducting a ñpolitical experiment 

using ethnolinguistic identity as a politically relevant basis for politics and 

administrationò (Abbink, 2006, p. 4). Equal in importance to democratisation, a 

fundamental political aim of the Ethiopian government is the ñrealization of 

                                                 
24 

Trypanosomiasis, or sleeping sickness, is a potentially fatal disease caused by a parasite. Its vector 

is the tsetse fly and it affects mammals, including humans and livestock. (Source: 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/African_trypanosomiasis, accessed 10 February 2014) 

25
 Derg means council or committee; the term used for the socialist regime that followed the imperial 

era, similar to óSovietô 
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ónationalityô rights, meaning ethnic group rightsò (Abbink, 1998, p. 62). Political 

power based on ethnicity is actualised through the operation of all aspects of 

citizenship, which itself is defined by means of ethnic identity. For voting, as well as 

residential and marriage registration, every citizen has to be a member of an ethnic 

group. Political party formation, the boundaries of electoral districts, and eligibility 

criteria for electoral candidacy and for employment in local and regional 

government, are also based on ethnicity. 

Abbink (1998) describes the Southern Nations, Nationalities and Peoples Regional 

State (SNNPRS) at the end of the 20
th
 Century as a politically and economically 

marginal state, seen within Ethiopia as culturally diverse and at the same time 

óbackwardô. Wolayta Zone is in many ways similar to the other areas of the 

SNNPRS, however, its political clout is likely to have become stronger in more 

recent years, with a Wolayta man as Deputy Prime Minister of the Federal 

Government, and since 2012, as Prime Minister. 

Since their integration into Ethiopia, Wolayta aspired to have their own 

administrative region and to be acknowledged as a ñpolitical unit on the Ethiopian 

mapò (Abbink, 2006, p. 4). This was finally achieved in 2000, when the Wolayta 

Zone became an administrative unit of the Southern Nations, Nationalities and 

Peoplesô Region, one of the nine regional states of Ethiopia, and local zonal 

administrators were appointed. 

Wolayta Soddo, the capital of Wolayta Zone, was established in 1885 by northern 

settlers and administrators to provide a seat for the imperial government. Soddo 

became a relatively thriving centre of craft and commerce and by the 1960s it was 
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more developed than most southern Ethiopian towns, even compared to Hawassa, 

which since became a significant urban centre and the capital of the SNNPRS. Due 

to government neglect, Soddo started to decline in the mid-1970s, after the demise of 

the Empire (Abbink, 2010). 

Wolayta Zone at the time my study took place was considered a region characterised 

by ña very weak and vulnerable agrarian economy, no industries, little growth, and 

high population pressureò (Abbink, 2010, p. 1090). Very few livelihood alternatives 

existed to animal-traction based smallholder agriculture and small-scale trade. 

Population density in some areas reached up to 750 people per km
2 
with an annual 

population growth of approximately 3-3.5% (Abbink, 2010). 

3.2.3  Population growth 

For decades the Wolayta region has been one of the most densely populated areas in 

Ethiopia, with an average of 250 people per km
2
 in 1980 (Disaster Area Assessment 

and Preparedness Planning Program, 1981) and around 380 in 2006 (Tessema, 

2008). Humbo Wereda had relatively lower density at around 170, but even this was 

two and a half times the national population density of 68 in the same year (Tessema, 

2008). 

As can be seen from Table 5, there has been a rapid population growth in Wolayta 

Zone, equating to an approximately 25% increase in population density in just eight 

years. The magnitude of this change explains the pressure that moved people two 

generations ago to settle the once forested areas of the study site. 
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Table 5  The growth of the Wolayta population between 1998 and 2006 

Population growth and pressure on land 1998-2006 Density 
increase 
p/sq km 
1998-
2006 

1998 2000 2004 2006 

Total 
population 

Density 
Total 
population 

Density 
Total 
population 

Density 
Total 
population 

Density 

1,363,555 301 1,439,269 317 1,628,789 359 1,722,279 380 
79 

(26%) 

(Adapted from: Tessema, 2008) 

3.2.4  Wolayta identity  

The historic significance of the over hundred patrilineal clans, which Wolayta 

society was composed of, diminished (Abbink, 2010); however some fundamental 

divisions persist, as was referred to many times during my field work. While I was 

not aware of anyone belonging to a royal or noble clan, a distinction was made, in 

descending order of rank, between free farmers, artisan craftsmen such as potters, 

hide workers, blacksmiths and weavers and, finally, former slaves.   

The contemporary Wolayta population is an amalgam of peoples incorporating 

neighbouring groups from different ethnic backgrounds: Hadiya, Arsi, Borodda, 

Kuca and Dawro. Nevertheless, in the course of history a strong sense of Wolayta 

identity and culture emerged. This identity, ñas expressed in language, political 

status, cultural traditions, memories of clan and family lines, and social hierarchy did 

not disappearò with the regionôs integration into the Empire (Abbink, 2006, p. 3). 

Wolayta identity was fiercely defended in 1999-2000, when the federal 

governmentôs plans for replacing Wolaitta in schools with another language were 

defeated (Abbink, 2010). 

Further than the desire to realise identity and unity through political means, Wolayta 

identity has many cultural expressions and these reach beyond the boundaries of 
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Wolayta Zone. Wolayta music and Wolayta traditional dance forms, distinguished 

from other Ethiopian ethnic groups by the throbbing rhythm and whirling athletic 

performances, are not only present in the local festivities but are performed on stages 

throughout Ethiopia. Elements of Wolayta music feature in the work of 

internationally famous Ethiopian musicians, and Wolayta dancers, in traditional 

costumes or contemporary outfits, are represented in a multitude of Ethiopian music 

videos. The Wolayta colours of red, yellow and black were displayed on walls, on 

signage and clothing, and on printed materials such as pamphlets or posters 

everywhere in the Zone.  

Holidays and ceremonies were opportunities to demonstrate religious and social 

bonds. Several of the most important holidays were tied to the annual calendar of the 

Ethiopian Orthodox Church, and these were observed in the predominantly 

Protestant Wolayta households: New Year and Meskôel (the Finding of the True 

Cross) in September, Christmas and Tôimkat (Epiphany) in January, and Easter in 

the spring. Ceremonies that marked major life events were circumcision, weddings 

and funerals. Holidays and ceremonies were comparatively lavishly celebrated, with 

festive meals and, on some occasions and when it could be afforded, new clothes for 

the whole family. Wolayta cuisine, in particular dishes prepared for festivities, was 

an integral part of the culture, and some items of it were well known in other parts of 

Ethiopia. As the cost of celebrations represented considerable portions of household 

resources, they are discussed in more detail in Chapter 4. Food culture and the high 

cuisine of the Wolayta people are described in Chapters 5 and 6. 
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3.2.5  Religion in historic context 

Levine  claims that most ethnic groups that live in the area of contemporary Ethiopia 

òbelieve in a single supreme deityé associated with the sky and is conceived as 

masculineé[and] generally speaking the ópaganô as well as the Semitic religions in 

Ethiopia are monotheisticò (2000, p. 47). The Wolayta were one of those Omotic 

ethnic groups that believed in Tosa the sky-god, who people pleaded with for rain. 

They also believed in elemental spirits, such as the spirit of the Omo River, and 

venerated trees and animals, with a particular reverence for snakes (Levine, 2000). 

My interview data showed that these beliefs were remembered, and some still 

persisted in the villages: 

There is a big cultural change. Because at that time [when people settled here] 

there was no Christianity, no Church in the village, people had traditional belief. I 

remember my grandmother also followed traditional belief. Snake was not killed 

by the people. They did not know about God. They slaughtered animals as gift for 

evil spirits. When we compare that time with this moment, it was darkest era. 

(M26) 

In the previous period there were customs like [for example] after the mother give 

birth, for about 15 days, she should take a knife in her hands in the morning, when 

she wants to go outside the home. Even now you can see this custom sometime... 

Because the older people advise that it protects from the mich
26
é.they say: as the 

mother is with blood, mich hits her. (ALRA) 

Although proselytising by the Ethiopian Orthodox Church already started by the late 

13
th
 early 14

th
 Century in the region, Wolayta held onto their animistic beliefs 

                                                 
26

 Mich (Wol) is a malevolent spirit 
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(Pankhurst, 1997) until the 17
th
 century, when Ethiopian Orthodox Christianity, ñthe 

first denomination of a world religionò (Abbink, 2010, p. 1091) to reach here, 

established a foothold in the Wolayta area. Catholicism was introduced by European 

missionaries in the early 20
th
 Century, followed by the Pentecostal Protestant 

denomination of Evangelical Christianity in the 1920s. Evangelical Christianity, 

locally referred to as Protestant faith, became the predominant faith among the 

Wolayta and, as one of the legacies of the Evangelical missionaries, Wolaitta became 

a written language (Abbink, 2010). 

Abbink (2010) refers to a degree of religious antagonism resulting from the growth 

of the Protestant Church. I observed a degree of exclusion and judgement directed 

towards non-Protestants, as well as the ban on certain traditions such as non-

religious music and dance, which were, ironically, regularly performed in theatres 

and dance events throughout the country as valued representations of Wolayta 

culture. 

3.2.6  The history of the settlement of the area 

Very little written information is to be found about the history of settlement of the 

research site. The description of the contemporary history of the villages below 

mainly relies on data collected during my field work.  
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Forest clearing for crops and livestock 

There had been dense forest, described as ójungleô in the area that I saw covered in 

fields, roads, compounds, houses and other buildings, until about two generations 

ago: 

This area was too foresty, full of wild animaléno road, only forest. (F38) 

Wolayta people started to migrate here mostly from the highlands in the late 1950s, 

many from the north: Hobicha, Bongota, Wanchi, Damota, and Delbo (see Image 

11). They came in search of land, probably urged by growing population density. 

Some interviewees said they came here to find grazing land, others came to find 

cropping fields: 

I came here because of my livestock, because there was space for the cattle. No 

people here. (Z15) 

At that time my fatherôs land was narrow, and the number of my brothers seven. 

(F38) 

[They came because] they did not have enough field in their area ï to find big field 

for themselves. (Z16) 

Another ethnic group, the Sidama from the South, also made a claim to this area, and 

settled here for a while, mostly in what now is Longena-Zegre, but later were pushed 

out by the Wolayta. Although all the people who live here now speak Wolaitta, some 

names and marriage connections show evidence of this historic link: 
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Where the [World Vision compound] is now there was another ethnic group: 

Sidama and Gudji [Oromo] were settled there, otherwise no-one else. (F38) 

Wolayta settled here. In Kolshobo and Gaffata the Sidama people, then Wolayta 

pushed them out, back to Sidama, to Lake Abaya. (Z15) 

The Wolayta had been practicing mixed farming: growing crops and raising 

livestock, predominantly in a subsistence farming model. The forest was gradually 

cleared and replaced by crop land. First the growing number of families, then the 

expanding families required more and more fields. The farmersô wealth diminished 

as the fields were divided between the many sons of each father. Livestock numbers 

decreased because of disease, and the grazing areas shrivelled: 

There is a big difference. Previously we let the cattle or livestock graze in the field 

ï the field was very big then. As gradually the fields became smaller we started to 

tie them with a rope, and [keep them] around the compound, around the village. 

(Z16) 

Oral history holds that people lost their herds to disease since they came to this area, 

mostly to Genedi
27

 and other diseases. The local concept of wealth seemed to be 

strongly associated with the ownership of large livestock, in particular oxen, and 

many interviewees expressed grief over the diminishing number of animals: 

With regards to livestock: we had many, no one took cows or oxen inside because 

there were too many. Then the disease Genedi killed cattle. There used to be mules 

and horses ï not now. Goats and sheep were in great numbers, also killed by 

disease, same disease Genedi ï it makes them skinny and cough, then die. (Z15) 

                                                 
27 

Genedi ((Wol) refers to Trypanosomiasis 
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Not only the livestock, the people were suffering as well: the lowlands were malarial 

areas, which was the main reason they were not settled earlier. According to 

anecdotal information, due to the threat of malaria some families returned to the 

highlands, abandoning their new farms. 

Land tenure 

When people settled this area the land was owned by a handful of so called baläabat, 

or landowners. Many of them came from the north of Ethiopia and were from other 

ethnic groups: Tigreyan and Amhara. There were also southerners among the 

landlords, with Wolayta, Sidama and Gurage ethnicity:   

[the landlords were:] Kaba Allaro was from Soddo ï Otona, they were Wolayta 

people; there was also a Tigrean: Balambara
28

 Kapo. Another landlord was called 

Gutche. All Longena area was occupied by 5 landlords. One was from Amhara: 

Azaze was his name. Another, Shambal Sime, was also from Amhara. Many 

northern people became landlords. éThose people were very rich people. So they 

asked the king Haile Selassie to give them the land and in return they offered 

paying taxes. (Z15) 

The written history of land tenure concurs with the recollection of the old people at 

the research site. Land in the Wolayta area was redistributed after the Ethiopian 

conquest of the South, in the late 19
th
 and early 20

th
 century, by the Emperorôs 

officials. Uncultivated land was taken over and was divided between the state in land 

tenure called mengist, and the Ethiopian Orthodox Church and its hierarchy in the 

form of tenure called samon. The Emperor also granted land to members of the 
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 Aristocratic title in the Empire 
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northern nobility and to loyal local landlords, to be held in fealty (Kebede, 2002; 

Tenaw, Islam, & Parvaiainen, 2009). Local farmers accessed the land as tenants of 

these landlords (Crewett, Bogale, & Korf, 2008). Unlike in the north of Ethiopia, 

where under a long tradition of use rights ï the rist tenure system - land could not be 

privately owned or alienated, private land ownership became the most common form 

of land tenure in the South, as a result of the imperial expansion (Tessema, 2008). 

Once they arrived from the highlands, the farmers used land in the area through a 

feudal-type land tenure arrangement: they cleared the forest, cultivated the land and 

part of what they harvested, or its sales value, was handed over to the landowner. 

They also tended to the herds of the landlord alongside their own animals, but they 

did not pay fees in livestock. 

I started to serve [the landlord] so he gave me the use of some of his land. He 

shared the maize and the product of livestock that I produced with my own work. 

We gave service for the cattle: the landlord gave us his livestock and we looked 

after it with our own; but he did not take our animals. (Z15) 

About 15 years after the forest clearing work started, the Emperor was dethroned, 

and the entire social paradigm shifted. The Marxist-Leninist government of 

Mengistu Haile Mariam announced a sweeping land reform, which the interviewees 

remembered with much delight: 

But I was lucky because after I lived here for one year the Derg regime came. The 

Derg declared that the land belongs to the man who works on it. So I did not share 

what I produced in the field with the landlord. As that declaration was announced 

the landlords left éand went to their own birthplace. (Z15) 
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Living and farming environment 

During the time of settlement, at first people lived in the forest or in the fields in 

improvised shelters, and many maintained a house in the village where they came 

from, where their family ï wives and children ï continued to live. Those were 

difficult and dangerous times of hard work and harsh conditions: 

We were living in the forest in this area, living together as a group, about 70 of us. 

In the daytime we were cutting the forest in different areas, then came together to 

spend the night together. (F38) 

Previously the land was owned by the landlords and they were offending us, they 

could insult us or give us warning, threaten or give us orders, they served only 

their own interest. But now we are ploughing our own field, so we are the owners 

of our field; this is part of the improvement. (Z16) 

Gradually, the families followed the men and the living conditions improved. The 

new place gave farmers opportunities that they could not have had in the areas from 

which they came, and people longingly recalled the abundance of those years: 

Here it was very fertile ï we got good yield, filled up the gothara
29
éWe had 7 

milking cows, 5 oxen, other animals ï we could become rich then! éThere used to 

be high rainfall, 3 times a dayéThere was grass for livestock in the forest, as 

much as they wanted. (F38) 

In 1972 the people were wealthy. They measured their harvest by bullet. When a 

farmer wanted to know whether he had good yield or not, he shot onto the stored 
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 Gothara (Wol) is the traditional grain silo 
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maize. If the bullet passed through it he said: I did not produce much. But if the 

bullet couldnôt pass through he said: I have got enough yield. (M26) 

Mainly ongoing population pressure, but other factors as well, led to increasing 

environmental degradation. Some authors hold the change of land tenure system 

responsible for the loss of forest cover, arguing that private land owned by the 

landlords was protected, and that the nationalisation of land under the Derg and the 

current regime brought about the loss of sense of ownership (Kebede, 2006). This 

viewpoint, however, disagreed with the descriptions of my interviewees who recalled 

that forest clearing for crop production, encouraged by the landlords, was deliberate. 

They also expressed a strong sense of land ownership as a result of tenure changes 

during the Derg. 

3.2.7  The main points about the regionôs history 

It was relatively recently that the Wolayta people were integrated into ómodernityô: 

they became part of a large country with international standing, were introduced into 

a world religion, Christianity, and their language, Wolaitta, became a written 

language. Since their incorporation into Ethiopia in 1894 the Wolayta witnessed, 

participated in and survived the changes of three vastly different political regimes. 

Throughout these tremendous changes Wolayta people maintained strong identity 

and a fierce sense of autonomy.  

The Wolayta Zone, in the southwest of Ethiopia, was characterised by predominantly 

agricultural economy and very high population density in a rural settlement pattern. 

Population pressure in the highlands forced people to extend farming land through 

forest clearing in the lowlands. Subsequent changes in land tenure, which offered 
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relative livelihood security to the farmers, led to the establishment of settlements in 

areas that were uninhabited before, partially due to the threat of malaria. 

3.3  The villages 

The total population of Humbo Wereda, which was divided into 30 kôebele
30

 

administrations, was approximately 130,000 in 2011 (Humbo Wereda Administrator, 

personal communication, 17 January 2012). Records of the population of the two 

villages that were included in the study were based on the number of households 

rather than people. According to the health post register, Wolqá had 861 households, 

and Issíppe had 634 (A1H, personal communication, 16 December 2011 and A2H, 

personal communication, 8 February 2012). Applying the average household size of 

6.5, established for the lowland and midland areas of Wolayta Zone by The Food 

Economy Group (2011), the estimated number of people living in the villages would 

be 5,600 and 4,120 respectively.  

3.3.1  The different history of the two villages: Wolqá and Issíppe31 

People started to move to the two areas in the same decade, but old people recall the 

process of the founding of the settlements quite differently. The imperial government 

supported the settlement of the area of Wolqá in the 1960s and 70s: 

                                                 
30

 Municipal unit, approximately equivalent of a large village 

31
 The names of the villages were changed to protect the participantsô privacy. Wolqá means power 

and issíppe means together in Wolaitta. 
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I heard information that there was land here distributed for free by the government. 

é First we heard about it: government announced it from car loudspeaker ï 

government will give land, come to Abela
32

. (F38) 

The activities of the governor assigned to the area were focussed on the area of 

Wolqá, most likely because this place was relatively close to the main road that 

connected the area to the Wereda seat, Tôabela, the Zonal capital Soddo and the 

major city of Arba Minchô to the south. Also its proximity to Lake Abaya promised 

an ongoing water supply. Significant infrastructure was built during this time 

including roads, an office compound and schools, and new farming and industrial 

technologies were introduced. 

Soon after the area was settled, the Evangelical Protestant and Catholic missions 

were established, constructing compounds and churches, before their withdrawal in 

the 1980s and 90s. During the 1984 famine, large warehouses were built and the 

village became a centre for distributing food aid. Since that time World Vision 

International and World Vision Ethiopia have been involved in providing a wide 

range of aid and development programmes. In 1998 the Wereda became one of 

World Vision Ethiopiaôs Area Development Programme (ADP) areas and since then 

World Vision Ethiopiaôs permanent staff have been utilising the aid compound in 

Wolqá for work and residential purposes (M14, personal communication, 17 January 

2012). 

The geographical location, the fast and supported settlement process, and the 

ongoing presence of the missions, followed by a large international NGO, generated 
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  Abela (Wol) means hot area, and it is the name people use for a large area in which several villages 

were located 
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social, economic and physical infrastructure development in Wolqá. By the time of 

my field work, markets attracted customers from the region three times per week, 

and there were several small shops and restaurants. As well, a grain mill was 

operated by the Catholic Church two or three times a week. 

The area of Issíppe was settled more gradually: 

It was not [organised] by the government. People came one by one and negotiated 

with those landlords and ploughed the field for share. (B18) 

Before I came to this place I had children at Hobicha. But after I have got a field in 

this place I brought my children to this area. When they grew up they also built 

their own houses here. The others also did the same thing. So the number of the 

people became increased. The people who were my neighbours at Hobicha also 

came and settled here. And their children also built their own houses and occupied 

the land. (Z15) 

This location was significantly farther from the main road than Wolqá, and at the 

time of my field work there were no roads passable for vehicles directly from this 

village to Tôabela, only via a long roundabout route through Wolqá. The alternative 

was a two-hour walk across a rugged hilly terrain. Issíppe did not receive much 

government attention and support until the Derg when the Peasant Associations were 

set up and agricultural income tax began to be collected: 

The Derg... government started to allocate the land... during the allocation I got 

additional field. But immediately the government started to charge tax payment. 

(Z15) 
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More recently, in 2007 Issíppe became part of the site of the first large-scale forestry 

Clean Development Mechanism project in Africa to be registered with the United 

Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change. This historic project ï 

popularly called the óCarbon Projectô - was implemented in collaboration by World 

Vision Ethiopia and World Vision Australia and it brought positive environmental, 

economic and social changes (The World Bank, n.d.). The cooperative management 

structure of the forest regeneration project strengthened the sense of community in 

the village. More tangible benefits included flood mitigation and improved farm 

yields, as well as commercial infrastructure paid for by the carbon credits (Szava, 

2013). 

Issíppe was part of a large kôebele until very recently. Due its growth, in 2011 ï 

during the time of my field work - it became separately incorporated: 

This kôebele is new and just separated from [village name] We start from zero 

éThis kôebele separated because of the number of population. The government 

and also the people wanted to separate, to work more directly with each other. It is 

also easier with administration. (M21) 

Commercial development was negligible in Issíppe. There were no markets in this 

kôebele and people had to visit neighbouring village markets or the large weekly one 

at Tôabela. There were no shops or restaurants, except for a little teahouse and a few 

minute outlets in the houses of enterprising women, who traded small items a few 

hours a week. 

Children had attended primary school in the village from which Issíppe had split. 

The administration offices, health post and grain mill that used to service Issíppe 
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residents was also there. While it was apparent that Issíppe people welcomed the 

separation, it also brought about many days of labour contribution to the construction 

of an office compound and a primary school. 

3.3.2  Governance  

What I refer to as villages in local terminology are Peasant Associations, or kôebeles. 

The system of kôebeles was established during the Derg ñto organise é peasants so 

that they could run their own affairs, solve their own problems and directly 

participate in political, economic and social activitiesò (Ayele, 2011, p. 139). The 

actual role of this institution had changed from development and service delivery to 

being the being the apparatus through which the central government exerted power.  

At the time of my study kôebeles were the lowest administrative units of the local 

government system. Their size and boundaries were determined by population, 

usually between 500 and 1000 households. According to the constitution of the 

SNNPRS, the regional state, kôebele administrations had a mandate to provide social 

services and economic development for their population. Each kôebele had three 

branches of government: an elected council, an appointed administrative or 

executive body, and a social court. This structure was repeated at wereda, zone and 

state level. While the authority and functions of the zone and state governments were 

quite clearly outlined in the federal and state constitution, the division of powers and 

responsibilities of the wereda and kôebele level governments were not well defined 

(Ayele, 2008). 

In a study of the constitutional and legal structure of government in Ethiopia, Ayele 

(2011) maintains that weredas are authorised to collect land use and agricultural 
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income tax at rates determined by the regional state, adding that although the 

weredas are ñexpected to transfer the proceeds from these taxes to the regional 

government, é in practice they retain the proceeds for themselvesò (p. 146). This 

revenue, however, covers less than one third of the weredaôs budget, and the 

unconditional block grants they receive from the regional government are sufficient 

only to pay salaries and do not cover even a small portion of the responsibilities the 

weredas are supposed to discharge. As a result, local residents are required to 

contribute in labour, in cash or in kind to building schools, roads, or health posts 

(Ayele, 2011). 

My observations supported Ayeleôs claims: during my field work local farmers 

worked on a new wereda office building, and they were under pressure to contribute 

cash ï part of their Safety Net income entitlement ï as well as building materials and 

animals to be slaughtered for the feast to celebrate the opening of the new facility. 

Traffic police collected cash contributions from taxi drivers on the highway (and 

issued receipts), and the school teachers were also approached for donation. 

Kôebele level institutions - kôebele administration and neighbourhood group leaders - 

played a key role in mobilising the community for development work. While this 

work was declared to be voluntary, the political pressure left people very little choice 

even when the timing of the required contribution was detrimental to their farm work 

schedule. 

3.3.3   Community infrastructure and services 

In each village considerable infrastructure has been established by a variety of 

agencies, including the current and previous government, NGOs and religious 



136 

institutions, with sizeable in-kind contribution of the residents. Some of the 

infrastructure of the two places differed quite significantly, but there were two 

essential services that the villages equally shared. One was a water pipeline that 

carried water from a capped spring to several strategically located public standpipes; 

the other was a power line under construction during my stay in the villages, which 

held the promise of electricity within five years. 

Roads and transport 

Wolqá was connected to the paved road to Soddo by a rough but virtually all-

weather road. This made transport relatively easy and not prohibitively expensive. 

On the days of the weekly Soddo and Tôabela markets buses were running between 

Wolqá and the towns. Small motorcycles between the village and the main road, 

together with motor rickshaws along the paved road to and in the towns, represented 

a more flexible form of daily public transport. Freight was mainly carried by 

donkeys and donkey carts, and often young boys were hired to take big loads either 

on their shoulders or head, or on home-made wheel barrows. The biggest motorised 

vehicle owned by any of the local farmers was a 175cc motorcycle.  

As mentioned earlier, Issíppe was more isolated in terms of road access. The buses 

for the town markets only served a nearby village, at least approximately an hour 

walk away. Many of the dirt roads connecting Issíppe to other settlements became 

impassable for vehicles, even for motorcycles, in the rainy season (see Image 12). 
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Kôebele administration 

Each village had a compound with a set of offices and other rooms where the 

different government functions were carried out. The kôebele administratorôs office 

frequently doubled as meeting room for the council or court. In both villages the 

Health Extension Workers had an office in the administration compound, although 

Wolqá had a separate large health post as well. An office for the Agricultural 

Extension Programme, another for administering the governmentôs microfinance 

initiative, a couple of small store rooms for tools, and a prison cell were also 

accommodated in the compounds, as well as large courtyard areas for village 

meetings. These buildings, like most others in the villages, were built with a local 

version of wattle and daub - thin poles interwoven with branches covered with a mix 

of mud, grass and manure - and had earth floors and window openings covered with 

solid timber shutters (see Image 13). However, the offices, unlike many houses, had 

corrugated iron roofs. 

There were regular office hours for all government services. The courtyards were 

often crowded with meetings about government policy or improved farming 

practices or for the distribution of Safety Net entitlements. The office compounds 

were also used during the local elections. While there was no police presence in 

either village, several local citizens, armed with rifles, patrolled the community as 

volunteer guards. 
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Health and agricultural extension 

Wolq§ôs considerable health post was built with assistance from World Vision 

International. It was made of concrete blocks and had several treatment rooms and a 

small pharmacy, but had no running water in any of the treatment rooms and no 

electricity or generator. A full -time qualified nurse and two or three health workers 

attended to peopleôs needs, treating accidents and illnesses. The health post operated 

under the Ethiopian Governmentôs Health Extension Programme, however, 

according to interview data, patients were charged for the use of services
33

. Issíppe 

did not have a dedicated health post, and people had to travel to a nearby village for 

treatment. There was an ambulance in Tôabela, which served the entire area of 

130,000 people, and the nearest doctor was in Soddo. 

Agricultural Extension Programmes operated nurseries in both villages. Beyond 

producing seedlings for the farmers and offering training workshops in improved 

agricultural practices, the nurseries also offered employment opportunities. World 

Vision Ethiopia assisted with the construction of a small veterinary clinic in Wolqá, 

and a visiting veterinary doctor attended the needs of livestock once a week. There 

was no veterinary post in Issíppe. Water and soil conservation projects were part of 

the Agricultural Extension Programme in both villages, where farmland suffered 

from the loss of top soil due to torrential rains and floods. Issíppe farmers also 

benefitted from flood and erosion control measures that were implemented as part of 

the forest regeneration and carbon trading project. More details of these services and 

programmes, and how people related to them, are presented in Chapter 4. 

                                                 
33

 Fees were charged for registering as a patient on the day of visit, for lab test and for certain drugs. 

Information regarding the amounts was inconsistent, and according to WVE information treatment at 

the health post should attract no charge. 
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Education and religion 

Wolq§ôs secondary school for year nine and ten students serviced a wide area. The 

school was large and had several classrooms and a library. There were around 400 

students and class numbers were very high, between 60 and 90 depending on the 

subject (TT, personal communications, 16 September 2011). The school had 

received a large flat screen television, a satellite dish to access broadcast educational 

programmes, and a generator to run the equipment for a few hours a day; however, 

there was no budget for fuel. Computer skills were not taught and no electronic 

equipment was used for teaching purposes. Four to six students shared copies of text 

books as they could not afford their own. Disability access was ensured by social 

rather than technical means: children carried disabled classmates to school. 

A large primary school was built at the edge of the village; originally it was part of 

the facilities of the Catholic mission. At the time of my field work it was a state 

school, with over 1000 students enrolled in years one to eight. Both schools had 

older, even adult students in a range of classes, learning basic literacy and numeracy 

skills or studying at higher levels aiming for high school certificate. The primary 

school buildings, as well as the secondary school, were assembled of different 

structures and each had a large sporting field. 

Issíppe, as referred to earlier, was in the process of establishing their own school, at 

first for the youngest students so they did not have to walk far. The school building, 

with mud walls, earth floor and iron roof, was built by the local farmers. It had no 

furniture, so along with their exercise books students carried little stools to sit on. 
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Both villages had several churches and smaller assembly houses. Most of these 

belonged to two Churches of the Evangelical Protestant denomination. There was a 

small Catholic community in each village, and Wolqá had a handful of people of the 

Ethiopian Orthodox faith. Local and visiting preachers provided Sunday services and 

attended to the pastoral care of people. The church groups reached many areas of 

peopleôs lives. Literacy classes were organised for preschool children and adults, and 

religious education was offered. Many of the saving associations were organised 

around church communities, and assistance was available within these groups in time 

of crisis or during such large-scale events as wedding and funeral feasts. 

Commerce  

While most kôebele administration workers were locals, health professionals and in 

particular teachers who were assigned to work in the villages came from other parts 

of the country, some not even speaking the local language. In Wolqá they found 

accommodation in the government owned buildings of the office compound and the 

few privately lent rooms. Wolqá also had several boarding houses for secondary 

school students who came from other villages. Issíppe, however, lacked these 

facilities and that made recruiting teachers and other professionals for their growing 

needs difficult. 

The grain mill in Wolqá has already been mentioned. An ancillary business of the 

mill was to charge mobile phone batteries for a small fee using its generator. As the 

bigger churches also had generators for amplifying the Sunday service, some people 

had access to those facilities to charge mobile phone batteries. 
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While I was conducting my field work two community facilities were under 

construction in Issíppe. Both were investments of the carbon revenue received by the 

Carbon Project cooperative, but they were intended to benefit the entire village. One 

of these, a grain warehouse, was to operate as a grain bank with the potential of 

smoothing the fluctuating price of staple foods and so assisting farmers during the 

hard months. The other facility was a grain mill, which, for the women and children 

of the village, would save many hours of walking and waiting. 

There were two large open areas in the more urban part of Wolqá. One of these was 

the market square which held three markets every week, each time starting towards 

the end of the afternoon and finishing just after sunset, to accommodate the window 

of time between the end of work in the fields and the descending darkness. The other 

open area was a designated football (soccer) field that doubled as grazing land and 

crop drying area. 

3.3.4  The main points of the characteristics of the villages 

The two villages of the research site were settled within the last two generations 

prior to the study. The population of the two villages identified as the same people. 

However, their history was dissimilar in fundamental ways: one began as a 

spontaneous settlement, while the other was supported by the Ethiopian Government 

and various NGOs form the start. These historic factors, combined with the 

differences in their geographic and topographic location, the more contemporary 

engagement with international development projects, and the incorporation of 

Issíppe as a discrete kôebele during my fieldwork, resulted in communities whose 

infrastructure, level of urbanisation and socio- economic opportunities were 

different. 
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The greater commercial opportunities in Wolqá seemed to offset the slightly better 

climatic conditions and the presence of the Carbon Project in Issíppe. A range of 

wealth was evident in the households in both villages, however the gaps were not 

deep and, as discussed in a later chapter, at times virtually all households 

experienced food insecurity. 

 

3.4  The households 

In this study I use the term óhouseholdô for the group of people who live under one 

roof and share resources. In the villages this usually meant two generations: parents 

and children; although sometimes a household consisted of only an older couple or 

an old person. Grown sons established their own households as soon as they got 

married, whether in their parentsô compound or elsewhere, but if they remained 

farmers they usually stayed in the same village. Women moved to their husbandôs 

village or to the compound of their husbandôs parents. Old people maintained their 

own household, even if widowed, in the compound, or near their sonsô homes. 

The Wolayta villages did not have visible boundaries; they were a collection of 

homes and fields scattered across the land, either in compounds of three to six to 

seven huts, or in a loose string along the road. The villages formed an even and 

continuous carpet of habitat and cultivation over the landscape, with the exception of 

the protected regenerating forest in the hills above Issíppe. Fields changed colour by 

season, from the almost black of freshly ploughed earth to the vivid green of fresh 

growth and the gray and blond of dry stalks, dotted by small round or rectangular 
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houses and a few trees.  At any time during the day there were people and animals in 

this landscape and everywhere there were signs of human activity. 

The following section presents an overview of the participating households 

describing socio-economic features of their lives as well as the physical 

characteristics of their living environment. 

 

3.4.1  Social characteristics of the participants 

Household sizes varied across the sample (see Table 6). The average number of 

people living under one roof was 5.8 in my sample, somewhat less than what the 

Food Economy Group (2011) found in the lowlands of Wolayta Zone. In three of the 

sample households the men had two wives; I considered that each wife had her own 

household and that the husband was a full household member in it. There was one 

woman-headed household among the participating households, whose husband left 

the area and remarried. However, there were several other households with women 

as single parents that I came to know, but their children did not meet the age criteria 

of my sampling. 

 

Table 6  Household size, in households participating in the study 

Household size Number of households % of households 

4 8 26 

5 8 26 

6 4 13 

7 7 23 

8 1 3 

9 3 10 

 N=3134 101 

                                                 
34

 The households for which detailed information is available are those that participated in both 

observation and interviews; 17 from Wolqá and 14 from Issíppe. 
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The age of parents also varied (see Table 7). This approximately but not entirely 

corresponded to family size, as women continued having children throughout 

childbearing age. According to reported age, 25% of the women had their first child 

when they were 15 years old. 

Table 7  Age of parents in participating households, as reported by the participants 

Self-reported age of parents N of mothers % of mothers N of fathers % of fathers 

under 20 3 10 0 0 

20-24 5 16 2 6 

25-29 12 39 8 26 

30-45 4 13 10 32 

over 45 0 0 2 6 

responded did not know 0 0 3 10 

not realistic answer35 5 16 2 6 

missing data 2 6 4 13 

Total  N=3136 100 N=31 99 

 

Educational attainment differed widely among both mothers and fathers; men 

generally completed more years of study and had significantly higher rates of 

literacy. It is likely that girls dropped out of school sooner than boys, as women 

married younger than men: most families reported an approximate five year age gap 

between husband and wife.  According to the participantsô accounts, the most 

important factor that defined levels of education was the location where they grew 

up and therefore access to school. 
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 According to my observation, or considering the age of oldest child the reported age was vastly 

underestimated  

36
 The households for which detailed information is available are those that participated in both 

observation and interviews; 17 from  Wolqá and 14 from Issíppe. 
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A vast majority of the households that participated in the study were Protestant. In 

the sample of 51 households only five adhered to Catholicism, one family belonged 

to the Ethiopian Orthodox Church, and two households were mixed in terms of 

religion.  

3.4.2  The household and home 

Each village had an óurbanô heart where most of the community infrastructure was 

located and many families lived in the urban heart of Wolqá, on small blocks in a 

grid of streets that were laid out by Wolde Semayat (see Image 14). Their fields were 

farther away but the location of their houses ensured easier access to certain services 

such as school, health post, church or market. Nevertheless, many of the Wolqá 

households lived among the fields or along the road to the fields. The houses of 

Issíppe were virtually all among the fields. Table 8 illustrates the difference between 

the two villages in terms of settlement pattern. 

Table 8  The location of participating households 

Location of 
households 

Wolqá Issíppe Both 

number % number % number % 

Live in the village 15 48 3 15 18 35 

Live among fields 13 42 17 85 30 59 

Unknown 3 10 0 0 3 6 

  N=31 100 N=20 100 N=51 100 

 

I visited the homes of all household participants for interviewing or observations, 

and some of the interviews with non-household participants, for example, old people, 

village leaders, traditional healers, teachers and business entrepreneurs, were also 
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conducted in their homes. I took detailed descriptive notes of the living environment 

of each of these households. 

Some of the household characteristics were reflected in the physical features of the 

homes. The older, more traditional homes were round houses with conical grass 

roofs. The newer houses had corrugated iron roofs and were rectangular, but the 

floor and walls were the same in both types: earth floors and walls rendered with 

mud. In my sample approximately one quarter of the participating households lived 

in grass-roofed houses, and more houses were of this construction type in Issíppe 

than in Wolqá.  

The interior space of the round houses was usually partitioned into rooms by woven 

mats, grain sacks stitched together, or a sheet. The front room, or salon, was the site 

of much of the family life, and included a small sleeping space sometimes with 

visual privacy. The back area was the kitchen and the place where the householdsô 

prized cows were kept, even during the day. While the front room had a door and 

often a window opening, the back room had no other ventilation than some small 

holes left without render on the top of the wall. The kitchens are described in more 

detail in Chapter 5 under food technology. 

The rectangular houses had solid interior partitions providing visual and some sound 

barrier as well as keeping the kitchen smoke away from the front room. These 

houses usually had a separate sleeping room and a small store room, and each room 

had at least one window. Some of these houses incorporated a combined space for 

kitchen and cows but this space was windowless. Others had a separate kitchen 

structure doubling up as a óbarnô. 
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To a degree, the householdsô economic standing showed in the size of the house, and 

in the material and details of doors and window shutters, but it was most visible in 

the way the home was furnished. The poorest houses had no furniture beyond a 

couple of low stools and a grass mattress. The interior of one of the wealthiest 

households is described in my field notes as having a large front room, with plastic 

sheet on the earth floor and the walls painted green and white. The room had glazed 

windows with steel bars, and was furnished with 12 armchairs, an upholstered sofa 

and three tables, and a tall cupboard with glass doors stood in the corner. 

All houses had front yard areas of clean-swept earth, and many ï mainly the ones 

that were among the fields - had gardens. In the more urban part of Wolqá, yards had 

clear boundaries and most of them were fenced on all sides. The houses in the fields 

had no boundary fence. 

There was no running water in any of the houses; water was carried to the homes by 

mostly children, in the ubiquitous yellow jerry cans that once contained cooking oil. 

As there was no mains power in the villages, there were no electric appliances in the 

homes with the exception of a few battery operated radios and lamps. Light at night 

was by small kerosene lamps fashioned from reused tins. Most (but not all) houses 

had their own squat pit toilets with improvised privacy screen and no hand washing 

facility in the yard or in the field; their distance from the living and cooking areas 

depended on the size of the yards. 

3.4.3  The extended family and the compounds 

In both villages, many households lived in compounds comprised of several houses. 

As Wolqáôs layout and functioning was more urban, a significantly greater 
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proportion of families lived in compounds in Issíppe than in Wolqá, both in the 

general population and in my sample. 

The compounds were the homes of extended patrilinear families: the male children 

built houses, more and more in the new, rectangular style, for their own households 

around their fatherôs house. This allowed them to stay close to the fields that their 

father shared out between them. Each ónuclear familyô lived in its own house, and 

co-wives lived next to each other within a compound (see Image 15 and 16). Some 

of the compounds were quite crowded; but their layout always allowed for a central 

open yard, visible from all of the houses and often shaded by large trees, where all 

the children played and animals grazed. While the compounds were not fenced, some 

of them had formal entry arches, and generally had an estate-like quality, 

representing a strong tradition of hierarchy. 

3.4.4  Household wealth and assets 

The livelihood of the vast majority of families in both villages was dependent on 

farming; therefore the most critical productive assets were farm land and livestock. 

In terms of productive assets, the participants of my study were comparable to, 

although somewhat poorer than the Wereda-level statistics produced by The Food 

Economy Group (2011) presented in Table 9. In my sample, four households 

reported that they had no field to cultivate. However, in reality two of these four 

households had regular cash income: in each the male household head was employed 

by the government and received monthly salaries. Because these two men were born 

in the village it was likely that while they were in employment their fields were 

contracted to other farmers. The other landless people, a widow and a family whose 

male head was not from this village, were struggling daily to make ends meet doing 
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day labour when available and drawing rent by sharing their home with secondary 

school students. 

Table 9  Wealth ranking and productive asset ownership in Humbo Wereda
37

, 2007 data  

Wealth 
group 

% of 
population 

Land 
cultivated 
(tôimad38) 

Typical livestock holding 

   chickens sheep/ goats cattle oxen beehives 

Very poor 13.5 0.5 ï 1.5 1 ï 3 0 0 0 0 

Poor 34.6 1 ï 2 2 ï 4 0 0 0 0 

Middle 32.3 2 ï 3 3 ï 4 4 ï 6 2 - 6 0 - 2 0 

Better off 19.6 4 - 5 4 - 5 5 - 12 10 -20 1 - 2 0 

(Adapted from: The Food Economy Group, 2011) 

Tessemaôs study (2008), which included villages in Humbo, found that the overall 

average holding size in the lowlands was 2.1ha. My interview data with Agricultural 

Extension Workers and WVE employees shows a degree of inconsistency, and 

although one set of data only relates to one village and the other to the lowland area 

of the Wereda, the variation is too great to be explained by the difference in 

coverage. According to Agricultural Extension Programme reports for Wolqá, 17% 

of the farmers had more than five hectares of land and approximately 5% of the 

households were landless (EF, personal communication, 9 April 2013). WVE data 

showed that nearly one half of the households cultivated between 0.1- and 0.25 

hectares  - less than one tôimad - and only three percent of the farms was greater than 

0.75 hectares, or three tôimad (T15, personal communication, 26 July 2011). Table 

10 illustrates the extent to which the data sets differed. Although I did not collect 
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 This data excludes approximately 10% of the Weredaôs population whose main livelihood is from 

irrigated banana production 

38
 Timad is the traditional unit of land measurement in Ethiopia, the equivalent of what a pair of oxen 

can plough in one day. One timad is generally equated with one quarter of a hectare. 
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household specific data on actual farm size, farmersô assessment of the adequacy of 

their land to produce food for their families is discussed in Chapters 4 and 5. 

Table 10  Comparison of three sets of data on farm sizes 

The Food Economy Group        
(N unknown) 

Agricultural Extension 
Programme (N=861) 

WVE data (N unknown) 

Farm size in 
tôimad 

% of farms 
Farm size 
in tôimad 

% of farms 
Farm size 
in tôimad 

% of farms 

  
0 5.0 

  
0.5 - 1.5 13.5 < 1 27.9 < 1 49.5 

1 - 2 34.6 

1 - 5 50.3 
1 - 3 47.5 

2 - 3 32.3 

4 - 5 19.6 
> 3 3 

    > 5 16.8 

 

Large livestock - cattle ï ownership was reported by 43% of the participating 

households, and 29% of the households owned more than one head. While more 

households owned one head of cattle in Issíppe than in Wolqá, livestock numbers in 

the participating households, in general, did not vary greatly between the two 

villages. The largest number of cattle owned by a household in my sample was four. 

Ownership of smaller livestock, such as goats or sheep, was more fluid as these 

animals served as relatively short term investment and were bought and sold between 

two of my household visits. Their numbers would also significantly fall after New 

Year and Meskôel when a large number of goats and sheep were slaughtered for the 

feasts. Small livestock numbers reported in the participating households, collected 

after the festivities, are presented in Table 11. Poultry were restricted to chickens and 

their numbers were almost impossible to establish as they were free ranging in the 

compounds. Approximately one third of the households reported having chickens. 
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Some households in Issíppe owned beehives but none of them had harvested honey 

in the two years previous to the study. 

Table 11  Livestock ownership in the participating households  

Livestock holding per 
household 

Wolqá (N=31) Issíppe (N=20) Both villages (N=51) 

Number 
of HHs 

% of 
HHs 

Number 
of HHs 

% of 
HHs 

Number 
of HHs 

% of 
HHs 

Has large livestock 12 39 11 55 23 45 

Has >1 large livestock 9 29 6 30 15 29 

Has small livestock 6 19 5 25 11 22 

No livestock 6 19 5 25 11 22 

Not known39 10 32 4 20 14 27 

 

Many households had productive gardens where during the rainy seasons vegetables 

and herbs were grown. Most gardens produced fruit and taro, and many, in particular 

in Issíppe, grew enset. The number of productive gardens was greater in Issíppe than 

in Wolqá. Neither the fields nor the household gardens were irrigated. Agricultural 

and non-agricultural livelihoods are discussed in more detail in Chapter 4. 

Household food security is not discussed in this chapter, though it is important to 

note when describing the characteristics of the households that a majority of them 

are food insecure for several months every year. The extent and implications of this 

are discussed in detail in Chapter 5 and Chapter 6. 
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 Only those households that participated in observation and interviews were asked to supply wealth 

data 
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3.4.5  The main points of this section 

I found that the structure of households, as well as many of their socio-economic 

characteristics and living environment, were alike. Households were vulnerable: they 

had little reserves to fall back on, and the remote rural setting amplified some aspects 

of vulnerability, in particular for service delivery. The study found sizable gender 

difference in educational attainment, and the family home environment was not 

conducive for healthy living practices, especially regarding food and personal 

hygiene, and the prevention of infectious diseases. These factors heavily impacted on 

the availability of food and childrenôs access to it, and on their ability to 

appropriately utilise it. 

 

3.5  Chapter summary 

History and politics, climate and topography, as well as the socio-economic 

environment of the villages and households bore momentous implications on the 

food and nutritional security of young children. At the study site climate and 

population density severely limited the quantity and diversity of family food.  

The next chapter, describing the livelihoods, social networks, and government and 

NGO programmes functioning in the two villages of the study site complete the 

account of the contextual complexity within which families work towards childrenôs 

food and nutrition security.  

 



   

CHAPTER 4  

CONTEXT: LIVELIHOODS, SOCIETY AND 

DEVELOPMENT
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In the Wolayta villages, food was produced and consumed in a complex milieu 

formed by historic, environmental, social and economic factors. The previous 

chapter introduced the historic, political and environmental context of the study site. 

This chapter continues to present the contextual dimension of food culture and 

childrenôs food and nutrition security, with the focus on socio-economic factors. 

These factors were decisive aspects of food availability and access, as they directly 

affected both food quantity and diversity. 

The factors included below are livelihoods and the rules that delineated the division 

between men and women in farm and off-farm work; household decision making and 

gender-based difference in responsibilities and authority; social networks and 

reciprocity; and the support and development programmes operated by the Ethiopian 

Government and non-government agencies. 

 

4.1  Livelihoods in the villages 

The economic activities of the sample households exemplified the predominantly 

agricultural livelihood of the population in the two villages of the study site. As 

noted earlier, of the 51 households in the sample, four were supported entirely on 

non-farm income; one household head was a day labourer, a single mother relied on 

rental income, and two household heads were in full-time government employment. 

The rest of the households lived primarily off their farms; however, approximately 

half of them supplemented their farm revenues by other activities, mostly as petty 

traders and with day labour. 
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4.1.1  Agricultural livelihoods 

Like in much of Sub-Saharan Africa, low external input mixed farming characterised 

the study area (Mohammed-Saleem, 1995), producing horticultural, as well as field 

crops and livestock on the same farm. Most of what the farms yielded was consumed 

by the family, but in many households a portion of the products ï although in no way 

surplus ï was sold to generate cash for household expenses. 

Field crops 

Agricultural production relied on rainfall, and each of the two rainy seasons had their 

distinctive set of crops (see Image 17). Maize, the main staple was usually sown 

during the Belg, the shorter rainy season, along with smaller crops of taro and 

cassava. Maize was harvested in August and September, but tender cobs brought 

relief to the households in the óhungry monthsô in July. In the Meher, the long rainy 

season, fields produced sweet potatoes and cash crops such as chilli, cotton and, in 

areas with somewhat higher altitude, tôef. Legumes, including cow peas, haricot 

beans and red kidney beans, were grown in both Belg and Meher. Many, but not all 

farmers produced crops in both growing seasons of the year. While intercropping 

was a familiar practice, with tubers or beans growing among maize, and chilli and 

legumes intercropped, not all fields were cultivated using this technique. A detailed 

discussion of food seasonality, including the regular periodic food shortages, is 

presented in Chapter 5. 

According to the agricultural extension agents and some of the farmers, soil fertility 

was declining in the study site. Use of manure was limited: farmers needed to carry 
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manure from their household to the field in baskets, and animals were able to graze 

in the stubble after harvest only for short time. Very few farmers made and used 

compost, though workshops demonstrating the preparation and use of compost had 

been held by the Agricultural Extension Programme. Improved seeds and chemical 

fertilisers were promoted by the Extension Programme, and while some were willing 

to experiment with improved seeds, most farmers found the price of fertilisers too 

high. Local government officials, themselves from farming background, confirmed 

that there was ñlittle capacity in the community to purchase and use the inputs 

provided [sold] by the governmentò. (W40) 

The number of farmers who used irrigation on their fields was diminishing with the 

declining water levels in the river, and at the time of the study was approximately 

5%. No one in the sample irrigated their field, though there were some households 

whose field was situated along the river. 

Farms, the single resource for most households to satisfy the food and other needs of 

family members, were small. However, farmers could increase the area that they 

cultivated by share farming: they contributed labour and productive assets, such as 

tools and draft animals, and received a portion of the harvested crop in return. 

Leasing was another, though less frequently occurring practice. Farmland was 

available for share or lease from families where the male household head was absent: 

he was either employed in a far-away location, or held a government post and had no 

time to work on his field. However, people who leased their land to others were keen 

to make sure the fields were productive, and carefully screened the potential lessees: 
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I do share [farming], but not contracting; farmers donôt give me large field because 

I donôt have oxen. They evaluate my situationéthey are government workers. 

They donôt have time to work on the field. (Z08F) 

Opinions diverged in regards to whether the productivity of farms improved or 

declined. Some participants stated that their yields significantly increased due to 

erosion control implemented by development projects, discussed below. The use of 

improved seed also boosted the production of maize, although not to the extent it 

would have if chemical fertilisers were applied as recommended. Those who 

maintained that productivity decreased mostly attributed it to two factors: the 

declining rainfall and the increasing poverty of households. Poor farmers did not 

have oxen and tools and, as a result, they often missed the optimal time for, and were 

generally less efficient with, soil preparation, sowing and cultivation. Ultimately, 

beyond rainfall, the success of a farmer was believed to depend on a handful of 

factors, primarily productive assets and hard work: 

There are others farmers who produce 50 ï 60 quintal
40

 maize a year, like Xôs 

family. Their field is near the river, fertile land; they have oxen, and they have 

hard-working boys. They are all married [but] they did not divide the land yet 

though their father died; they will after the mother is dead. (F18) 

Farmers waited for the rains before they started the arduous work of field 

preparations (see Image 18). The fields were ploughed four or five times through a 

period of a few weeks, to kill weeds and prepare the soil. During the last round of 

ploughing the farmers followed the oxen with the bucket of seeds to sow. Weed 

                                                 
40

 One quintal equals 100 kg 
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control and improving the soilôs water absorption continued during the growing 

season, using oxen and plough, as well as hand hoes: 

I plough three or four times before I grow maize. At the fifth ploughing I use 

seedéif there is rain we plough again and again, but when there is no rain we wait 

ï only wet soil is ploughed. After seeding, when the maize starts to grow, we dig 

with hoe and also plough between the rows, and also remove the stem when there 

is more than one [of maize]. We plough to control water erosion é and to create 

valleys so the maize gets water easily ï this happens twice between seeding and 

harvest. When it becomes eshet [fresh, tender], ready to eat, we start picking for 

household use. (Z08F) 

Livestock 

The range of livestock kept by the households included cattle, smaller ruminants 

such as sheep and goats and chicken. Oxen had a vital role in crop cultivation: 

é No one can do anything in his field [without oxen]. é Every activity performed 

in the field is by oxen. (B18) 

After three or four years of working as draught animals oxen were fattened up and 

sold for slaughter. Milking cows were of high value, in particular because of the 

cultural importance of butter, although it is important to note that the level of milk 

production was very low: local cows were milked two or three times a day and 

produced a total of 1.5 ï 3 litres of milk compared to the approximately 25 litres 

produced by European breeds of dairy cattle. Infertile and old cows that did not 

produce milk were fattened and sold or slaughtered.  
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Sheep and goats were raised and bred for meat, their milk and wool was not utilised. 

Chicken eggs were preferably hatched and the chicks were raised: the roosters for 

slaughter and hens for breeding. However, households often sold fresh eggs in order 

to generate small amounts of cash for household necessities. No other poultry was 

kept. A number of bee hives were scattered in trees, and a beekeepersô association 

operated in one of the villages. Some of the study participants had previously had 

bee hives but were not practising beekeeping at the time of the study. Honey was 

rarely available at the village markets, suggesting that beekeeping was not an 

actively pursued commercially enterprise.   

Donkeys had high value as pack and draft animals, but although I saw many on the 

roads, none of the households participating in the study had donkeys. Mules and 

horses, common transport animals in other parts of Ethiopia, were also rare in the 

study site.  

All types of livestock represented investment: 

éwe fatten livestock. Then we sell it and buy another ox; the rest of the money 

spent on necessary things. If we sell it for expensive price we also buy a calf. Even 

though we fatten the ox the price is not very profitable. (Z15) 

When we have got enough money (profit) from the fattened ox we buy one ox and 

other calf or bullock. We prefer to raise animals instead of saving our money. 

(GD20130408) 

While the investment promised good returns, it also carried a certain degree of risk: 

disease and drought took toll on livestock, and farmers also worried about thieves. 

The investment was mostly reaped at the time of the holidays ï New Year and 
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Meskôel in September, Christmas and Timkat in January and at Easter time, in the 

form of cash, or as slaughter for household use. Livestock also served as insurance: a 

quick sale, though often below market price, assisted families in emergencies. 

In general, feeding livestock was often difficult because of the shortage of grazing 

land, and providing fodder required strategies that involved many members of the 

household. Cattle were fed grasses and weeds collected in the forest, in the maize 

fields and at the roadside; they were given crop residue such as leaves and stalks and, 

to get them fat, sometimes even crops ï maize, cow peas - and leftover food. 

However, collecting enough fodder was hard and the changing seasons created 

different benefits and problems with regards to livestock fattening, the cowsô ability 

to produce milk, and the quality of milk: 

We can cut the grasses, the stem of maize, collect and store the husks, and use little 

by little until the next grass grows. (Z23) 

We have 3 cows. é When we collect weed from the maize field, between the 

rows, we get more milké.The cow needs wet/fresh grass. We can get fresh grass 

after the rains but not in the winter. In June [when it rains] the maize grows and the 

weed comes out; also we cut the infertile maize for the livestocké..The same 

weed and maize is used for fattening. (Z07F) 

Poor households often combined their resources and invested in livestock together: 

one party would buy a young animal and the other would feed and raise it. This 

system operated with smaller livestock, as well as cattle, and the offspring, or the 

revenue of sale, was shared between the two households, following established rules.  
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The esteem granted to the different types of livestock followed a distinct order. 

Cattle in general enjoyed high status and were given great care, and oxen were the 

highest in the hierarchy. They were associated with men, and with all the work that 

was necessary to grow food for the household. Men took oxen to the veterinary 

clinic and paid for their vaccinations, and it was generally their responsibility to look 

after them, with the help of children (see Image 19).  

Cows belonged in the domestic sphere, to the women. Cows, and often calves as 

well, were kept in the house, usually in the space also used as kitchen, to protect 

them from sun and tsetse flies, and much of the fodder was brought to them by 

women and children. Women were responsible for milking and for removing the 

cowsô waste from the kitchen, and children took them once or twice a day to water, 

either to the river or to one of the standpipes in the village. Cows were also taken to 

the veterinary clinic for vaccination, fly repellent spray and artificial insemination. 

This responsibility was shared by men and women. 

Sheep and goats, although they were valued as investment and for providing meat for 

festive occasions, were lower in the hierarchy and were cared for by the women and 

children. Sheep and goats often free ranged around the compounds and in the fields, 

or were watched by children on the roadside. They were often not closely attended to 

during the day, but they were brought inside for the night to protect them from 

thieves and animal predators.  

Chicken seemed to occupy the lowest status in the hierarchy of livestock. They also 

free ranged around the houses, and the fences around the yards presented no barriers 

for them. Chicken were seen as much needed cash source, but the survival ratio was 
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very low: of 10-12 eggs, two or three birds grew up, the rest were taken by predators 

and disease: 

From 15 eggs 10 chicks hatch, from that three or five grow up, [the rest is] eaten 

by wild animals. (F37) 

We have one hen. The hens here lay one egg every day; after 10 eggs they stop. 

We keep the eggs to raise chicken; they are sold for cash. We never eat the eggs. 

(F07) 

Epidemics were often mentioned as a significant factor the loss of chickens. Sheep 

and goats rarely, and chickens hardly ever, were taken to the veterinary clinic. 

In the two villages in which my field work took place I did not find commercial scale 

livestock breeding enterprise. A young male student talked about his dream of 

starting a chicken farm but he was worried about disease and predators. 

Horticulture  

The household gardens produced a variety of herbs, chillies and castor plants, as well 

as fruits such as mango, lemon, papaya, orange, banana and avocado. In many 

gardens, mainly in the higher altitudes, people grew coffee and enset, and taro and 

cassava were common as well (see Image 20). Only the very small inner-village 

blocks did not have horticultural areas around the houses. The gardens produce was 

commonly consumed by the family rather than sold. The home gardens were 

seasonal, predominantly rainfed, although in a small number of households, 
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particularly those closer to the village standpipes, coffee and some vegetables were 

hand watered. 

A small number of home gardens produced pumpkin, cabbage and tomato, and 

practically all of them produced kale. One of the most significant sources of non-

staple food was a tree crop, grown in the fields and in the compounds. The leaves of 

this tree, Moringa stenopetala, were available in all seasons (although some women 

claimed that the leaves turn bitter during the dry season), and substituted kale in the 

meals. 

The contribution of horticultural production to fulfilling the householdsô needs was 

not generally acknowledged by the farmers. Gardens were considered as producing 

items that did not ease hunger: the staple came from the fields not from the gardens. 

As well, these products did not attract high prices, so their contribution to household 

income was low: 

éthese things are very cheap in the market. So it is not helpful for the household 

income generation. The other thing is: we canôt grow vegetables throughout the 

year because canôt get enough rainfall. When we compare the advantage and 

disadvantage, the disadvantage is more because [the garden production] is 

seasonal, it catches the field from growing maize or other grain, also it dries easily 

and the price [market value] is cheaper. For all household use maize is more 

important than the others [garden products]. (Z08F) 

There were some larger market gardens that were irrigated either from the river or by 

tapping into the village water supply; these produced significant amounts of fruits 

and vegetables that were sold them at the village markets. Irrigation and land size 
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were vital to the success of these enterprises. The market gardens grew horticultural 

produce that was selling in large quantities, such as kale, cabbage, tomatoes, chilli 

and shallots almost all year. They also produced bananas, avocados and mangoes for 

the markets. 

I visited and interviewed the farmer who owned one of these market gardens. His 

field, inherited from his father, was next to the river and he used river water for 

irrigation. He bought his tools, irrigation pipes and the petrol pump from his savings 

and learnt how to grow fruits and vegetables and set up the market garden, mostly by 

observing other farmers, through trial and error: His workforce consisted of his own 

family ï his wife and older children ï as well as five óorphanô boys: children who 

worked for him for board and food, and were each given a small piece of land to 

cultivate for their own profit. He became a successful entrepreneur in a few years, 

and was extending his production by leasing fields from others. 

Division of labour and authority by gender 

A set of somewhat flexible rules delineated the division of labour in agricultural 

work between men, women and children. Without exception all study participants 

maintained that the fields were the menôs domain: all crop-related work was carried 

out by men and their sons. Nevertheless, wives took the midday meal to the fields for 

their husband and his helpers and, during harvest time, many women worked 

alongside the men collecting and carrying the yield to the house. In some 

circumstances, such as a wife helping her very sick husband, or a widow cultivating 

her farm, women would do some of the work, but they would not work with oxen. 
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The interview quote below summarises the division of farm and household labour 

between husband and wife: 

Mother cleans the cowôs place in the house; [her responsibility is] also milking and 

feeding the cow, and to prepare lunch and dinner. She takes care of the 

childrené.For a father: to plough the field, seeding, digging, harvesting. If he has 

enough field his own he perform this on his own field. If not, he does this with 

share. He takes care of the cattle when they go to the field and there are no children 

[big enough to look after them]éif the livestock sick the father brings them to the 

animal clinic. (Z09) 

Horticultural work was shared between men and women: gardens seemed to be the 

settings where the gender-based lines of the division of labour were the least well-

defined. In general, women were in charge of herbs and coffee, as well as vegetables. 

Planting and cultivation of tubers was shared work in many households and 

decisions about what to grow and where, were negotiated between husband and wife. 

However, watering the plants was a responsibility of women and, against their other 

work load, it did not appear to be a high priority. 

The sale of farm products was discussed between the husband and wife, but carrying 

out the transactions followed a protocol that gave different tasks to men and women, 

and somewhat reflected the division of labour with which they were produced. 

Cattle, larger quantities of maize after harvest, and most often smaller livestock, 

were taken to markets, or their sale otherwise arranged, by the men. Women, who 

were responsible for the storage of harvested goods, traded small amounts of grain, 

milk and eggs in order to make small purchases of everyday necessities. 
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4.1.2  Off-farm income generation (non-agricultural) 

Few non-agricultural income generation opportunities existed in the primarily 

agriculture-based economy of the villages. These included day labour, small 

enterprises in commerce and services, and NGO and government employment.  

Men had more opportunities than women to engage in income generation outside the 

farm for several reasons. The types of work available favoured men, in large part for 

cultural and social reasons. Men were more able to leave from home for a length of 

time, if needed for weeks or months, to earn income. This, however, did not mean 

that women did not have income generation opportunities, and many of them 

maintained that it was lacking the capital or equipment to start a small enterprise, 

rather than shortage of time or social unacceptance, that hindered them. In fact, 

women were free to move in and between the villages, visiting each other and the 

markets in other places, and a large number of them were engaged in petty trade. 

Income generating opportunities for men in the villages 

Income generating activities for men included day labour and trade, a variety of 

service industry opportunities, as well as government and NGO jobs. Within the 

villages, day labour was available for men in the nearby quarry that produced gravel 

for road construction. Some men also worked as day-labourers in the fields, and in 

building construction. These jobs paid very low wages, and none of them were 

secure. 

Skilled work in construction was generally more profitable, especially for masons 

and carpenters: 
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[Builders are] very successful. One of them now owns the grain mill éhe is a 

mason. His father is a security guard at the [World Vision compound] and he was 

trained by World Vision. Working with chikôa [mud] in construction is not so 

profitable. I havenôt seen any mud workers who changed their life - they are all 

drunk. But those who work with the timber in buildings get good money. (F18) 

However, local work for skilled masons had ended with the completion of the health 

centre and school extension built with assistance from World Vision. 

A steady market existed for transporting goods and people between villages and 

towns. Pack donkeys, donkey carts and porters, who carried the load either on their 

shoulders or their head, or on a timber wheel-barrow, took goods to and from 

markets. Small motorbike taxies carried passengers on the unpaved roads, which 

they could manoeuvre even in the rainy seasons. Motorbikes required a big 

investment even though most were bought second-hand, and their maintenance was 

often difficult: 

Motor taxi is not profitable: one week lots of work, good income, but next week 

the motor needs repair and costs big moneyé[there is] no mechanic in the village, 

only in town; [here] only for tyre repair. (F18) 

Haircuts, shaves and clothes repairs were offered in each of the villages. The barber 

set up business in the shade of a tree, and had a slow but continuous flow of 

customers; he was trained by World Vision and equipped with a simple set of tools 

(see Image 21). Clothing repair was mostly menôs work; they also received skills 

training from World Vision, and at the conclusion of training they were given a foot-

pedal sewing machine. In one of the participating households, the husband taught his 
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wife how to use the machine and they both did repair work. On the main street of 

one of the villages a man offered bicycle tyre and shoe repair services. Some men 

also worked as traditional healers, treating both humans and livestock, mostly for 

broken bones and other injuries. Their fees were very low. 

In the villages men were less likely to be involved with food service than women, 

and the only man who cooked and served meals in his restaurant in Wolqá had spent 

many years away from the village. His story represents the desire to be independent 

and achieve business success in spite of the risk of losing regular salary, and he was 

not ashamed to prepare food, considered womenôs work: 

We both were government workers. My wife was a teacher and I was a machinist 

in a factory. éYou know people were surprised when I left my government work. 

My salary was 1500 Birr at that time. So people were saying why he left his work? 

But I want to be a role model for this people. I want to show them about how to 

create new businesséI bake bread by myself, I am also involved in womenôs duty 

for example I chop vegetables or anything else. I am involved both menôs and 

womenôs duty. So I am getting more income than I was paid before. (M26) 

Men were more likely to be involved in larger scale trade than women, although 

there were exceptions. The husband in one of the households, which was the 

wealthiest among those that that participated in this study, traded livestock, as well 

as building materials, and had large clients such as World Vision. Even this family, 

however, reported a degree of uncertainty in regards to the householdôs year-round 

food supply. No gender bias was evident among the owners of the handful of small 

shops selling plastic household goods, as well as some packaged food items and 

bottled soft drinks (see Image 22). 



168 

Government jobs were considered the most desirable. They granted security with 

regular monthly ï though sometimes delayed ï wages, and social status: 

The society gives you more status if you are a government worker, they assume 

that you are a good person. (F07) 

A number of government employees worked in the villages, more in Wolqá than in 

Issíppe,  in the newly founded kôebele. Wolqá had a health centre, a full primary 

school and a secondary school, and several government development programmes 

whose officials worked in the Wolqá office compound. The schools had several local 

employees, but most teachers were from other places. The teachers, however, 

contributed significantly to the village economy, as their disposable income was 

absorbed into rental accommodation, markets, shops, barbers and food service. The 

village government administration, health service, microfinance and agricultural 

extension employees were mostly local people. The high positions in these 

workplaces were occupied by men, and some men were also employed as gardeners, 

security guards and ground keepers by the local government and at the World Vision 

compound. Serving in the Army was a relatively lucrative arrangement, with 

monthly salary and pension after completion of service, but it meant being far from 

family for long periods, with only yearly visits home. 

Income generating opportunities for women 

In general no day labour was available for women, and they did not work in 

construction unless they were building their own houses. Their participation in small 

enterprise in the service industry was not as wide ranging as the menôs: women did 
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not drive motorbikes, work as porters, or repair tyres. However, some women owned 

donkeys, which they drove to markets, and one woman was reported to own a 

motorbike and employed a driver to provide a taxi service. Several women in each 

village, some trained by World Vision, ran small hair dressing businesses in their 

homes. This work, however, was quite seasonal: they were in high demand before 

the major holidays, and much less at other times of the year. 

Several women generated income by selling home-made coffee and tea, served from 

thermos bottles into small china cups under improvised shade, mostly during market 

hours. Fresh wheat bread rolls and tôef injera
41

 were popular items, often easier to 

buy than prepare at home, and these brought a regular flow of customers to the two 

or three women who sold them. One woman was a successful owner of a small 

village restaurant, where she cooked and served food, as well as employed other 

people, some of them men: 

With restaurant [enterprise] people can change their economic status. One woman 

here started with small amount and now she built a house and earns good amount 

of money. (F18) 

The most frequently reported means to generate cash income by women was petty 

trade. This ranged from occasional engagement to a regular market presence up to 

three times a week. It usually entailed buying relatively small amounts of produce ï 

maize, coffee, peanuts, or moringa leaves, from people living farther from the village 

centres and reselling it with a slight margin of profit. A handful of women sold small 
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merchandise such as matches, candles, small packages of sweets and soap - a normal 

size cake of soap was cut in half to increase profit. 

Women in the villages did not usually engage in large-scale commerce. However, 

one of the study participants was an exception: she traded in grain, mostly maize, in 

the scale of hundreds of kilograms. She had an unusual history as she had been a 

successful merchant in a larger town before her marriage to a village man. 

Government and NGO positions were less likely to be occupied by local women, 

simply because these required literacy and often qualifications. The Government of 

Ethiopia actively promoted womenôs employment and participation but the disparity 

in education between the men and women in the villages was a barrier no 

employment policy could overcome. Although many of the school teachers, 

including in secondary school, were female, they came from other areas of the region 

or the country. Local women were employed as óoffice girlsô, gardeners and cleaners 

in the village administration. The World Vision compound, where up to 15 project 

staff lived away form their own families, employed five village women to cook and 

wash the staff membersô clothes, and as gardeners. 

Several local women were trained Health Extension Workers and were employed at 

the health posts. They each supervised a large number of women, all trained 

volunteers, engaged in health and nutrition programmes. Their roles are discussed in 

the section about health services. Traditional healers and birth attendants played an 

important role in health care, and they received some mainstream training to 

augment their ability to treat patients. However, their fees were low and none of 

them pursued their vocation full time.  
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Study participantsô engagement in non-agricultural livelihoods 

Nearly half of the participating households took up some of the opportunities 

described above, and had income generated by non-farming livelihood activity
42

. 

Four men were in government employment: in qebele administration, the 

Agricultural Extension Programme, the Army and mosquito spraying, and one 

retired soldier received pension. One of the women had a casual job in the nursery of 

the Agricultural Extension Programme.  

Four men worked as day labourers, one of them away from his home village. Seven 

women were engaged in petty trade, and one man and one woman in larger scale 

commerce. Embroidery, spinning and clothes repair provided small amounts of 

supplementary income for four households. In two households participants drew 

income from passenger transport, and two had rental income, taking boarders into 

spare rooms in their homes. There were two traditional healers among the household 

participants in addition to the two non-household interviewees. Many people worked 

on community infrastructure projects, however, these jobs were part of the Ethiopian 

Governmentôs development and welfare programmes, which are discussed below. 

Several volunteers were among the participants: three Peer Mothers and two guards; 

their work was unpaid.   
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 This did not include the work that was carried out under the Safety Net Programme, which is 

discussed further in the chapter. 
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Drawing income from natural resources 

In the years previous to this study three participants in Issíppe were engaged in paid 

employment once a week, working in the forest regeneration programme, 

implemented by World Vision Ethiopia and known locally as the Carbon Project. 

Due to the end of the particular phases of the project this employment had changed 

to voluntary work. Nevertheless, this project provided ongoing natural resources-

based livelihood opportunities for the residents of Issíppe, including collecting and 

selling fodder, firewood and wild fruits, although the latter did not have great 

commercial value. It was commonly children who picked the wild fruits in season in 

the forest or on the roadside; they ate some and sold the rest at the markets, and the 

little cash they received they spent on sweets: a small piece of sugarcane, lollies or 

chewing gum. 

Only two participating households, both living in Issíppe, reported selling fodder 

they had collected in the forest. These families had no livestock and they collected 

specifically for the market. Many participants sourced firewood in the forest, but for 

household use only: the small branches and twigs that they were allowed to collect in 

the forest were not suitable for sale as firewood. Nevertheless, all participants agreed 

that it was great help for the households, minimising their firewood expenses. The 

tasks of collecting firewood and fodder were shared by several members of the 

family, with a somewhat greater reliance on women and children than men.  

Seeds for revegetation were bought by the Agricultural Extension Programme. 

Collecting seeds of various native and revegetation trees was a seasonal opportunity; 

two participants reported drawing income from seed collection.  
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Barriers to income diversity 

The two principal barriers to pursuing off-farm livelihoods, according to the study 

participants ï women and men alike - were lack of starting capital and insufficient 

skills. From a list of over 30 possible income generating activities, participants felt 

confident about only a handful: trading, breeding and fattening of livestock, spinning 

and embroidery. All of these enterprises they had skills for and experience with and 

they did not need equipment or other conditions that were difficult or impossible to 

obtain. Their concern was not about whether the enterprise would be successful or 

not, but where the initial capital to buy stock and equipment or to pay transport 

would come from. Starting capital for small business could be obtained through 

several microfinance institutions established in the villages; details of their services 

are discussed below. However, for most petty traders, who were primarily women, 

the conditions of lending were problematic and they had to rely on their family or 

neighbours for a loan: 

I wish I got some money. [Then] I will try to retail, buy oxené Maybe I can fulfil 

my wish to become a merchant. My dream is to borrow money from the others and 

share the profit or pay interest. I will try to do this. Whoever I can get money from: 

from someone in the family, or someone else with money. (Z02) 

Other activities, requiring more skill and equipment, were thought unworkable, for 

example motor repair: 
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Motor mechanic worké. is above my knowledge. I donôt have experience. Not 

only me, from the members of this group no one has knowledge about motor 

mechanic work. That is for the people who live in cities like Soddo. 

(GD20120121) 

While many participants thought that transporting passengers and goods would 

provide good opportunities, buying a donkey, a cart or a motorbike was beyond the 

reach of most people. Those who received training in skilled trades, for example 

making and repairing clothes, food service, or masonry, found that there was not 

enough demand for their work. Lack of electricity, and therefore no prospect of 

using machinery even if it could be afforded, made local fabrication of wood and 

metal building parts and furniture impossible. 

Beyond lacking starting capital or skills, a range of other obstacles stood in the way 

of small enterprise and off-farm revenue. Competition for the small amount of 

disposable income circulating in the villages seemed to intensify, in part because 

more and more families needed to rely on diversifying their income and generating 

cash as large portions of their necessities were to be paid for. Also, participants 

claimed that youth entered the workforce away from the family farm at increasingly 

young age, mostly driven by the desire to satisfy their own personal preferences:  

é.previous children were serving their family around the house, they worked what 

parents asked for, stayed most of the time at home. Now children go to school, and 

after 13 or 14 years [of age] they want to retail in the market or go and work 

somewhereé.This generation doesnôt want to follow their familyôs interest, they 

want to fulfil what they want, as they want it ï clothes, shoes. (Z13) 
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Industrial employment opportunities were virtually absent in the district. One of the 

interview participants talked about some prospects that could offer secure livelihoods 

in the area provided investors were found for these industries. According to him the 

nearby lake could support agroforestry and sugarcane production, and in turn the 

establishment of incense and sugar factories. Other participants were less optimistic, 

and their thoughts returned to farming as the only realistic option to make a living in 

the study site: 

This is a rural area, no possibility for investment, no potential. But there are people 

who are successful farmers, a role model how to improve our livesé.In this area 

many people are educated ï but with no work. It is difficult to create opportunities, 

itôs not a city. [Being a] merchant could be possible, other options: poultry, bee 

hives.... (M21) 

For men and women equally, taking on full time employment, or to do work that 

required regular and significant engagement, would have required that they had to 

abandon the tasks that were essential for the functioning of the household. However, 

it was generally easier for men to be absent from the household: they could engage 

in off-farm income generation during the periods in the yearly cycle when less 

seasonal work in the fields was necessary. If their work required extended and long-

distance absence they could leave their farm fallow or lease it to other farmers. It 

was also easier for men to pursue day labour, leaving the children and the livestock 

in the care of their wives and older children. 

Women had ongoing duties around the household that were mostly not seasonal, and 

which required their presence in the home. Their central responsibilities were 

providing food for the family and looking after the children. According to my 
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observation notes, women spent between 30 minutes and 1.5 hours with actual food 

preparation before each meal. In addition to this, the daily activities that contributed 

to preparing the familyôs food included picking vegetables from the field or garden; 

sorting, drying and cleaning seeds, vegetables, spices and herbs. Purchasing food and 

taking grains to the mill often took a long time, depending on how far the market 

was from the household. 

Obtaining water from the bono (Wol., village stand pipe) could take an hour or so as 

well: there were several bonos in each of the villages, fed by a pipeline from a spring 

in the hills, but the queues for water were usually exceedingly long and some of the 

bonos were out of order for months. Looking after livestock, gardening and cleaning 

the house were part of womenôs daily routine, in addition to their central role: 

ensuring that the children were safe, clean, fed, and went to school. 

Many of the womenôs tasks  could be ï and in some households were - delegated to 

older children or child servants, but being away from home for extended lengths of 

time was generally less accepted for women, mainly because of their responsibility 

for their childrenôs well-being. For example illnesses in children were often 

attributed to the motherôs absence: 

When the mother goes somewhere éwhen they go to get firewood or water, or to 

get white clay from the Lake Abaya [to sell] for cattle feed, the children get hungry 

éeat soil and get hookworm. (GD 20111017) 

Bederecha (Wol, a childhood illness) écauses diarrhoea, they get very tired and 

their eyes sink inéthe cause is much crying, when their mother leaves them and 

goes to market. (BTH) 
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Generally women, however, stated that they would have time if the opportunity was 

there for income generation.  

Landlessness and low caste occupations 

The products of several traditional crafts were offered in the village and town 

markets. Every household used hand-made pottery products: the traditional coffee-

pot, or jebena, the larger and smaller griddles called mitôad, and a range of narrow-

necked round-bellied containers for water, milk, butter and spices. Hand-woven 

traditional textiles, hand-made iron and steel tools such as hoes, knives and pots, as 

well as rawhide furniture and leather products, were also widely sold and used. 

However, none of the participants were engaged in any artisan activities. 

Potters, leather-workers, blacksmiths and weavers were considered people being of a 

lower caste. Norms regarding lower castes ruled out intermarriage and the sharing of 

food, and even spaces such as church or classroom for children in school. Although 

at the time of field work this type of discrimination was illegal in Ethiopia, some of 

these traditions still held, and my inquiry about the potential of these occupations for 

income generation met strong resistance. 

Generally people, who were not farmers, were talked about in negative terms by the 

community. The prejudice about, and inequity of, landless families was a legacy that 

carried on in economic and social aspects of life and precipitated further deprivation. 

An example is a landless family that participated in this study. They were raising 

three children and lived in a rented one-room mud house, close to the centre of the 

village. The father was a day labourer and they had no livestock. They did not have a 
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garden because the owner grew sorghum and maize in the yard around the house. 

Neither the woman, whose oldest child had been born from a previous relationship, 

nor her husband, were truly locals; he left his home because there were too many 

boys in his family to share their fatherôs field. They received some charitable 

assistance from the church but they were also ostracised and harshly judged. 

4.1.3  The main points regarding livelihoods in the villages 

Mixed farming was typically the main livelihood activity in the study site. Field 

crops, livestock and horticultural products supplied food for the households, 

however, the crops were often insufficient to support the family even with staple 

food. Daily cash needs were met by selling some of the crops and livestock products, 

and by engaging in off-farm income earning activities. 

A narrow range of options was available in employment and in small business 

enterprise to generate cash income. Most of these offered small returns, and many of 

them were unreliable in terms of consistency of engagement and level of income. 

In the study participantsô view, the two main barriers to a more diversified livelihood 

structure were their inability to generate the starting capital for small enterprise, and 

the lack of skills required to pursue many types of potential business activities. These 

sentiments were prevalent in spite of the numerous skills training workshops that 

formed part of both government and NGO development programmes, and the 

growing presence of microfinance institutions offering loans for small business, 

whether agriculture-based or not. Microfinance organisations operated in both 

villages supplying a variety of various saving and loan products, and while many 
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farmers felt uncertain about taking out loans, borrowing and saving through these 

formal institutions became more common. 

The pervasive poverty of the local population, which limited the potential customer-

base of any small business enterprise, and the lack of external investment into larger 

undertaking that would provide employment, were additional factors that impeded 

the expansion of off-farm livelihoods. 

4.2  Households located in society:  power relationships, social 

networks, obligations 

This section is locates the choices and decisions family members made in the social 

milieu of the villages. It starts with the portrayal of how economic decisions were 

made in the households, followed by the description of the networks and social roles 

of women and men. Lastly, traditional cooperatives and social reciprocity are 

discussed.  

4.2.1  Household decision making 

The process of household decision making is an important factor influencing the 

availability of, and access to, food and nutrients. Many prior studies, discussed in the 

literature review, found that power relationships within the households, in particular 

womenôs authority, had direct impact on childrenôs nutritional status, therefore it was 

essential to understand the dynamics of decision making in the study site. 

I found that akin to the division of labour in the households, the rules of decision-

making about allocating household resources were, to some extent, fluid, although 
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clearly defined and gender-based. While the authority and responsibilities of each 

party were different, much of the significant decisions were shared. The following 

section outlines elements of decision making, including prioritising, authority and 

negotiation. 

Prioritising 

Use of household resources reflected a set of priorities in which food had its context-

specific place. In the everyday allocation of resources obtaining food - whether 

through production and purchase ï was prioritised, and the household membersô 

time, energy, cash and social relationships were utilised in order to achieve this goal. 

The emphasis was on staple foods, first of all maize, and on a small number of other 

food items such as coffee and green leafy vegetables (food preferences, food choices 

and frequencies are discussed in more detail in Chapters 5 and 6). Beyond the daily 

food supply, high priority was given to paying off debt and, when necessary, to 

paying the cost of the treatment of sickness. 

In the long term, household resource allocation had two foci. The first was managing 

risk and investing into productive assets, mainly through buying and providing for 

livestock. The role of animals, even if they were raised for their flesh, was not to 

supply meat to the household directly but to provide security and profit:   

[When we sell livestock] we spend for our childrenôs school necessities. We buy 

them new clothes. When we have got larger [amount of] money we buy calves, 

goats and oxen for ploughing. If the money in our pocket does not allow us to buy 

a big ox we buy the small bullock and we wait until it grows enough to plough the 
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fieldé. Again, if our money, the amount we have, allows us, we buy milk cow. 

We spend our money, like this. (GD20120121) 

We fatten livestock for sale. Once we fattened an ox we sell it, and with the money 

I buy other ox to fatten; the rest I use for household: clothes for children, and other 

things. We have one sheep also ï that is also fattened for marketé To slaughter 

them for household? Canôt even think of that! (Z08F) 

The other focus was upholding and safeguarding the familyôs social standing by 

observing the social norms and customs of local society. This required fulfilling a 

range of obligations, from making sure the children had reasonably presentable 

clothes or uniforms for school, to donating to religious and social organisations, and 

from contributing to other familiesô ceremonies to performing the householdôs own.  

Resources, if possible, were saved throughout the year for the main holidays, and a 

large portion of the crop yield was spent immediately after harvest, celebrating New 

Year and Meskôel. Events requiring great resources were mostly carried out in the 

months after harvest, from September to January: many ceremonies, as well as most 

house construction took place during this season: 

Between those months, September to January, that is the time when people build 

new houses, and wedding ceremony and circumcision is performed. So we also 

spend our money for these kinds of issuesé.The amount of money that remained 

from these expenses, we use it for household consumption, for food. 

(GD20120121) 



182 

Authority and negotiation 

Provisioning the household with food crops and cash placed the control of money 

into menôs hands in many families. In general, women had to refer to their husbands 

when making decisions about money, giving the impression that, in the actual 

physical sense, their husband was holding the householdôs money. The question 

about where their market money came from, drew almost uniform answers, even 

when the woman herself was a successful merchant: 

When my husband gets money by working jobs I get market money from him. 

(F06) 

[The father is] selling livestock, selling maize, put aside money, he is giving me 

the necessary amount [when I need money]. (F11) 

I take from my husbandôs pocket if he has any, or he gives me. (F05) 

Women made virtually all food purchases, and while some stated that they consulted 

their husband beforehand, most of them claimed that it was up to them what and how 

much they bought at the market: 

First we discuss together and decide what to buy. (F18) 

Most of the time I decide what food to buy and how much. (F11) 

My husband is not here, so I decide. Even when my husband is here I decide about 

food. The manôs role is to eat what I prepare. (F21) 
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Decisions about other small, everyday purchases, such as firewood, lamp oil, soap or 

matches, were also in the realm of the women. Bigger household and farm items, for 

example household utensils, furniture, tools and animals, were typically bought only 

when the household had larger amount of cash, most frequently after harvest when 

some of the crop was sold. These expenses, as well as those great expenditures 

linked to ceremonies or building a house, involved discussions and planning, and 

shared decision making: 

For example soap, lamp oil, firewood, pots and plates [we buy] according to a plan 

we make together, and I make the purchasesé.Also clothes, furniture: if I get 

money from him, I can buy those things. (F15) 

For clothes, furniture, animals or new roof the most decisive thing is income; we 

decide together. (F18) 

As they were mostly in charge of the householdôs cash, paying for treatment for the 

childrenôs illness at the health post was referred to the fathers. According to my 

observations most of the children were taken to the health post by their father, and he 

also often purchased food from the shop for the child, following the custom of giving 

sick children what they asked for. But a childôs illness often called for immediate 

response, and it was the motherôs assessment of the severity of the situation that 

governed the decision about whether to seek professional help, including the 

associated costs.  In their husbandôs absence women had the authority to make 

decisions in these types of emergencies, and if they did not have the cash, they 

borrowed:  
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I should ask my husband first. If he is here he pays for clinic. If he is not here I 

borrow from neighbour. (F13) 

When he is around he takes the child to clinic and pays. The other times I borrow 

money from neighbour and take the child. (F14) 

While the cash was controlled by the men, other household resources were managed 

by the women. Produce was stored in the households after harvest, and it was in the 

sphere of the womenôs responsibilities, as well as authority, to look after the stock: 

The responsibilities of the mother: she controls all things at home likeéthe 

product that comes from the field and stored at home. She has control over all the 

household things, like the harvested crops. (F07F) 

Due to the distinct roles of husbands and wives in generating, managing and 

controlling household resources, the allocation of these resources was subject to 

careful and often very detailed negotiations. Even with everyday purchases, cash 

shortage sometimes led to arguments, especially about items that were beyond the 

sheer necessities:   

When we finish grain for household I tell him to buy some but he argues. 

Sometimes I win, sometimes he wins. But most of the times we agree. (F29) 

When I want to buy tôef he gives me too small amount, I ask for more, he says that 

was enough, but then he gives more. (F06) 

Decisions about selling crops or livestock, and other plans that affected the 

householdôs economic well-being, were made together by husband and wife:    
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Yes, there is conflict. [But] mostly our argument is not about buying. Because of 

our [difficult] financial situation, it is about what to sell. After the argument we 

come to an agreement. (Z13) 

We discuss the plan. And most of the time we are successful, but sometimes, 

mostly because of [lack of] rainfall, our plan does not become real. (Z10) 

Leaders and most non-household interviewees expressed the opinion that people did 

not plan their expenses carefully and they spent beyond their means. Many 

household interviewees and group discussion participants, however, contradicted this 

view: 

We donôt spend our money extravagantly é we spend our money according to the 

amount we have, we donôt spend more than our ability. (GD20120121)  

4.2.2  Women and men in social networks  

Social networks, ranging in size from the nuclear family to village scale, played an 

essential role in coping with vulnerability and forming risk management strategies. 

Exploring these networks was helpful in mapping many of these strategies, and also 

revealed the social structures which underwrote and balanced womenôs and menôs 

household power.  

Nuclear household 

Interactions between women and their husbands were characterised by mutual 

respect and care, and their domestic behaviour, within the confines of roles, was 




