
 

 

 

 

Gender and Climate Change in Malawi. Understanding 

the impacts on agricultural production systems and 

food security. 

 

 

 

     Zamiwe Phiri  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Supervised by: Jón Geir Pétursson 

 

 

November 2021 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Final assignment submitted in partial fulfilment of the requirements for 

a post-graduate degree in International Gender Studies at the GRÓ Gender 

Equality Studies and Training Programme. 

© Zamiwe Phiri  

Reykjavík, Iceland, 2021  



 

3 

Preface 

My profound gratitude goes to Associate Professor Jón Geir Pétursson for his supervisory 

support in the development of this paper, he was always available to provide guidance and 

insights, I am so grateful. I also extend my gratitude to the GEST staff and expert lectures; they 

have imparted much knowledge that I know will be beneficial in my career; I couldn’t have 

done it without you and to Randi, thank you so much for harnessing the author in me, at this 

point I am proud of myself for coming up with such an academic paper.  

Special thanks also go to the GRO GEST for the support, it is very expensive to support a 

student like me throughout my studies. To my family and friends, thank you for the distractions 

that made me cope up with the pressure school exerted, the long phones calls, and the encour-

aging words were so helpful. 

All in all, I owe it all to God. 



4 

Abstract 

 Most sub -Saharan African (SSA) countries including Malawi, rely on agriculture for 

food, income, and poverty reduction. The current and anticipated effects of climate change 

threaten the agricultural sector which is largely dominated by women. Worse still, there is lim-

ited information available on gender-related decision-making in resource allocation which in-

fluences climate change mitigation and adaptation legislations. Understanding the gender dis-

parities among different rural households is a critical aspect in informing the gender policy on 

key climate change responses. This essay examines how the distinctive effects of climate 

change regarding agricultural production and food security affect Malawian men and women 

differently. With the Sustainable Livelihood Framework and the framework for building resil-

ient food systems amidst climate change, the essay seeks to understand how gender roles inter-

twine in the process of climate change. The essay has based its inferences from available liter-

ature in countries that are contextually related to Malawi as the data from Malawi. The essay 

further employs an intersectional lens in the discussion and draws upon empirical evidence on 

the gendered effects of climate change. The essay finds that indeed women’s vulnerability has 

been increased with the consequences that have come about with climate change. From the 

analysis, men and women seem to experience climate variations distinctively and this also af-

fects how they adapt to the changes. It is imperative to understand such gender dimensions for 

policymakers to facilitate more gender-sensitive approaches to agricultural production systems 

and food security systems which would then improve the quality of life for Malawians. 

 

Keywords:  Climate change, gender, food insecurity, agriculture, intersectionality, Ma-

lawi 
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1 Introduction  

1.1 The status of food security in Malawi 

The definition that guides the discussion on food security in the context of Malawi is that 

of the 1996 World Food Summit Plan of Action. It defines food security as a condition that 

exists when everyone has access to affordable, sufficient, safe, and nutritious food to meet their 

dietary needs and food preferences for active life (Food and Agricultural Organisation [FA0], 

1996). Malawi was one of the developing African countries that committed to employing strat-

egies to achieve national food security. However, the progress towards achieving food security 

has rather been inconsistent and Malawi remains a food-insecure country (Jones et al., 2014). 

In 2018, 3.3 million Malawians were food insecure, 1.8 million in 2019, and 2.6 million in 

2020 (World Bank, 2020). In addition to this, four quantitative poverty analyses for Malawi 

have been done since the late 1990s and have shown consistently that between 50-55 percent 

of all Malawians have consumption levels below the poverty line (World Bank, 2013).  

These data suggest that these individuals do not have enough access to foods that are re-

quired by an average person, based on the basic-needs poverty line set for recommended caloric 

requirements for an individual; an average adult in Malawi must consume 150 kg of maize in a 

year to fulfil the calorie requirements (World Bank, 2018). Studies have found out that rural 

Malawians who are primarily engaged in farming constitute about 80 percent of the overall 

population and they are most likely to have deficient food consumption when they are con-

trasted to the rest of the population (World Bank, 2008; United States Agency for International 

Development [USAID],2021). 

For a comprehensive examination of the food security status in Malawi at a smallholder 

farmers’ household level, this essay focuses on maize, which is a principal staple food in Ma-

lawi. Unfortunately, most food insecurity aggregations do not reflect the considerable variations 

in the food security of households within the country (Jones et al., 2014). Studies have found 

out that within the households themselves, the degree to which individuals have access to suf-

ficient food may vary by their sex, age, or labour contribution (World Bank, 2018; Jones et al., 

2014).  

From this definition, it is worth noting and emphasize that food production does not mean 

food security. Food security can therefore be defined as the reliable access to food and its proper 

use to meet its dietary needs (FAO, 1996). According to Food and Agriculture Organisation, 

food security is made up of four aspects (FAO, 1996). 
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• Availability: Enough appropriate foods from own production, domestic production, or 

imports are available within reasonable proximity to all individuals. 

• Access: Individuals have adequate incomes or other resources to buy, barter, or other-

wise obtain enough appropriate foods to maintain an adequate diet. This dimension 

draws from the observations of Sen (1981) on the critical importance of entitlements to 

food to ensure food security, rather than food availability alone. 

• Stability: Stability is conditioned to how frequent food availability is. This is the se-

quential and risk-related dimension of food security (Gross et al., 2000). 

• Utilization: This is described as how value addition and the processing of food are 

properly done, it measures how sufficient knowledge of nutrition and childcare tech-

niques exists and is applied (USAID, 1992). This dimension reflects dietary intake as 

an immediate determinant of the nutritional well-being of an individual, with food se-

curity as one of several underlying determinants of nutritional status (United Nations 

Children’s Fund [UNICEF], 1990). 

The conceptualization of how Malawians can become food secure has resulted in a produc-

tion-based focus on food security strategies (Hadju et al., 2009). This has further resulted in the 

view that households’ own production of food for themselves should be the dominant means 

by which Malawians are to become food secure (Government of Malawi [GoM], 2006; GoM, 

2014). 

 1.2 National policies and institutions around food security in Malawi 

Malawi developed its first national food security policy in 1998, which was then later 

revised in 2006, then 2014 respectively (GoM, 2014). As of current, the 2006 policy is being 

used since 2014 is currently in draft form. The 2006 national food security policy recognizes 

that market mechanisms are important for ensuring food security and commits the government 

to establish legislation, practices, and mechanisms to ensure competition in the market for food, 

food products, and agricultural inputs.  

There are no details regarding specific actions government will take to deepen and 

strengthen Malawi’s food markets, the policy’s principal approach to achieving national food 

security remains increased own production of food crops (Clapp, 2017). 

  In terms of the institutional architecture, because food security is commonly perceived 

as a function of adequate food crop production, the Ministry of Agriculture is considered the 
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center of the action to ensure Malawians have reliable access to food. Reflective of this respon-

sibility, the Ministry held the name “Ministry of Agriculture and Food Security” for many years 

through 2014, and in 2020 this name was restored. 

 The political leadership of the country has consistently considered this ministry to be 

responsible for carrying out the government’s duty to ensure food security for Malawian citi-

zens. More recently, social safety net programs have been added to support access to food for 

vulnerable Malawian households (World Bank, 2018). When crop production problems have 

led to food shortages for vulnerable households in the past, the government has always worked 

with its development partners to provide those households directly with food (World Bank, 

2018). 

1.3 Climate change situation in Malawi 

 Climate change affects food availability, access, and the much broader issue of food secu-

rity. Malawi is one of the 12 countries most vulnerable to the adverse effects of climate change 

in the world and has low resilience to climate change (World Bank, 2010). The heavy reliance 

on rainfed agriculture by smallholder farmers is susceptible to the negative effects of climate 

change (International Fund for Agricultural Development [IFAD], 2020). 

 Studies have attested to the detrimental effects of climate change on agricultural produc-

tivity and ecosystem services (Aberman et al., 2018; Keane et al., 2009). The effects of climate 

change effects are highly contextualized, and people from westernized countries may not suffer 

the consequences as much. Research has predicted that the effects of climate change will much 

more detrimental to non-westernized countries already vulnerable (Keane et al., 2009). 

 Malawi relies heavily on rainfed cultivation not only for food security and employment 

but for also, for increasing export earnings important for economic development (GoM, 2016). 

This means that the key climate stressors of heavier and less predictable rains, heatwaves, ex-

tended dry periods and changes in growing or planting seasons are fundamentally undermining 

its economic performance and food availability (GoM, 2016; Burvinic, 2006).  

Climate change already smallholder farmers that mostly depend on rain-fed agriculture and 

other natural resources-based subsistence farming livelihoods (Irish aid, 2016). The wild effects 

of climatic hazards such as localized droughts and floods have been reoccurring which are lead-

ing to increased poor yields and total crop failure, thus exacerbating problems of food security 

and malnutrition (Irish aid, 2016). 



 

11 

     It is predicted that the projected higher temperatures and lower precipitation (mainly in 

the Southern parts of Malawi) will cause stress and yield loss to heat and water-stress intolerant 

crops (World Bank, 2020; World Bank, 2021). There has also been a report on the anticipated 

significant decrease in production and productivity as well as net imports of maize by 2050 

because of increased population growth, underscoring the need for stabilizing future maize 

productivity and yield (Zulu, 2016). 

1.4 Gender context in Malawi in food security and climate change. 

 In Malawi, women are the main contributors to agriculture, producing 80 percent of the 

food that is consumed locally (FAO, 2011). However, in most cases, women own one-third of 

the agricultural holdings (FAO, 2011). Very often, we see that females’ accessibility to farm-

land is through the husband, the head of the household (Berge et al., 2013). In addition, based 

on wide research, it has been mostly found that female managed plots on average are 12 percent 

smaller than those managed by males, in terms of productivity they are 25 percent less produc-

tive because of differing levels of opportunities that would enable them to improve their farm-

ing efficiency (Kilic et al., 2013). 

The land issue is not the only constraint women are faced with, other factors could include 

gaps in education or knowledge levels, reduced additional labour, harmful norms, and minimal 

access to production resources (Karamba, 2015). Coupled with other gaps such as the technical 

know-how and skill in improved production practices, and the ability of labor smart farming 

methods (Ragasa et al., 2019). With the endured differences that most female smallholders 

have, the climatic shocks have increased the situation. Malawi’s food production is highly de-

pendent on rain-fed agriculture; this puts most farmland on water vulnerability when a drought 

strikes (Karamba, 2015). 

With the huge reliance the nation has on rain-fed agriculture, having a reliable water source 

will enable a farmer to harness through the variant effects of climate change, but in terms of 

having access and control to these resources women seem to be on the lower side, this eventu-

ally leads to different levels of productivity in maize from the women or male-led farmlands 

(FAO, 2011). 

 In the concerted efforts of the state to provide support in the agricultural sector, the gov-

ernment of Malawi introduced the Farm Input Subsidy Program (FISP) (GoM, 2006). The pro-

gram supports poor smallholder farmers targeted by community leaders by providing them with 
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improved seeds and fertilizers. The program has contributed to a notable increase in the produc-

tivity of maize in both male-led and female-led farmlands (Karamba, 2015). The initiative has 

led to the increased modern maize variety adoption by women because they get free chemical 

fertilizer which would be difficult for them to afford without support (Fischer, 2014). 

However, the FISP program has been gender blind, the program has seen to benefit much 

to men-owned and led plots as compared to women (Fischer, 2014). As a result, there remains 

a persistent gender gap in agricultural productivity (Karamba, 2015). It has been estimated that 

enhancing gender equality in crop production would eventually give rise to the 7.3 percent in-

crease in the sector and would lift at least 230,000 Malawians from poverty by a rise of 100 

million in GDP (World Bank, 2015). 

In looking at the production praxis that exists when farming subsistence and Cash crops, a 

baseline study was conducted to understand the decision-making dynamics that thrive in Mala-

wian dual households (Aberman et al., 2015). Overall, it was found out that men held much 

more decision power over care and income realized from the cash crops. The same would follow 

from the income that was realized from the cash crops. Women, on the other hand, had high 

decision-making power around subsistence crops this was mainly because the food was sought 

for home consumption (Aberman et al., 2015). 

Stroked with the motive to increase agricultural production amidst climate change, the Ma-

lawi Government introduced the Climate Smart Agriculture program (CSA). Climate-smart ag-

riculture is defined as “agriculture that sustainably increases productivity, enhances resilience 

(adaptation), reduces/removes greenhouse gases (mitigation), and enhances achievement of na-

tional food security and development goals” (FAO, 2011). However, CSA adoption has not 

been popular amongst the smallholder farmers themselves (Lipper,2014). Hence the need for a 

comprehensive gender analysis on power dynamics that relate to climate-smart agricultural 

practices and resource allocation and resource distribution (Doss, 2013).  

In addition to that, more studies have pointed out the major challenge that eventually leads 

to unequal participation in climate-smart agriculture is the lack of comprehensive gender re-

search and data in the production of food and cash crops (UNDP, 2014). Drawing a comparison 

on some of the causes in the global south with much focus on Africa and Asia also revealed 

that women in most scenarios when allowed to make decisions and control certain aspects of 

the production that goes in a household, at most times look beyond product and eye on food 

security (Cramer et al.,2016).  
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It was therefore proposed that undertaking a deeper analysis to uncover the role of gender 

in agriculture would illustrate how best women’s and men’s needs can be met to increase agri-

cultural production which would then lead to the reduction of food insecurity, all things equal 

a population with healthy citizens contributes to the reduction of poverty (Doss and Keiran, 

2016). 

1.5 Problem Statement 

 Studies have shown that the overall impact of climate change will be adverse, Most likely 

leading to food insecurity (Keanu, 2009). The most hit will be rural populations in the global 

South, who are commonly poor, vulnerable, and are already experiencing food insecurity, and 

these will be among the people who will be in dire need of development assistance to cope with 

climate change patterns (IPCC, 2007). In many cases, those that are marginalized and of the 

lower class in the global South are the ones who will be heavily affected by the effects of climate 

change and may not be able to recover from them (Nelson et al., 2010). 

 In Malawi, women constitute 80 percent of the agricultural labor force, with 70 percent of 

these residing in rural areas (Hyder and Behrman, 2014). Reviews on gender-responsive climate 

service found out that socio-cultural norms that define women’s and men’s labor roles are the 

biggest influence in the resource use and decision-making that affects the conflicting climate 

needs and demand for both genders irrespective of their respective roles in food production 

(Gumucio et al., 2019). 

In many cultures, norms and cultural institutions that hold male voices on the top have 

emancipated and prolonged the inequalities women face. Inducing gender equality programs or 

policies should therefore involve deliberate efforts to induce the decision power women have 

over themselves and their lives especially in rural empowerment programs (Booth et al., 2006).  

 It is therefore imperative to address gender inequality in agriculture because this is the 

dominant sector that most women are involved in, and it is the sector that Malawi’s GDP de-

pends on. However, addressing gender in agriculture will require support from other areas such 

as climate change because that is what is affecting their agriculture interventions. Empowering 

women in increasing their accessibility to resources and assets will help in achieving many 

gains in the long run, there will be an improvement in human life and this, in turn, will add to 

the aspect of sustainable development. It will also help enable women to have a decision on 

adoption practices that goes beyond food production in households.  
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1.6. Main objective and research questions 

 The objective of this essay is to examine how the differential effects of climate change regard-

ing agricultural production and food security affect men and women in Malawi.  

Further, the paper is guided by the following interlined research question: 

a) How does climate change induce the differential vulnerabilities regarding food produc-

tion between men and women? 

b) How does climate change induce the differential vulnerabilities regarding food security 

between men and women? 

For the sake of this study, an analysis of the gendered impacts of agriculture and climate 

change in Malawi will be made through the conceptualization of the Sustainable Livelihoods 

Framework (DFID, 2001). The Sustainable Livelihoods approach has evolved from three dec-

ades of changing perspectives on wellbeing, how poor people construct their lives, and the im-

portance of structures and institutions, Collins (2002), and in this paper, the poor people are the 

smallholder’s Malawian farmers.  

The framework will be used to contextualize how upsets that arise through climate change 

affect the vulnerability marginality between the different genders in crop production amidst the 

processes of policy and structures such as governments and civil society. 

In the context of studying differential adaptations of men and women to climate and sea-

sonal changes, the analysis will be guided by a concept of climate change as a process (Babu 

and Bloom, 2014). The concept identifies gender relations as key immediate factors in deter-

mining how fast communities can adapt to climate change and how effective they can be in 

making their food system climate resilient. Gender dynamics have been recognized as a key 

factor in the adoption of technologies, that are considered climate-smart; yet little is known 

about how to go beyond the adoption of climate-smart agriculture practices to a holistic ap-

proach to transform the food system into a climate-resilient one (Jost et al., 2014; Pinca, 2016). 

The analysis that will be given in the chapters will use intersectionality that was originally 

developed by Kimberle Crenshaw. However, in this analysis, intersectionality will be analysed 

along with its interactions with gender, ethnicity, and other categories of difference in an indi-

vidual’s life for example education, and how all these outcomes are based on the interactions 

of power (Davis, 2008). Furthermore, the analysis will adopt its discussion topics guided by a 

rapid scoping study that was used to draw the gaps and linkages that occur in gender and climate 

change by a literature review that was conducted on some of the global south´s developing 

countries (Dimitriades and Espein, 2008).  
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The discussion topics were selected because they give a clear description of the differential 

impacts that climate change portrays over the different sexes and its categorical inference of 

poor developing countries like Malawi. Two topics of discussion were selected namely: a) Gen-

dered impacts of climate change in relation to agricultural production, b) Gendered impacts of 

climate change in relation to food security. 
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2 Theoretical and Conceptual Framework 

2.1 The Sustainable Livelihoods Framework 

Wide research on poverty deprivation has shown tha0t women experience in poverty is 

different from men (FAO,2011), this can be further exacerbated with the effect of a shock (Bu-

vinic, 2013). The Department for International Development developed and uses this livelihood 

framework to analyse peoples access to resources and their diverse livelihoods activities, and 

relationship between relevant factors at micro, intermediate and macro level (DFID, 2001). 

To date, most impact assessments regarding climate change adaptation in Malawi focus on 

the standard measures of poverty and consumption that are used as proxy for nutrition indicators 

(DFID, 2001). This framework goes beyond the aspects of people’s lives and looks at more of 

the social aspects than narrow quantitative variables and how elements such as social capital 

play a figurative role in community structures (DFID, 2001). 

A second feature of the framework is that it recognises people themselves, that they are 

responsible for their decisions in their livelihood aspirations. In many cases, poor people, which 

in a case of Malawi a rural agrarian farmer, is regarded as a passive recipient of government 

policies or external aid which is far from depicting the reality. 

Below the framework for sustainable livelihoods is illustrated. The framework further, rec-

ognises and can be used to understand the changes of external actions and how they result into 

people’s own actions. 
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Figure 1: The Sustainable Development Framework  (Source: DFID, 2001 page 1).                      

     

In this framework, the amount of assets one owns, together with the policies in place, 

institutions available, feed into the livelihood strategy one must live with. The livelihood out-

come is then formed from the conditions, this is where one is considered better off or worse off. 

However, these outcomes do not represent an endpoint, they feed back into a future cycle which 

later feeds into the system again. 

The vulnerability contexts encompass shocks as to regards to climate change as to our 

focus, trends in population, resources for example process and seasonality which in our case 

would be agricultural production and employment opportunities. Vulnerability here refers to 

things that are outside people’s control (DFID, 2001). It is usually negative, but it can also 

provide positive opportunities.   

People’s livelihood strategies are then affected by the policies, institutions and they con-

tinually affect how people use and access their assets. These encompasses of all the formal and 

informal institutions that shape livelihoods by influencing access to adaptation strategies, as-

sets, livelihoods strategies and vulnerability. These processes occur at multiple levels from 

household to community and national level. 

       In terms of the livelihood outcomes, for a positive achievement and change it means house-

holds that had easy access to information and were on the higher level of the social structures, 

or institutional support led to the quick adaptation in response to climate change. The ability 
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for women to adopt the adoption strategies is highly dependent on the assets they have in their 

possession as well as sociocultural contexts. Many factors may influence how climate change 

affects the well-being of women and men differently. For example, in many African households 

the decision power of control and access rests on the man, to understand and improve a response 

to climate change faced by the different genders a power analysis in households should be con-

ducted (Carr, 2013). 

 

2.2 A framework for Building Resilient Food Systems amidst Climate 

Change. 

Building and expanding on the SLF, the conceptual framework below presents a set of three 

processes of studying climate change implications in relation to gender dynamics and building 

resilient food systems. The framework is considered as ‘loose continuum’ from the pre- climate 

and post adaptive in combination of the three factors that underline all the process that are 

presented below (Babu and Bloom, 2014). 

In the pre-climate change stage, farmers’ traditional practices are identified and studied. In 

stage two, the period when the climate change impact is realized, farmers’ adaptation strategies 

are studied; in the third stage, we look at how such adaptive measures could result in resilient 

food systems. In all three stages, three sets of factors combine to facilitate the transition. For 

the purposes of this study, gender relations are a defining factor in all three sets of factors: 

underlying, intermediate, and immediate.  

This helps us explore how, at various stages of the process of adaptation to climate change, 

gender relations and their dynamics can help use better understand the process and further help 

in developing policies and programs that are gender sensitive and more sustainable in the con-

text of community-level strategies. 
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Figure 2: A Framework for Building Resilient Food Systems amidst Climate Change 

(Source : Babu and Bloom , 2014 page 5) 

 

In the set of underlying factors, the following elements explained below form the broad 

basis for developing adaptation strategies moving toward resilient food systems. The policy 

process, which helps define the policy space and the participation of various actors and players, 

determines how climate change and resilient food systems appear in the policy agenda, policy 

design, adoption, implementation, and evaluation. In this process, the effectiveness of imple-

mentation also depends on the external support of development partners, combined with the 

budget allocation for specific programs and interventions. 

Furthermore, gender relations, tradition, and customs play important roles in the policy 

process in identifying gender-based constraints. At the macro level, issues related to governance 

and accountability play an important role in the effectiveness of policy implementation. Finally, 

issues related to internal security and personal freedom play a major role in the adoption of 

strategies, as do the political and legal environments that help both men and women play their 

roles effectively in the adoption of strategies toward resilient food systems. 

In many cases, seasonal changes accentuate the burden that is placed upon women, as they 

already face issues of gender disparities regarding access to, use of, and control over land and 

other productive resources. Barriers to women’s access to and control over land are embedded 
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in traditional customary laws and discriminatory cultural practices at the community level, 

where men are regarded as heads of households and with land inheritance favours the male 

(Augoyi et al., 2011). This is common in Malawi, where a large percentage of females depend 

on the male counterpart for the provision of livelihoods incentives. 

At the intermediate level, how the decision-making process operates in a country context is 

important. For example, countries (regional and decentralized governments) with a higher level 

of autonomy in the budgetary process and local revenue control can be more effective in facil-

itating the adaptive measures toward climate change. Institutional relations in terms of resource 

allocation, accountability, and reports at various levels can exert specific pressures to achieve 

the goals of climate change adaptations and resilience building (Babu and Bloom, 2014). 

At this stage, how institutional reforms help mainstream gender relations becomes im-

portant. The capacity and interrelationships of local institutions matter as well. For example, 

the institutions that provide research and extension services and those that connect farmers to 

markets and risk-reduction mechanisms can shape the gender relations and their role in climate 

change adaptation and resilience building. 

In most agrarian societies institutional characteristics such as access to extension and rural 

advisory services, are usually listed as a major indicator of adoption of innovation towards cli-

mate change and resilience building in communities (Modumbi, 2011). Access to extension 

rural advisory services is vital for climate change adaption and mitigation, as it provides farmers 

with information on weather data, new technology, and adaptation strategies, among others. In 

situations in which advisory services is not provided to farmers, chaos is set to follow because 

they wouldn’t know what crop to plant or how to mitigate some climatic shocks. 

The national government is responsible for the provision of an extension agent in each dis-

trict to sensitize and provide up-to-date information on agricultural-related issues to farmers, 

although the coverage is not adequate (GoM, 2015). However, the differential roles and respon-

sibilities of men and women in the community relating to social and economic activities and 

power relations make it difficult for certain individuals to benefit from extension services 

(Ngigi, 2009).  

For instance, due to their multiple roles at the farm and household levels, women rarely 

participate in extension meetings due to limited time. This contributes to the difference in their 

understanding of climate change implications on their farming and food systems. Furthermore, 

the location and timing of meetings are unfavourable, especially to women in the study com-

munities, as they would have to travel long distances to attend extension meetings (Ngigi, 

2009).  
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The nature of farming systems, including land and water resource endowments and other 

resource constraints, can determine the nature of adaptations to climate change. Further, how 

communities are organized in terms of their livelihoods, mutual support, social protection, and 

access to knowledge can also influence gender relations and their differential roles of men and 

women in adapting to climate change (Goh, 2012). Such factors could further decide the nature 

of asset building among communities and access to land and other natural resources between 

men and women in all stages of climate change that lead the different levels of resilience of the 

food systems.   
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3 Analysis 

3.1 Gendered Impacts of climate change in relation to Agricultural 

Production. 

       The agriculture sector in Malawi can be disaggregated by the objective of production be-

tween food production, including livestock, and the cash crop production on the other (GoM, 

2015). Maize is the principal crop produced and the dominant staple food in almost all districts 

of Malawi (GoM, 2006). 

       Most households rely on their own food production as their own main source of food, this 

is because of the impending and unreliable food market prices and volatility, since people find 

it more expensive than their own production (Ragasa et al., 2019). The figure below depicts the 

rational choice of households in Malawi when approached with a choice to produce or buy food. 

The results below show information that was collected from 18 livelihood zones in Malawi, 

these zones are labelled very vulnerable; they all have a trend of being food insecure (GoM, 

2017; GoM, 2021). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3 shows the percentage decrease in the number of households that are depending on 

the food market. The figure depicts a 27.1 percent decrease from the record that was recorded 

last year, 2020, at the same time. In Malawi, when people are questioned about food, the re-

sponse is always skewed to Nsima, a product that is made from the maize which is a dominant 

cuisine in most households (Ragasa et al., 2019; Mudenge et al., 2017). Malawi has in the past 

maintained a stable harvest and growing seasons, from the start of August and most households 

Figure 3: Percentage  of households relying on purchase as the main source of 

food comparing 2020/2021 and 2021/2022 period ( Source: GoM FEW-

SNET ,2021; FAO data web) 
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harvest their crops and start replanting in early November. This decrease could be attributed to 

the result of unemployment that was spiked up with the COVID-19 pandemic. In most case 

scenarios, in an economy that people don’t have enough money, finding cheaper alternatives to 

get food is what is often opted for, in this case farming.  

The proportion of households relying on own food production as the main source of food 

was 33.2 percent higher as compared to 2020 (Figure 4). 

 

Figure 4: Percentage  of households relying on own production as the main source 

of food comparing 2020/2021 and 2021/2022 period (Source: GoM FEWSNET, 

2021;  FAO Web) 

 

From July to October 2021, there was a drop of reliance on own food production, which 

then induced the reliance in food purchase, this is highly attributed to the decrease in the in-

food production that made households look for other food alternatives at the market (FAO, 

2021).  

Despite the increase in the number of people that are producing food for sustenance, low 

productivity remains a big challenge (GoM, 2021). Over the past years, climate change has led 

to unpredictable weather patterns, as of current, in Malawi each farming season has drought 

spans and floods (GoM, 2021). Even though the production of maize and other food products 

has increased, the increment will not be sufficient to cater for the remaining population that to 

meet their dietary requirements. 

In Malawi, most agricultural production is rainfed, with only a few irrigated farms (Inter-

national Food Policy Research Institute [IFPRI], 2016). In most instances, farms owned by 

women are limited and many don’t have access to irrigation technologies or income to upgrade 

their farms. This has then contributed to the decrease in agricultural productivity by 25 percent 
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in female managed farms as compared male managed farms. This disparity is exacerbated by 

the difference in resource accessibility that eventually puts female farmers at a disadvantage 

(IFPRI, 2018). 

When Malawi was hit with floods in 2015, many households farmlands were affected, this 

led to the increase in planting of trees and diversification of crops (IFPRI, 2016).Extension 

messages conveyed the importance of  how deforestation is inducing floods in the districts, 

communities were  told to diversify and plant other crops aside from maize that would mature 

early if floods were to come again the next season (GoM, 2015).Following this event, women’s 

agency in terms of responsibilities would increase, because they would have to fend for their 

families through ganyu  is casual labour that would be paid in  the form of food rations or money 

enough for a bucket of maize  when the food emergency handouts had been seized (IFPRI, 

2016).  

This means women would provide twice as much labour within their farms and neighbour-

ing farms to feed the children at home. Men would only help their farm in most cases and spend 

the other hours chanting over beer (IFPRI, 2016). Some would migrate and never send remit-

tances, this resulted into most houses being more vulnerable and this made more households 

food insecure (IFPRI, 2016). 

While in Kenya, a study assessed the impacts of climate change and explored gender roles 

in the adaptation process in a pastoral community (Ongoro and Ogara, 2012). The results from 

the study showed that the impacts of climate change were unequally felt along the gender lines. 

With informal institutions that governed the gender roles, the study found that women were 

much more vulnerable to the effects of climate change compared to men. The women quickly 

adapted but it wasn’t easy, they had formed social groups to ease share knowledge with fellow 

women for survival (Ongoro and Ogara, 2012).  

Women formed income generating groups and merry go rounds, the formation of these 

social groups fostered social relationships within the community as a form of empowerment 

(Ongoro and Ogara, 2012). The results of this involvement brought about economic and social 

empowerment of the women. It was seen that women experienced obstacles from their husbands 

who did not allow them to join the groups because they feared women would be empowered 

adequately, which would lead to power imbalances (Ongoro and Ogara, 2012). 

Using an intersectional lens, how individuals relate to climate change through agricultural 

adoption and adaptation depends on their positions in context-specific power structures based 

on social categorizations and attributes (Goh, 2012). It can be clearly seen in the adaptation 
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disparities what women in Kenya sought is not seen in Malawian contexts. The community 

relation that built up because of women coming together made women in Kenya self-reliant and 

empowered, they developed knowledge in business that enabled them to provide for their fam-

ily in times of distress.   

This could be related to the stereotypical gender roles that inform most empowerment pro-

grams in Malawi. In most interventions, business trainings are regarded are male opportunities 

while most that involve value addition, cooking etc. are considered appropriate for females 

(Mudege et al., 2017). These gender norms affect the limitation women face, thereby suppress-

ing their capabilities. 

In Malawi, gender norms strongly advise the roles men and women play in agricultural 

production and land use management .In most cases is conditioned by community culture use 

and the presence of patrilineal or matrilineal societies, as well as the institutional structures 

(Ragasa et al., 2019).Amidst  climate change, some studies  argued that  the low productivity  

in agricultural production in the  women plots is a result of the low adoption rate of climate 

smart initiatives by women farmers.  

while indeed this may be true, there is a gap in evidence that seeks to respond/ support to 

the factors that induce the low adoption by women (Patel et al.,2014). In another study in Ma-

lawi, it was found that it wasn’t a matter of choice, but factors such as that lack of access to 

credit, climate resilience information and decision-making power demotivated female farmers 

to adopt Climate Smart Agricultural (CSA) technologies. The lack of adoption of these tech-

nologies have been reported that they have further exacerbated the low agricultural productivity 

women face in food production (Murray et al., 2016). 

Other studies, conducted in Malawi also suggest that addressing gender differences in ag-

ricultural production would decrease the inequality that is experienced through climate change. 

For example, a recent study in Malawi study suggested that hiring of more female extension 

workers could be more useful to both men and women (Fisher et al., 2014). This would lessen 

the gender gap that exists in the adoption of modern maize inputs when it comes to female and 

male farmers.  

The Malawi government provides each district with an extension officer who sensitizes and 

provides up-to-date information on agricultural-related issues to farmers, though the coverage 

is not adequate (GoM,2017). Access to extension is a function of farmers’ awareness and sen-

sitization to the development and use of technologies (Modumbi ,2011). In Malawi, accessibil-

ity of extension services is much centered on the men, because women find it not accessible, 
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furthermore it was found that there the way extension is delivered expounds on these differences 

(Mudege et al., 2016). For instance, it was found that men had the opportunity to interact with 

extension officers while women would only access them during field demonstrations, some 

women were left out because of lack of land. 

When looking at the aspect of access to and control of resources, we see how the country 

and other stakeholders induce the power dynamics that are existent. We see how the guidelines 

employed by the structures could either construct or re-enforce injustices between male and 

female farmers. For example, a study on land markets in Malawi found that user rights over 

land are well established and driven by inheritance (Berge et al., 2013). 

 When we look at the agrarian society in Malawi, it comprises of the poorest of the poor 

group, and based on their assessment they found out that selling out of land was deemed ille-

gitimate (Berge et al., 2013). This depicts how the law, and the cultural values work together, 

to oppress female farmers. In an agrarian society, it is difficult for a woman on her own to raise 

money to even buy land, if so, it means she will buy land elsewhere, away from her family land. 

Furthermore, to factor out the key drivers in a household setting that contribute to food 

security, a study compared households in Kenya and Uganda (Silvestri et al., 2015). The study 

found out that that unequal land access and ownership rights over productive resources and 

assets have further exacerbated the gendered impacts of climate change on agricultural produc-

tivity, but the access to land alone did not eventually lead to food security. The study further 

explored that besides land, other factors such as availability of farm inputs, labor, knowledge 

in farm technology, ownership of assets and accessibility of cropping technology are to com-

bine if we are to make female headed households more food secure (Silvestri et al., 2015). This 

study calls for programming and policy that looks beyond addressing one issue in a develop-

mental problem.   

In Malawi those that have the patrilineal lineage, inheritance of land and resources is mostly 

to the male heir and to the matrilineal side, lineage is through the mother but will depend on the 

man they marry for financial support. The question of who has access and control over resources 

is important. However there exists a relationship of who controls the use of land and what the 

distribution of labor is going to be like. In the matrilineal side, even though the women would 

control the land, the supply of labor from the males would be too low, this then exerts pressure 

and the burden to produce on women (Munsu et al., 2020). 

From the above examples, we see that asset i.e., all forms of assets as stipulated in the 

sustainable livelihoods framework, when they are accessed and controlled freely by women, 
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they could connotate a direct straight forward impact to agricultural production. In the agricul-

tural sector we see that it is mostly women that actively participate, women would be able to 

make decisions on land they have proprietor rights on.  

Although both men and women both put in much effort in agricultural production, because 

of increasing climate change effects, there still exists an unequal access to resources that still 

impedes on women production, moreover, responds to climate signals additional human hoards 

in the form of labor and time. Although both women and men may be involved in agricultural 

production women become overburdened due to other domestic chores they have to perform. 

The low contact with extension workers may be demanding a lot more time from women, which 

consequently contributes to their time demand for psychological and physical health. 

In Malawi, despite having effects of climate change, considering agricultural and land pol-

icies, there is always a gap between law and practice. In conceptualizing the approach to climate 

change we see how gender relations amidst the institutions, tradition, and customs are shaped 

to conform to the dominant situated knowledge that sometimes inform the policy process (Babu 

and Bloom, 2014). Climate change is a process that is dependent on the political environment. 

The problem trickles back to the policies and institutions, if the policy instruments are not lev-

eraging its activities in a gender-neutral way to small holders, a reform in the programming of 

the policies and institutions should take place.  

In the feminist theory Harding (1991), it is argued that subjects are situated, and the prod-

ucts of power have subjects that are situated. A person´ situatedness or location in the intersec-

tion of power, is crucial for how she understands or perceives power. Small holder female Ma-

lawians, under the formal and informal institutions combined with their male counterparts seem 

to face the aspects of power dimensions that trickles down to them. The situated knowledge of 

expecting women to be resilient, persistent, submissive and take the role of care work without 

questions usually overburdens them.  

While it may be interesting to analyze this in a power display, a study of how women them-

selves define their sense of agency (having too many roles) could also be sought to be under-

stood, given that situated knowledge is not static, norms and values are continually in the need 

to be sought to understand a proposition of induced power relations that studies should be able 

to answer correctly. Institutional characteristics, such as access to land, financial services and   

extension and rural advisory services just to mention a few are also major indicator of low 

agricultural production which is associated adoption of innovation toward climate change and 

resilience building in communities. 
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3.2 Gendered Impacts of climate change in relation to Food Security 

In Malawi, food security has been a constant element of agricultural policy since the colo-

nial period. Consequently, national maize production serves as a suitable measure of food self-

sufficiency in Malawi, at least for calorie consumption. The recent national food balance sheet 

computations assume Malawi’s annual maize consumption requirement is about 2.75 million 

metric tons, at the individual lens it means one person is supposed to consume about 150 kg per 

year (Babu et al., 2018). Similarly, maize prices provide a suitable measure to the degree to 

which food is accessible to Malawians. The figure below addresses the production pattern of 

variety of foods in the 2021 cropping season. 

 

 

Figure 5: Production of food crops (MT) in the 2020/21 season, compared to the 2019/20 

season in the  different varieties of crops. (Source: FAO ,2021) 

According to the second-round production estimates from the Ministry of Agriculture and 

Food Security, the production of maize and rice have been rather high compared to the last 

season and the five-year average. This has been shown by being 18 percent above last year and 

43 percent above the five-year average (site). It was noted that, some households in the Lower 

Shire livelihood district zones Chikhwawa and Nsanje recorded reduced crop production in the 

current season due to prolonged seasons of drought (GoM FEWSNET, 2021; FAO, 2021). 
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Based on the data from the 18 livelihoods zones in Malawi, a comparison between female 

and male headed households in terms of food security was assessed (GoM, 2021). The results 

found an existing gender gap in each of the food insecurity indicators that were assessed on (the 

number of meals they have in a day, how many times they consume fish etc.) (MVAC, 2021). 

Female headed households were assessed to have fewer quality diets as compared to male 

headed households. From the Figure 6 we see that 13 percent of female headed households have 

a poor food consumption score compared to 7 percent in male headed households. 

 

 

Figure 6: Food security status in male and female headed households (Source: GoM 

MVAC  ,2021) page 37 

 

From the statistic shown in Figure 6, it can note that these gender disparities that contributed 

to the maize production between male and female households could be a result of the different 

access to resources and technical know-how when it comes to climate change adoption practices 

(Fisher et al., 2014). This would eventually lead to food insecurity in the country and can be 

captured by the aspect of low food -sufficiency (Snapp et al., 2015).  

The heavy reliance on maize as the only crop that provides food and the dependency on 

rainfed agriculture has resulted in the annual food shortages, without eliminating the effects of 

climate change (GoM, 2015). In Malawi, the data shows that 37 percent of children under five 

are stunted, only 8 percent of these children between the ages of 6-23 months are fed a minimum 

acceptable diet, and 33 percent of women are anaemic (NSO, 2017). 

Much of the research in household food security has pointed out that most of the times 

female headed households are the ones that experience food insecurity than male headed house-

holds due to issues of constrained access to income, resources, labour, and prospects. A study 

that was conducted in Malawi and Kenya revealed that the collaboration between income and 

gender mattered mainly when it came to the proportion of the amount of money being controlled 

by women for household nourishment. It was found out in households where women controlled 
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the money, there was an outcome of having foods that had high caloric intake (Kennedy et al., 

1992). 

One study that was an assessment of gender gaps in male headed households concluded 

that increasing women’s decision-making power and control in agriculture resulted into positive 

diets (Sraboni et al., 2014). Another study in Ghana found that women’s empowerment is more 

strongly associated with the quality of infant and young child feeding practices and only weakly 

associated with child nutrition status (Malapit et al., 2015). Womens ´empowerment in credit 

decisions is positively and significantly correlated with women’s dietary diversity but not nec-

essarily body mass index. It was then proposed that improved nutritional status is not neces-

sarily correlated with empowerment across all domains i.e., decision making and access 

(Malapit et al., 2015). 

In examining the impacts of droughts in Kenya, it was found that when food shortages were 

rampant, women reduced their meal intakes (Serna, 2011). This presented a huge backlash in 

terms of health to lactating mothers and children (Serna, 2011). Men on the other hand found 

other means of earning an income, whereas women experienced body weaknesses that was 

caused by the low quantities of food intake whilst doing farm labour (Serna, 2011). From the 

examples above climate change affects all the household members, but the impact can be seen 

much more detrimental to women and children in terms of growth and development. 

Other investigations on differential impacts of weather shocks on household welfare be-

tween men and women in Malawi have been studied (Asfaw and Maggio, 2017). The results of 

the study showed that temperature shocks had severe effects on household welfare. Further, 

household consumption, food consumption, and daily caloric intake also reduced due to tem-

perature shocks. These negative welfare effects were more critical for households where land 

was exclusively managed by women. 

 Further, their results suggest that women’s vulnerability to weather kicks was directly cor-

related to women’s land tenure security. These results therefore shed more light on unequal 

gender impact of temperature shocks on households in Malawi. The study further analysed these 

impacts on male headed households, it was found that women would serve the husband and 

children first when the food levels where diminishing and this led to low caloric intake by 

women (Asfaw and Maggio, 2017). 

Looking at the power dynamics that exists in male headed households in Malawi in relation 

to the production of subsistence and cash crops (Aberman et al., 2015). It was found that, men 

pay much attention to cash crops that fetch a higher market value. Contrasting women, pay 
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much attention to crops of subsistence and contribute more to home consumption (Aberman et 

al., 2015). The less attention that is paid on food crops, affects the produce, in many communi-

ties most men are the ones that get in contact with the extension officer. There have been reports 

of low information sharing that occurs between men and women in a household setting (Ragasa 

et al., 2019). This implicates the care that the subsistence crops need for improved productivity. 

These later effects the supplements that the household would require for a nutritious meal, 

since the decision power of the income made from the cash crops rests on the men, women 

cannot provide an input on the amount of money that would add in the dietary needs of the 

family. In some of the crops that are grown in Malawi however, gender inequality echoes. For 

example, the way the tobacco market in Malawi is centred with a lot of travelling that is in-

volved to and from the auction floors, women’s absence affects their programming because 

most times they have other responsibilities when associations have meetings, this has then led 

to the gendered segmentation of the crop, in most cases husbands participate in these which 

results into the subliminal control of income from the proceeds (IFPRI, 2016). 

Generally, in Malawi, the equal decision making on income within male headed households 

is rare and sometimes not present at all in many communities regardless of the whether you are 

in matrilineal or patrilineal setting (Anderson et al., 2018). On many occasions, in the lean 

seasons it is found that income raised by the male spouse is generally used for personal use and 

the income from the women that would be supplemented from casual labour was used to cover 

food expenses of the households (Anderson et al., 2018).  

It is quite evident that women are given a double aside from conducting domestic chores of 

providing meals for their families, since they are primarily responsible for ensuring that the 

household has food, and they also reduce their meal intake. Alongside the gender norms that 

oversee communities of viewing the male counterpart as the household head. These power dy-

namics that are in the intrahousehold level and the gender division of responsibility stresses out 

women which may lead to the detrimental effects of their body’s nutritional needs. An expla-

nation of why body mass index seemed to have lowered in women during lean season is because 

of the triple role’s women provide. Amidst the cultural norms, this provision of unproductive 

roles seems to be an acceptable norm in a community. 

It is essential that national studies go beyond describing a household unit as a homogeneous 

unit, rather inferences should be made along the lines of decision power and how unproductive 

roles that are existent in households are perceived by both genders. Women are inherently sen-

sitive to the effects of food insecurity and resulting nutritional deficiencies due to increased 
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needs during menstruation, pregnancy, and nursing. Furthermore, nutritional scarcity can be 

intensified by cultural practices that prioritize food provision to children and adult males. In a 

study done in Zimbabwe, (Hoddinott,2006) found out that adult women who were adversely 

affected by the droughts in terms of body mass index recovered at a faster rate as compared to 

under five children, the recovery also differed in well off to do households as compared to poor 

households.  

Health and good nutrition of women in a household serves as an end to achieving sustain-

able food security and improved health in the household in the long run as well. The impact of 

poor health and nutrition in women is heavily affected by the whole household since it feeds 

into the food productivity and potentially to that of their children, through intergenerational 

effects (Ragasa et al., 2019). 

In an agrarian household situation would mean that the woman would have to take care of 

the sick child, and with the demands that are there in climate change adaptation, women will 

not be able to perform their best in the far these transforms to the indirect impacts on agricultural 

productivity. A woman time is lost in taking care of the sick, as such this impends on the labour 

that is to be made available by the other household members, this eventually affects household 

productivity additionally, women may bear a greater burden to provide food for the family, 

when climate events occur. 

In this scenario, we see the effect of womens’ level of education, lack of income, and addi-

tionally with the lack of decision making in Malawi affects the impacts that they face in a male 

headed household. On the other hand, female headed households, do not usually have enough 

assets (livestock) that would be traded for or income that would help in supplementing dietary 

needs of the family (UNDP, 2008). 

The treatment of women as a homogenous group among other generalizations and stereo-

types has resulted into misleading information which has also contributed to the poor engen-

dering in climate adaptation and agricultural program and policy plans which affect their nutri-

tional aspect. This has also led to the misunderstanding of women’s needs and priorities, caused 

by the widely missing differentiation of social categories among women such as age, lineage, 

status, ethnicity, and class. Many societies cannot see the connection of how these differentiated 

impacts could result into problematic effects of the different sexes. 

From the literature, we see that food insecurity mostly affects women and children more in 

terms of health, growth and development which affect their human capital as compared to men. 

We see a lot of women not being able to eat full meals as they had to provide their food to the 
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husband and children. Drawing in an intersectional lens we see how norms direct the nutrient 

intake a household member can take in, and the availability of opportunities is dependent with 

the level of education, location, income, and class. 

Drawing a comparison on some of the differential impacts of climate change in the different 

genders was rather difficult because some of the content either focused more on women and 

less on men or vice versa. This made their data, observations much more skewed on their needs 

of the research. It would be imperative to acknowledge that men and women include people of 

different social categories, such as education, class, ethnicity, and income, who interact with 

and are connected to each other in each context and over specific issues, including access to 

and control over resources and information. It is therefore important to ensure that all levels of 

climate change initiatives consider the interconnectedness of climate change and gender rela-

tions. 
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4 Conclusion 

The effects of climate change are manifesting in the rural Malawian communities that 

strongly depend on the natural resources for their agrarian livelihoods and well-being. If not 

acted upon, climate change might become a more significant challenge in hampering sustaina-

ble development and poverty alleviation in the country. In this paper, the gender – climate 

change- smallholder agriculture nexus is analyzed through the perceptions of male and female 

farmers, the effect of climate change on their productivity, and their differential responses to 

the changes imposed on by climate change.  

The essay presents empirical evidence of small holder male and female farmers experiences 

with climate change regarding food production and food security in Malawi. With the help from 

the empirical evidence surrounding other contexts of SSA, we see that climate change has se-

rious repercussions and that the farmers´ resilience to these challenges is contextual based and 

cannot be generalized across different countries. From the reviewed evidence we also see how 

the impacts could be the same but the recovery rate and methods that are employed by women 

and men from these different contexts are different. 

The essay discusses both food security and agricultural production across gendered house-

holds, mostly focusing on the individual experiences to climate change as it relates to men and 

women, since this was heavily dependent on the available literature. The essay further assessed 

the various circumstances that affect agricultural production and food security. It was analyzed 

that these factors such as level of education, access to land, access to extension services were 

correlated with household food security. In addition, having other sources of income and crop 

diversity were associated with better household food security, which demonstrates that having 

multiple streams of income strengthens food security.  

The essay further brought to light how gender issues are deeply rooted in Malawian culture, 

world views, institutional arrangements, and legal and social systems and how these impede 

women. From the examples above, gender inequality within small holder farmers, is further 

exacerbated with the informal institutional structures that are developed or constructed through 

the values and norms each context.  

The findings from this essay indicate that household food security and agricultural produc-

tion could be improved if there were more recognition of different needs that would make both 

men and women responsible for achieving household security outcomes. The results also have 

implications for the future nutrition policy, since more than 30 percent of the children are 
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stunted (NSO, 2017). This demonstrates that there is a need of constructing a gendered approach 

that makes nutrition in a household a shared responsibility and not as a women’s responsibility 

alone.  
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