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Despite the importance of livestock in smallholder livelihood, gender inequalities continue to persist. Studies
on gender disparities in livestock ownership often base their analysis on the concept of headship, but his
approach is limited as it fails to adequately account for women within male-headed households. By disaggre-
gating households into i) those with both male and female adults, ii) only female adults, iii) only male adults,
in this study we analyze livestock gender disparities in terms of cultivated land size, crop income, culture, and
production activities, using survey data from 7,934 households and in-depth interviews with 271 households
in Zambia. Our findings show that fewer female household members own livestock than male members, and
more households with only male adults own livestock than those with only female adults. To understand
intra-household gender disparities, it is necessary to address the structural challenges women face, to raise
awareness about these issues, and to provide targeted livestock production support to households with only
female adults.

Keywords: Gender Gap, Livestock, Land Size, Income.

Introduction

Livestock is an integral component of smallholder mixed pro-
duction systems in Sub-Saharan African (SSA) countries, owing
to the many livelihood benefits they offer to smallholder farm-
ers. Livestock contributes to farmers’ welfare through the sale
of animals and animal products, while providing draft power
and manure for crop production. In addition, owning assets such
as livestock can enhance intra-household empowerment (Njuki
and Mburu 2013; Kristjanson et al. 2014). Despite these ben-
efits, however, studies show that in most of SSA, women own
less livestock compared to men, although in some countries it is
common for women to own small ruminants while men maintain
control over large ruminants (SOFA Team and Doss 2011; FAO
2013a; Kristjanson et al. 2014). As such, women tend to have less
decision-making power over livestock production and the revenue
derived from its sale (Mulugeta and Amsala 2014).

Studies on gender disparities in livestock ownership tend
to focus on household headship comparisons (male-headed ver-
sus female-headed households) (see for example, Yisehak 2008;
Debela 2017). Studies focusing on intra-household and livestock
dynamics, on the other hand, are scant in number (see, for exam-
ple, Njuki and Mburu, 2013). While studies comparing male
and female headed households have yielded valuable informa-

tion, most of these analyses do not account for the position of
female household members in male-headed households. Focusing
solely on headship may perpetuate existing social inequalities
and prioritization of household responsibilities. This overlooks
the different roles that determine household members’ ability
to own different livestock species and could be detrimental to
women. To devise appropriate strategies that contribute to our
understanding of gender gaps — and subsequently our ability to
reduce gender gaps — it is essential to focus on individual male
and female household members’ ownership of livestock within
both female and male-headed households. It is also necessary to
understand the gender disparities through the lens of household
gender dynamics, because the ownership patterns and the chal-
lenges that women face in acquiring livestock may be affected by
household composition.

The gendered household dynamic concept disaggregates
households based on (a) households with both male and female
adults (18+ years); (b) Households with male adults only —
those with at least one male adult and no female adult; and (c)
Households with Female adult(s) only — those with at least one
female adult and no male adults. Using this approach, this study
addresses the following research questions: i) how do livestock
ownership patterns change within different gendered household
types with regards to the size of land cultivated and crop income?
The study focuses on the land and crop income based on field
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observations, which revealed a strong interaction between crop
enterprise and livestock ownership. ii) How do livestock produc-
tion activities by household members shape livestock ownership
patterns?

A better understanding of these aspects of gendered livestock
ownership can inform the design and implementation of stake-
holder development interventions that aim to bridge the gender
gaps in livestock ownership. This study focuses on large and small
ruminants, specifically cattle and goats. Cattle and goats are
common types of livestock owned by smallholder households in
Zambia. These livestock species provide a range of benefits to the
farmers as they can sell live animals or products such as meat and
milk to meet various family needs, notably farm inputs and edu-
cating children. Additionally, literature shows that smallholder
households have a comparative advantage in raising ruminants as
compared to raising non-ruminants, which compete with human
beings on feed resources (McDermott et al. 2010).

Literature review

Owning livestock is critical to the wellbeing of smallholder farm-
ers as it offers a lot of benefits. First, livestock contributes to
the nutritional needs (from meat, eggs, and milk), and house-
hold incomes from which they fulfil their health, education, and
other household needs (Assan 2014; Kristjanson et al. 2014;
Namonje-Kapembwa, Chiwawa, and Sitko 2016; Tui et al. 2018).
Second, livestock is a valuable asset. According to Lubungu
and Mofya-Mukuka (2012), livestock in Zambia accounts for 20
percent of the smallholder households’ productive assets and
up to 40 percent in provinces (Eastern and Southern), where
livestock production is highest. Third, smallholder farmers use
livestock for transportation, manure, and as a cushion against
climatic shocks such as droughts (Dejene et al. 2011; FAO
2013a; Meinzen-Dick et al. 2014; Tadesse et al. 2014; Emama,
Mohammed, and Mohammed, 2015; Braimoh et al., 2018). At
the individual level, owning livestock increases one’s self-esteem,
and strengthens decision-making and economic power within the
household and the community (Rota, Sperandini, and Hartl 2010;
Kristjanson et al. 2014; Patel 2016; Djurfeldt 2018; Tui et al.
2018). It also acts as a fallback in the case of household dissolu-
tion due to separation, divorce, or death. Equally, livestock has
cultural connotations as in some communities, they use livestock
to pay for bride price. Lastly, livestock ownership provides criti-
cal pathways out of poverty (Patel et al. 2016). With the rising
demands for livestock products resulting from rapidly increasing
urban populations, livestock offers an opportunity for women
and men to increase their incomes (Filmer et al. 2014; Ekele and
Obademi 2018).

Despite the importance of livestock, women in SSA lag
behind in livestock ownership. A survey of 665 households
randomly drawn from four districts in Ethiopia showed that
female-headed households own significantly less livestock (and
other strategic resources) than male-headed households (Henry
et al. 2016). This is not to say that women never own large
animals (see Assan 2014; Kristjanson et al. 2014), but men
still dominate in this domain. In Zambia, 33.4 percent of male-

headed households owned cattle in 2015, compared to only 23.2
percent of female-headed households (CSO/MAL/IAPRI 2015).
Male-headed households were similarly far ahead in terms of
goat ownership, which fell at around 37.6 percent compared to
only 26.8 percent of female-headed households. The same pat-
tern can be observed in the case of all other small livestock,
such as chickens, sheep, pigs, ducks and geese, guinea fowl, and
rabbits (CSO/MAL/IAPRI 2015). Interestingly, a panel study
(2002-2015) by Djurfeldt (2018) based on the gender of the farm
manager, concluded that gender gaps are minimal in areas where
livestock was of limited importance, but more sizeable in those
regions with the high level of livestock ownership. Djurfeldt’s
(2018) demonstrates that in regions where livestock ownership is
high, such as Mazabuka district of Zambia and the Upper East in
Ghana, households with male farm managers have higher access
to several types of livestock (both cattle and small livestock).
This clearly exemplifies the disadvantaged social and economic
position that women occupy.

In most SSA countries, women’s and men’s access, ownership,
and control over resources such as livestock is strongly gen-
dered due to social norms. Structural challenges that determine
women’s access to resources, and the roles that they perform in
societies and within their own families — such as unpaid domes-
tic chores including childbearing and caring, preparing meals,
fetching firewood and water, and cleaning their houses — account
for their limited ability to own and maintain livestock. Unlike
their male counterparts, most women have limited access to
resources such as land, finances, knowledge, skills, mobility, par-
ticipation in decision-making, and policy development (Bwalya
and Akombelwa 1999; SOFA Team and Doss 2011; Patel et
al. 2016; Djurfeldt 2018). In cases where women have accessed
resources, they usually have no control over them, which in itself
compromises their ability to acquire livestock (Meinzen-Dick et
al., 2014; Henry et al., 2016). Women’s contribution to live-
stock production activities is nonetheless significant. In many
societies, women tend to care for and feed family animals and
birds and take care of their health and security (Kristjanson et
al. 2014; Galiè et al. 2017; Ekele and Obademi 2018). In most
parts of India for instance, women perform most of the livestock
production functions such as fodder collection, feeding, water-
ing, management, milking and household-level processing, value
addition, and marketing (Patel et al. 2016).

Even though women contribute their labor to livestock pro-
duction activities, Fletschner and Kenney (2014) report that
men are usually the decision-makers. In some societies, women
are barred or discouraged from performing socially constructed
gender roles that are considered the domain of men — such as
herding cattle and handling as well as guiding them when culti-
vating fields (Bwalya and Akombelwa 1999; Henry et al. 2016)
— partly because such tasks threaten men’s position of power
in society and within the household. Henry et al. (2016) also
contend that women’s lack of control over livestock forces them
to enter into share-cropping arrangements with men, who pro-
vide labor and oxen while acquiring larger shares of the produce,
leaving female-headed households food insecure.

The design of interventions aimed at improving women’s lives
requires cognizance of the existing livestock ownership norms

12



AgriGender MACHINA & LUBUNGU

and patterns, as they play a role determining how and whether
women are able to maintain control over resources including live-
stock. According to Kristjanson et al. (2014), women’s access
to, and control over, household assets increases household food
security, enhances children’s nutritional status and access to
education, and improves women’s wellbeing. Further, in some
communities, women are commonly involved in the marketing
of livestock products. However, their participation tends to be
threatened by increasing commercialization of such products
(Kristjanson et al. 2014). It is therefore critical for governments
to institute policies and programs that integrate gender aspects
into livestock production and retain women in the business.

Assan (2014) contends that livestock production strategies
that take into account gender differences and women’s rights are
prone to succeed in enhancing food security. Further, interven-
tions that involve women in training on livestock handling, can
help increase their confidence to own cattle. Equally, social cap-
ital (relationships, networks, institutions, attitudes, and values)
enables women and men to cooperate and gain access to knowl-
edge, information, management practices, credit, and contacts
that can facilitate acquisition of livestock (Chianca, Balcom, and
Robertson 2011; Meinzen-Dick et al. 2014; Patel et al. 2016;
Ekele and Obademi 2018). Women, especially those in married
households, are usually excluded from development interventions
and often rely on information passed on to them by their male
relatives (Gebremedhin et al. 2016), which hinders them from
accessing resources necessary to acquire livestock.

It is critical to recognize that households are heterogeneous,
with different members possessing different levels of power and
ability to own livestock (Njuki and Mburu 2013). Some litera-
ture demonstrates that livestock ownership differs across various
categories of people. A study by Galiè et al. (2015) found that
in Tanzania, widows generally own larger livestock (such as cat-
tle, goats, and sheep) while married women are more likely to
own smaller livestock (like chickens). Young unmarried women
and men generally own resources together with their parents.
Boogaard et al. (2015) found that in Mozambique, men in male-
headed households keep goats for the longest period, followed by
women in male-headed households, while females in male-headed
households keep goats for the shortest period. Women in male-
headed households rarely have control over income from goat
sales. An earlier study by Buhl and Homewood (2000) among
Fulani herder families, showed younger women, second and third
wives, and daughters, have less freedom in decision making over
assets than older women, first wives, and mothers in law. These
studies indicate the importance of considering household gender
dynamics in livestock production.

As we have outlined, the literature on intra-household gender
dynamics in livestock production is limited, as most of it is based
on analyses of livestock ownership of women in general or at
the household level. This study, therefore, contributes to this
discourse by analyzing the gender differences in ownership of
livestock across and within households, with a specific focus on
cattle and goats. We hypothesize that:

i. Cultural differences determine levels of gender gaps in
livestock ownership.

ii. Gender disparities are lower among households culti-
vating larger parcels of land.

iii. Households with higher crop incomes have lower gen-
der disparities.

iv. Gender roles determine the type of livestock owned by
men and women respectively.

Data and methods

The study employs a mixed-methods approach, utilizing both
quantitative and qualitative data. The primary quantitative data
used in this study stem from nationally representative household
surveys — the Rural Agricultural Livelihood Survey (RALS) —
conducted by the Central Statistical Office (CSO), together with
the Ministry of Agriculture (MoA) and the Indaba Agricultural
Policy Research Institute (IAPRI) in Zambia. The survey was
conducted in 2015, and 7,934 farm households were interviewed.
The sample is weighted by population to reflect national statis-
tics of about 1.5 million smallholder farmers. For details on the
sampling and data collection procedure, the reader is referred to
IAPRI (2016). In 2015, of the 1.5 million smallholder households,
35 percent owned goats and 31 percent owned cattle (IAPRI
2016). In addition to the 2015 RALS data, we collected infor-
mation on decision-making and livestock-related activities from
271 households who participated in the 2015 RALS. This sup-
plementary information was obtained during a cattle household
survey conducted in 2016. The cattle survey was part of doctoral
research by a Ph.D. candidate from the University of Hohenheim
with the assistance of CSO staff. These households were followed
in Chibombo, Mbala, Kalomo, Namwala, and Petauke Districts
of Zambia.

We interacted with farmers and key informants and collected
qualitative data in eight districts namely Chibombo, Mbala,
Choma, Kalomo, Namwala, Sesheke, Petauke, and Chongwe (see
Figure 2) in October and November 2016. We selected these dis-
tricts based on the percentage of households keeping cattle and
goats, computed from CSO/MAL/IAPRI (2015) RALS survey
data. Figure 3 shows the geographical distribution of households
keeping cattle and goats by the district.

To collect the qualitative data, the study utilized the Gender
and Development (GAD) analytical framework. This framework
involves, among other things, analyzing the access and control
profile on any activity either at the household or community

Figure 1 Ownership Patterns of Livestock within the Gender of the

Household Head in Zambia. (Source: CSO/MAL/IAPRI RALS 2012
and 2015 survey data: 7,254-panel households.)
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Figure 2 Map of the Districts Visited in Zambia. (Source: Authors.)

Figure 3 Geographical Distribution of Households Owning Cattle
and Goats in Zambia. (Source: a-Lubungu, Sitko, and Hichaambwa,

2015; b-Namonje-Kapembwa, Chiwawa, and Sitko, 2016.)

level (Fernando and Starkey 2004). This tool was necessary for
this study, as it helped in analyzing the roles women, men, and
youth play in livestock production, management, and realization
of associated benefits.

Qualitative data collection used a combination of tools. First,
in-depth interviews were carried out with selected households
from the 271 who participated in the 2016 cattle household sur-
vey. These interviews were done to gather information about the
timeline of livestock acquisition (chronology of how households
acquired their initial stock and the major events related to the
increase or decrease of the herd size) and the roles each household
member performs in livestock-related activities. These in-depth
interviews helped us understand the dynamics involved in the
ownership and management of cattle and goats. Second, the key
issues and concerns raised during individual household inter-
views were further explored through a total of 10 Focus Group
Discussions (FGDs), each comprising of five to ten farmers in
Kalomo, Namwala, Petauke, and Mbala districts. Separate dis-
cussions were held with three men’s groups and seven women’s
groups that included youth. During the FGDs, access and control
profiles on different livestock species and the daily activity sched-

ule were captured. Third, to gain greater insight into alternative
ways of changing the status quo of women in livestock produc-
tion, we visited Twelekeshe Women’s Club in Chongwe District
which is involved in goat keeping and benefited from the World
Bank livestock matching grant project. Lastly, we conducted key
informant interviews with seven District Veterinary Offices in
the Ministry of Fisheries and Livestock (MFL) in their respec-
tive districts, and with Chief Mukobela of Namwala District of
Southern Zambia. To analyze the quantitative data, we employed
descriptive statistics. Content analysis was used to analyze qual-
itative data. Content analysis is an analytical approach used to
interpret the meaning of qualitative data (Hsieh and Shannon
2005).

Results and discussion

This section presents and discusses the findings of the study. It
begins with a discussion of the gender differences in ownership of
cattle and goats — with respect to cultural differences, the size
of land cultivated, and crop income — and ends with a discussion
on how the gender roles affect ownership of livestock.

Cultural differences, gender dynamics, and ownership
patterns of livestock

Research has shown that in many societies, men and women tend
to own different animal species. Men usually own cattle and other
larger animals, while women own smaller animals, such as goats
and poultry (Deere, Alvarado, and Twyman 2012; Yisehak 2008).
Ownership patterns of livestock are, however, more complex than
these general claims capture, and are strongly related to livestock
production systems, as well as social and cultural factors. In this
section, we use district-level information represented by various
ethnic groups as a proxy of cultural differences, to understand the
ownership pattern of cattle and goats within different gendered
household types (Tables 1 and 2). The Lenje speaking people
dominate Chibombo District, while the majority of the inhabi-
tants of Petauke are Chewa. In Mbala, the majority belong to the
Bemba ethnic group, and the Tongas and Ilas dominate Kalomo
and Namwala districts respectively.

The results in Table 1 show variation in cattle ownership.
The districts in the Southern Province (Kalomo and Namwala)
have the highest proportion of households owning cattle and the
Mbala district of Northern Province has the least.

The results show that across districts, the percentage of
households with only female adults who owned cattle is the
lowest among the gendered household types compared. The
inter-headship comparison reveals that more male household
members in the female-headed households own cattle than female
household members in male-headed households in almost all the
districts.

Though various factors could explain the observed dispari-
ties, social and cultural differences across the districts could also,
in part, account for the variation in the ownership patterns. His-
torically, cattle ownership has been important specifically among
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Table 1 Cattle Ownership Patterns — Gender Dynamics by Study Districts in Zambia During the 2013/14 Season. (Source:
CSO/MAL/IAPRI’s RALS 2015 survey data.)

the Ila and Tonga speaking people, who are both located in the
Southern Province of Zambia. Their agricultural lifestyle revolves
around cattle, and the animals are not only economic assets but
are considered a source of pride and identity. The more cattle
one owns, the more they feel respected in the community. Apart
from using cattle for draft power, transportation, traditional cer-
emonies, and funerals, cattle are highly favored as the payment of
lobola (bride price). Though cattle are used for dowry or “dam-
age” (paid by a man who impregnates a woman before marriage)
payments, there are differences in the number of the animals paid
across cultural groups. Among the Ilas for example, dowry pay-
ments attract a minimum of eight heads of cattle while in Tonga
land of Kalomo district, at least four animals are paid. In cases
where a man impregnates a woman outside marriage, in both
districts he pays even more “damage”, since this is regarded as
a punishable offence. In Mbala district, one or two animals are
enough for dowry payment. In Petauke, dowries are paid not
in the form of cattle, but households request one or two cat-
tle for “damage” payments. Due to the differences in the value
attached to cattle ownership and dowry payments, the majority
of households in the Southern Province keep cattle.

The high proportion of females owning cattle in Namwala
District is due in part to women being given a share of the cattle
acquired through the payment of bride price. However, Mizinga
(1990) points out that historically, women rarely go with their
livestock to their husband upon marriage, as they feared they
might lose them to the husband’s relatives. To date, the prac-
tice is still prevalent in the Southern Province, as confirmed
by participants in the FGDs, individual household interviews,
and Chief Mukobela of the Ila speaking people. The negative
implication of this practice, however, is that despite having an
opportunity to own cattle, most women still have limited con-
trol over their cattle, which contributes to their low levels of
cattle ownership. Women can, however, keep goats and chick-
ens with her in the marital home. If a woman is divorced after
accumulating livestock together with her husband, she usually
returns to her maternal home without any livestock, unless her

husband elects to give her some (it is not an entitlement). The
women in our study perceive this cultural practice to be difficult
to change, except through the involvement of the local courts.
In their view (particularly in Petauke District), the courts are
helping to change the culture and are promoting equal sharing
of the property upon divorce.

The mode of cattle acquisition could also explain the cattle
ownership differences between female and male household mem-
bers. In Petauke District, for example, under a practice called
chibeta (herd boy), boys acquire cattle by working for other fam-
ilies on a three to a four-year contract, after which they are paid a
cow. This arrangement, dating back over half a century, increases
the rate of cattle ownership among male household members.
Male members also do more rewarding off-farm activities such
as selling firewood and often use the proceeds to buy cattle or
goats.

Household members equally acquire cattle through gifts and
inheritance from parents. Culturally, this system tends to favor
males as large livestock is passed on to them while their parents
are still alive, or through inheritance upon the death of their
parents. Joint ownership — meaning both spouses having full
bundles of rights (use and decision making) — of livestock is not
common among the households interviewed. In Namwala Dis-
trict, parents give cattle to young men who are ready to marry,
to help them pay dowry and to start their home (or farm). As
time passes, the accumulated cattle become the property of the
young men and are not necessarily jointly owned with their new
wives. In elaborating this point, Chief Mukobela stated:

It is difficult to own livestock (cattle) jointly with their
spouses because cattle were acquired through one’s extended
family system. The extended family members are ‘sleeping
partners’ in livestock ownership, and they have an interest
in it. In that case, you cannot own the livestock jointly.

(Interview, Chief Mukobela of Namwala district,
16 December 2016)
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Table 2 Goat Ownership Patterns — Gender Dynamics by Study Districts in Zambia During the 2013/14 Season. (Source:

CSO/MAL/IAPRI’s RALS 2015 survey data.)

Table 3 Land Cultivated and Cattle Ownership by Gender Dynamics in Zambia During the 2013/14 Season. (Source: CSO/MAL/IAPRI’s

RALS 2015 survey data.)

Parents rarely give cattle to female household members as
they are destined to be married off in the future. This sentiment
was echoed by respondents across all the districts visited.

Namwala district had the highest proportion of households
who owned goats among households with only female adults
(Table 2). The results also show a comparatively higher propor-
tion of females owning goats in female-headed households than
those in male-headed households. In Namwala district, keeping
goats is referred to as “a poor person’s activity” or “a woman’s
undertaking” hence women’s domination in this domain. In addi-
tion, while cattle rearing requires owners to take the animals
away from the homesteads for grazing, particularly during the
feed-scarce period (May–December), goats can roam about the
homesteads and can be easily managed by women. They are also
economically affordable.

Land cultivated, gender disparities, and livestock
ownership patterns

To examine the role of land cultivated in the livestock ownership
patterns and gender disparities, we divide land cultivated into
three categories. These groups include households who cultivate
less than 2 hectares, 2 hectares to 4.99 hectares, and those who
cultivate more than 5 hectares but less than 20 hectares (Table
3). Overall, 31.1 percent of the 1.5 million smallholder farmer
households in Zambia owned cattle during the agricultural refer-
ence season of 2013/2014. Cattle ownership was more prominent
among households who cultivated more than 5 hectares (61.8
percent) than among those who cultivated less than 2 hectares
(22 percent). The correlation matrix shows a significant positive
relationship between the amount of land cultivated and cattle
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Table 4 Land Cultivated and Goat Ownership by Gender Dynamics in Zambia During the 2013/14 Season. (Source: CSO/MAL/IAPRI’s

RALS 2015 survey data.)

ownership (Appendix 1A) and similar results are discernable
even among goat owning households (Table 4 and Appendix 2A).

Disaggregated results based on the gendered household type,
reveal that the percentage of households owning cattle was high-
est among the households with only male adults followed by
households with both male and female adult members (Table
3). Households with only female adults had the lowest percent-
age of cattle ownership. This result is also consistent with the
results obtained within each size of the land cultivated category.

Within each gendered household type, the percentage of
households owning cattle increases with the increase in the size
of land cultivated. Thus, even households with female adults only
are more likely to own cattle as their size of cultivated land
increases. Likewise, results in Table 4 show that households with
only female adults have the lowest proportion of goat ownership,
even within each land size cultivated category. However, we note
that gender disparity is higher with cattle ownership than goat
ownership (Figure 4).

We also disaggregate the analysis based on the gender of the

Figure 4 Gender Gaps, HHs with Male Adults Only vs. Female

Adults Only by Land Size Cultivated in Zambia During the 2013/2014
Season. (Source: CSO/MAL/IAPRI’s RALS 2015 survey data.)

household head. The results in Table 3 show that the proportion
of male household members who own cattle within female-headed
households is higher than the percentage of female members who
own cattle within the male-headed households. These results
suggest that female household members are less likely to own
cattle within male-headed households compared to male house-
hold members within female-headed households. It is important
to note that the proportion of female household members who
own cattle within male-headed households is higher among the
households who cultivate more than 5 hectares compared to those
who cultivate less. These results are consistent with information
gathered during the FGDs.

Crop income, gender dynamics, and livestock ownership
patterns

The majority of smallholder farmers in Zambia grow one or more
crops either for subsistence, or commercial sale to meet household
needs such as education, healthcare, and food. Equally, small-
holder farmers use the surplus income to purchase livestock as
an investment or saving option. In this section, we discuss the
relationship between crop revenue and livestock ownership with
respect to household gender dynamics.

Results in Tables 5 and 6 and in Appendix 1A and 2A show a
positive association between income earned from crop sales and
ownership of cattle or goats, indicating the importance of crop
income especially in the acquisition of initial stock as indicated
by the majority of the FGD participants.

Despite the increase in the proportion of households own-
ing cattle associated with higher crop income within each gender
group, gender disparities are quite evident (Figure 5). Women
consistently lag behind men in terms of cattle ownership, regard-
less of the crop income bracket. In contrast, the disparities are
minimal with regard to ownership of goats (Figure 5). As shown
in Table 6, we also find higher percentages of male household
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Table 5 Crop Income and Cattle Ownership by Gender Dynamics in Zambia During the 2013/14 Season. (Source: CSO/MAL/IAPRI’s

RALS 2015 survey data.)

Table 6 Crop Income and Goat Ownership by Gender Dynamics in Zambia during the 2013/14 Season. (Source: CSO/MAL/IAPRI’s RALS

2015 survey data.)

members owning goats within the male-headed households as
compared to female household members, regardless of their crop
income levels. These findings are contrary to the conventional
view that women dominate ownership of small livestock such as
goats, though they are consistent with Djurfeldt’s (2018) find-
ings, which show women’s disadvantaged position even ownership
of small livestock.

Figure 5 Gender Gaps, HHs with Male Adults Only vs. Female

Adults Only by Crop Income Quartile in Zambia During the 2013/14
Season. (Source: CSO/MAL/IAPRI’s RALS 2015 survey data.)

Insights from FGDs and individual interviews revealed sev-
eral reasons why men dominate cattle production, and women lag
in relation to crop income. First of all, the livestock acquisition
timeline discussions suggested that crop proceeds mainly finance
the initial stock of animals. Households have at least one field in
which all household members contribute their labor. Male mem-
bers do most of the labor activities for land preparations, while
female members tend to be responsible for the planting, weeding,
and harvesting. This division of labor is in line with the work of
Shipekesa and Jayne (2012), who found that male and female
members equally contributed labor to the largest crop field, even
though they perform different tasks. Despite this, the control of
proceeds is not proportionally shared as women have less control
over the earnings from crop income (IAPRI, 2016). Since men
have the upper hand in terms of control over crop income, they
decide on how income is used (IAPRI, 2016). If they choose to
purchase an initial stock of animals, the men also assume owner-
ship over these animals. During FGDs and individual interviews,
when we asked participants to whom the animals belonged, both
males and females said: “the livestock belong to the man”. Fur-
ther probing revealed that women often respond in such a way
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because men are the head of the households, or as they say in
Cinyanja (a local language): “Ndiye akulu a pa nyumba” (because
he is the head of the household). Women have little to say because
they respect (fear) their husbands. One woman respondent said:
“life in villages is different from town life”, implying that, in
the cities, men and women reason and make decisions together,
which is still uncommon in rural areas.

Though some women have separate fields or engage in gar-
dening during the off-crop season from which they get personal
income, they have less time to spend in these side fields because
of their responsibilities in the main family fields. Moreover,
FGDs revealed that women face challenges in gardening, such as
scarcity of water (during the dry season) and animal encroach-
ment. In the FGDs, most women felt they owned goats because
the small ruminants were more affordable as compared to cattle.
For example, when a woman produces and sells a few crops from
her small piece of land, she can only afford to buy small livestock
(chickens, ducks, and goats) and not cattle. Furthermore, goats
do not require complicated management practices; thus, women
find it easy to monitor goats, just as they do village chickens.
The chairperson of the Twelekeshe Women’s Club in Chongwe
District echoed these sentiments. The group applied for a match-
ing grant under a World Bank program and started rearing goats
because they are easier to manage than cattle.

Role of female members in livestock production

Livestock production involves various activities including herd-
ing the animals (cattle and in some cases goats), providing
feed/fodder, drawing water, and securing them at night. Other
activities include dipping, administering vaccines, tendering sick
animals, and attending livestock-related meetings, settling dis-
putes and training (Ayoade, Ibrahim, and Ibrahim 2009; FAO
2003). These activities differ depending on the type of livestock
reared, as well as with the season of the year. Our study found
that all members of the household play a role in these activities,
which contribute to the maintenance and expansion of the herd.

In the districts we visited, large livestock such as cattle,
mainly graze in areas distant from the farmer’s homestead, while
goats roam both around the homestead, and in farther off places
together with the cattle. We found that typically, males per-
form most of the activities relating to cattle production both
at home and away (Figure 6). Male household members (male
spouse and male children) perform activities that are considered
technical (e.g spraying/dipping the livestock, constructing kraals,
vaccinating and administering drugs to sick animals) or risky
(securing livestock at night). Males (in particular boys) domi-
nate not only in activities that take place away from the home —
such as herding cattle and goats — but also in homestead activ-
ities related to cattle management such as watering (Figures 6
and 7). This finding on the division of labor is consistent with
studies from other contexts, in which males perform livestock
production activities that take place away from the homestead
(Kristjanson et al. 2010). However, the case is different when it
comes to milking and looking after sick animals. While in some
places such as Ethiopia and Uganda these roles are performed by
females (Rota, Sperandini, and Hartl 2010), in Zambia they are

Figure 6 Labor Provision in Cattle Production in Study Districts by

Household Members in Zambia, 2016. (2016 Cattle household survey

data.)

Figure 7 Labor Provision in Goat Production in Study Districts by

Household Members in Zambia, 2016. (Source: 2016 Cattle household

survey data.)

mainly a responsibility of men (See Figure 6 and Appendix 3A,
which shows an example of the activity profile collected during
FGDs in Petauke District).

While most men in Zambia perform cattle related activities,
studies elsewhere show that in crop-livestock systems such as in
the Ethiopian highlands, women are more involved in cattle pro-
duction than in arable farming (Yisehak 2008). Women clean cow
sheds, milk cows, look after calves and sick animals, cut the grass
and supervise feeding and grazing of cows, make dung cakes, but-
ter, and cheese, and sell these products. Men feed the oxen and
take the animals for veterinary treatment, while boys and some-
times girls generally graze the ruminant livestock (Yisehak 2008;
FAO 2013b). In Lafia Area of Nasarawa State of Nigeria, women
are reported to feed and water animals, and clean pens and cages
(Ayoade, Ibrahim, and Ibrahim 2009). Among the Dinka pas-
toralists of Sudan, men herd cattle while females look after sick
animals and tender the calves (Yisehak 2008).
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Apart from performing livestock-related activities, women
and girls in Zambia, also perform other household chores such as
drawing water, gathering relish, fetching firewood, and preparing
meals for livestock herders, children, and other household mem-
bers. Men and boys also participate in these activities though,
to a lesser extent. According to the FGDs, women feel burdened
with their domestic responsibilities, which tend to be continuous
as evidenced by the activity profile presented in Appendix 3A.
In contrast, men’s and boys’ activities (such as taking cattle and
goats to the watering points) are generally performed only once
each day, particularly in the dry season when cattle and goats are
left to graze freely. This distribution of tasks shows that unlike
men, women have much less time to rest (Pitamber 2006).

It is worth noting, that sharing gender roles in the house-
hold is not always problematic. The primary concern, however,
is where the roles of a particular gender are valued and rewarded
less or unfairly, compared to those of the other, as the case
for women and girls in Zambia. This position disadvantages the
females who end up without (or with minimal numbers of) live-
stock. Since livestock contributes to increasing farmer incomes,
the result is high poverty levels among women.

The gender disparities in the allocation of livestock rearing
activities are, on the one hand, a reflection of what most com-
munity members in the study areas perceived as “the physical
nature” of women, and the demands of distinct roles in livestock
production. In the opinion of some men in this study:

We do heavy tasks or risky activities such as herding cat-
tle far away from home. A woman cannot perform such
functions. It can also degrade their dignity.

(Interview, with a group of young men, Namwala
District, 24 October 2016)

It would seem, that men perceive women’s activities around
the home as affordable and less demanding. These views may be
true to some extent, as tasks such as herding cattle away from
home could put the lives of women and young females in danger.
For example, in Namwala (and parts of Chibombo Districts),
men take their cattle to the ku Butwa (the plains) for grazing
from May to December each year, when there is less pasture on
the uplands. It takes two days of walking to reach the grazing
area where the herders camp, and leave their animals to graze for
weeks. This activity may be inappropriate for women and girls
considering their safety.

While some of the livestock production activities may be
inappropriate to women, in reality, women can undertake them,
and doing so increases women’s capacity to acquire livestock
(Bwalya and Akombelwa 1999; Henry et al. 2016). For example,
women fetch firewood, sometimes from distant places including
the very same bushes where men herd livestock. The main lim-
iting factor is seemingly cultural, and linked to the patriarchal
view that labels women as a weaker sex who cannot afford to
undertake men’s tasks. Given the opportunity, some women can
— and even do — hire labor to herd their livestock. Part of what
shapes women’s acceptance of this activity allocation has to do
with the way children are socialized. Societies and individual
families assign specific tasks to boys and girls which determine
their future roles in both the private and public domains. Girls

are usually assigned to undertake home-based activities while
boys are expected to take up roles assigned to men. These activ-
ities are linked to and determine the future roles of males and
females regarding livestock production. They also tend to deter-
mine what type of livestock a particular gender will own and
even control.

Access to training and livestock information is critical in live-
stock production as it enables smallholder farmers to learn new
technologies and improve their stock. Our findings reveal that in
the study districts, there are fewer capacity building activities
conducted on small ruminants, as compared to cattle (Figure 8).
Most of the attendants at livestock production meetings are men,
and even in cases where the opposite women predominantly per-
form the livestock activity being discussed— as earlier indicated
in Figures 6 and 7 — men are more commonly the recipients
of the training or expert advice relating to livestock production.
This implies that skills may not be accurately passed on to the
right people and in the long run, may adversely affect women’s
ability to own livestock and contribute to perpetuating gender
gaps. This finding is consistent with Galiè et al.’s (2017) finding
that women have challenges in accessing livestock information
compared to their male counterparts.

Figure 8 Attendance to Livestock Meetings and Training by House-

hold Members in the Study Districts in Zambia, 2016. (Source: 2016
Cattle household survey data.)

Conclusions and recommendations

Conclusions

Understanding gender disparities is a topical issue in rural devel-
opment, including livestock development. Our findings suggest
that despite the important roles that women play in livestock
production, fewer female household members own less livestock
compared to their male counterparts. Similarly, more house-
holds with only male adults own livestock than households with
only female adults. However, we find that a higher proportion
of households with only female adults own goats than cattle.
Even the percentage of female household members who own
goats in male-headed households is higher compared to those
who own cattle. The gender disparities are also quite evident
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for cattle ownership within different household headships. Few
female household members own cattle under male heads as
compared to male household members under female headship.
Conversely, female members are more likely to own goats under
male headship.

The study concludes that cultural differences and the gen-
dered social values attached to different livestock species play
a major role in the observed gender gaps. Women play specific
roles in livestock production, have less decision-making power,
and limited access to information, as compared to their male
counterparts, which in turn negatively affects their ability to
own livestock. In addition, our results suggest a strong associa-
tion between owning livestock and size of land cultivated as well
as income from crop sales. This correlation was observed even
among female household members in male-headed households
and households with only female adults. Households mainly use
crop income to finance the purchase of the initial stock. Even
though more female household members own livestock as crop
revenue and size of land cultivated increases, the gender gaps are
still evident. The persistent gender disparities in livestock owner-
ship need to be addressed as it contributes to women’s perpetual
dominance in the poverty trap.

Recommendations

Based on our findings, we put forth the following recommen-
dations. Government ministries dealing with livestock, together
with civil society organizations and private sector players, need
to step up information dissemination and gender training of
smallholder farmers (both men and women) on livestock pro-
duction and management, to meet women’s needs. Training
and sensitization needs and opportunities, coupled with raising
women’s awareness to help them change their social environment,
is essential. More specifically, there is a need to:

i. Undertake efforts aimed at changing the attitudes of
both men and women to promote joint cattle own-
ership among male and female household members
in male-headed households. This approach would not
only reduce gender inequalities in cattle ownership but
also reduce poverty among women.

ii. Provide targeted support to households with female
adults only through finance (such as grants and micro-
credit) as well as livestock production information to
promote livestock ownership. Small ruminants need
to be promoted as they are relatively less costly to
acquire and easier for disadvantaged households and
individuals to manage.

iii. Female household members within male-headed house-
holds should be targeted, especially with capacity
strengthening mechanisms. Even though they may
have more access to resources than their counterparts
in female-headed households, they have less decision-
making power. These mechanisms should include facil-
itating their attendance at livestock production meet-
ings and training together with their spouses, encour-
aging them to access livestock production informa-
tion through telephones, radio, and to participate
in associations that champion livestock production
activities. Such mechanisms should be both cultur-

ally and gender-sensitive so as not to jeopardize the
advancement of such women in livestock ownership.

iv. While much of the training and sensitization should be
focused on women, men also need to be targeted (say,
through men-only groups) to change their attitudes
and tackle the structural underpinnings of the gen-
der disparity, such as decision-making roles in livestock
production at the community and household levels.
Since changing attitudes takes a long time, initiatives
such as cultural tours and field schools can be stepped
up to promote learning and interaction of farmers from
different locations to inspire each other to discard neg-
ative cultural norms in ownership and production of
livestock while upholding positive ones. While work-
ing with traditional leaders, it is important to enable
disadvantaged household members to undertake roles
mainly played by males and accessing vital informa-
tion related to livestock production through relevant
channels.

v. The positive association between livestock ownership
and size of land cultivated and with crop income
point to the need to promote efforts that help farmers
increase the size of land cultivated as well as crop pro-
duction and marketing, especially among female mem-
bers of male-headed households. These could encom-
pass the promotion of crop commercialization and the
adoption of technologies such as mechanization.

vi. Finally, though this study has provided useful insights
based on descriptive statistics, more research is needed
to isolate the factors affecting female household mem-
ber ownership of livestock and the extent of their
ownership. There is equally a need to conduct more
research on what ownership means from a gender
perspective.
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