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This paper proposes a reformulation of the Sustainable Livelihoods Framework (SLF) fit for the 21st cen-
tury. The article explores the rise and usage of the original SLF, highlighting how its popularity among
development practitioners emerged both from its practical focus, and its depoliticization of wider shifts
in the development landscape at the time. Distilling the various critiques that have emerged around the
use of the SLF and sustainable livelihoods approaches, the article highlights problems of theory, method,
scale, historical conceptualisation, politics, and debates on decolonising knowledge. It further explores
two key shifts in the global development landscape that characterise the 21st century, namely the
impacts of climate change on rural livelihoods, and the shifts wrought by globalisation, before highlight-
ing the structural and relational turns in critical development literature. In speaking to both historical cri-
tiques and more recent debates, we present a SLF for the 21st century, foregrounding a structural,
spatially-disaggregated, dynamic and ecologically-coherent approach to framing rural livelihoods. We
offer a framework and not an approach, hoping that that our SLF leaves open the possibility for different
theoretical traditions to better work with emerging rural livelihoods.
� 2022 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. This is an openaccess article under the CCBY license (http://

creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).
1. Introduction

Since its introduction in the early 1990s, the sustainable liveli-
hoods approach (SLA) (DFID, 1999) – or the sustainable livelihoods
framework (SLF) (UNDP, 2017) – has become a mainstay of both
academic and applied fieldwork, especially in rural areas of the glo-
bal South. It is set out as an ‘approach’, rather than a method; and a
‘framework’, rather than a theory. It is, however, more than either
of these in three ways. First, it embodies an epistemological posi-
tion that values local knowledge, engages with local people and,
in Robert Chambers (1983) term, seeks to ‘put the last first’. This
may have since become part of common development parlance,
but the result is that it is all too easy to overlook how radical the
approach was at the time of its formulation. Second, while the
SLA is not a method, it does privilege certain methods, emerging
as it does out of Rapid Rural Appraisal (RRA) and later methodolog-
ical innovations, such as Participatory Learning and Action (PLA).
Thirdly, the SLA that became popularised from the late 1990s
onwards found clear theoretical origins in Sen’s (1985) Capabilities
Approach, with a focus on individuals as the locus for development
(Scoones, 2009).
‘Livelihoods’, as a term, an approach or framework, and as an
epistemology, has been extensively critiqued (see below). But,
even so, it continues to be very broadly used – or practised – and
often in a manner quite close to its original formulation. It remains
highly popular, if popularity is measured in terms of use. As
Scoones (2015: 10) writes, it ‘‘seems livelihoods approaches are
now applied to literally everything”. Yet arguably, its approach
and focus on village life and individual capabilities render it some-
what dated in capturing the shifts that have occurred in rural
livelihoods over recent years. As globalisation has captured and
integrated villages more closely into global markets, and countries
in the global South have rapidly shifted towards industrial and ser-
vices sector-led growth, processes of labour migration, remit-
tances, and small-scale commercial agriculture progressively
characterise rural life (Borras, 2009). Furthermore, the proliferating
impacts of climate and environmental change and natural resource
extraction upon rural livelihoods have seen farming become
increasingly risky for millions of smallholders, in a wider context
of retreating state support for agriculture (Taylor, 2015).

In this paper, as the title suggests, we propose a reformulation
of the livelihoods approach, one that seeks to recognise its
strengths, acknowledge its weaknesses and, importantly, also ren-
der it appropriate for the 21st century. In part, we seek to revitalise
some of the approach’s original intent; but we also recalibrate the
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approach for an era where changes that were only nascent in the
1990s have sedimented across the globe. To these ends, the paper
addresses the need to: bring structural factors more centrally into
the framework; pay particular attention to the relational; and sit-
uate rural livelihoods within a set of more expansive (global), per-
meable (rural–urban) and therefore dynamic spatial axes.

It should be emphasised that we do this as long-term users of
both the term and/or the approach. While we are sensitive to the
critiques of SLA, we also value its practical qualities and appreciate
its academic strengths. And however much the paradigms, modal-
ities and nomenclature of development may have moved on since
the advent of sustainable livelihoods in the 1990s, the changes that
people are living through, how they make a living through those
changes, and what kind of life that gives them access to, seem to
us as central to what development is as it has ever been. Before
we get to the portion of the paper where we propose this new
livelihoods approach for the 21st century, we set out the liveli-
hoods ‘stall’ by outlining how it evolved and what it means, before
summarising the criticisms that have been laid at its door. We then
turn to what has changed in the three decades since the sustain-
able livelihoods approach was first broached, before proposing
the contours of a sustainable livelihoods framework for the 21st
century.

In the paper we use three terms: Sustainable Livelihoods (SL) as
a catch-all to cover conceptualisation, approach, and method; the
Sustainable Livelihoods Approach (SLA) to refer to the sedimenta-
tion of SL in research, policy and practice; and the Sustainable
Livelihoods Framework (SLF) to refer to the operationalisation of
SL in methodological terms, most obviously reflected in the sus-
tainable livelihoods flow chart (see Figure 2).
3

2. Sustainable livelihoods: Emergence, sedimentation and
critique

This section of the paper has three objectives: first, to offer a
brief review of the emergence of sustainable livelihoods as a focus
for development; second, to summarise the critiques that emerged
from the early 2000s; and third, to chart the shifts in economy,
society and politics reflected in the turn from ‘international’ to ‘glo-
bal’ development (Horner & Hulme, 2019, Horner, 2019). In a final
section, we then reflect on the enduring strengths of the original
SLF, notwithstanding these critiques and changes.

2.1. Sustainable livelihoods: What is it and where did it come from?

Sustainable Livelihoods (SL) is closely associated with Robert
Chambers. The foundational publication was a 1992 working paper
that he co-authored with Gordan Conway: ‘‘Sustainable Rural
Livelihoods: Practical Concepts for the 21st Century”, published
by the Institute of Development Studies.1 As they note, this working
paper drew on earlier work of an advisory panel to the World Com-
mission on Environment and Development (WCED), and the result-
ing Brundtland report Our common future (WCED, 1987)
anticipates the sustainable livelihoods ‘turn’. But the Brundtland
report does not define what comprises a livelihood, let alone a sus-
tainable livelihood, although the report uses both these terms. A sec-
ond key publication that is sometimes regarded (see Solesbury,
2003) as instrumental in setting out the sustainable livelihoods
agenda is the first UNDP Human Development Report (1990).2 Like
the Brundtland report, the 1990 HDR uses the term only in passing
1 As of March 2022, the working paper had been cited close to 8,000 times (Google
Scholar).

2 There is no mention in Chambers and Conway’s working paper of the 1990 Human
Development Report, although Amartya Sen’s work is discussed.
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and provides no definition. Nonetheless, these important reports
do provide two key ingredients: a concern for sustainability and
the notion of capabilities. More broadly, the years from the late
1980s saw a coalescing of views about development, many of which
came to be reflected in the SLA. Further, these were associated as
much with development organisations like the UNDP and commis-
sions such as the WCED as they were with academics working in
the field of development studies. The SLA, therefore, emerges from
– and is rooted in – dominant development thinking and practice
at the time, which is relevant when it comes to considering some
of the criticisms levelled at the SLA.

In their working paper, Chambers and Conway write (1992: 5,
and see Chambers, 1995: 174, Scoones, 1998: 5) that a ‘‘livelihood
in its simplest sense is a means of gaining a living”. On the next
page they provide a fuller ‘working definition’:

‘‘A livelihood comprises the capabilities, assets (stores,
resources, claims and access) and activities required for a means
of living: a living is sustainable which can cope with and recover
from stress and shocks, maintain or enhance its capabilities and
assets, and provide sustainable livelihood opportunities for the
next generation; and which contributes net benefits to other liveli-
hoods at the local and global levels and in the short and long
term.”.

The Chambers and Conway working paper does go further than
the WCED report in turning an idea into an approach, not least in
providing a working definition, although it was yet to become a
framework, practice and a methodology. Curiously, given its links
to the Brundtland report, Chambers and Conway refer to socially,
not environmentally, sustainable livelihoods.3 The progressive
transformation of the Sustainable Livelihoods Approach into the Sus-
tainable Livelihoods Framework (SLF) occurred during the course of
the 1990s as it was taken up by development organisations, both
governmental and non-governmental: Oxfam in 1993, Care Interna-
tional in 1994, and the UK’s Overseas Development Administration
(ODA) in 1995 (Solesbury, 2003).4 The sub-heading of the Chambers
and Conway paper provides an indication of its aims and, therefore,
its intended audience: ‘practical concepts for the 21st century’. The
SLA was not, from the very start, politically progressive and when
it was taken up by institutions of national and global governance,
such as the UK’s Department for International Development (DFID)
in 1997, it was further de-politicised (De Haan, 2017, Solesbury,
2003). Early critics were quick to highlight that the approach repro-
duced a particular politics of development, rooted in the foreground-
ing of the poor as arbiters of their own fate, tending to underplay the
structural factors underpinning rural poverty.

The transformation of sustainable livelihoods from an approach
(SLA) into a framework (SLF) occurred with the publication in 1998
of a second IDS working paper, by Ian Scoones (1998). The visual-
isation of the framework (Figure 1) placed ‘institutions and organ-
isations’ at the centre of the diagram. In a later book, Scoones
(2015) acknowledges that, at this point, the livelihoods ‘‘band-
wagon had gained too much momentum and the critical friction
of debate was lacking”, lamenting that ‘‘there was little to argue
with, it seemed” (page 37). A year later, DFID took this one step fur-
ther, distilling out some of the nuance of Scoones’ original diagram
and turning his framework into something closer to a methodology
(Carney, 1999). This first iteration (Figure 2) has come to represent
the visual embodiment of the approach, and is reproduced in myr-
iad publications in its original form. At the centre of this diagram is
Solesbury (2003) working paper provides a full history of sustainable livelihoods
and its adoption by development practitioners.

4 Livelihoods became central to the work of the UK’s Department for International
Development (DFID) in 1997 with the publication of a White Paper on international
development (‘Eliminating World Poverty: A Challenge for the 21st Century’), under
New Labour (Odi, 1998).



Fig. 1. Sustainable rural livelihoods: a framework for analysis (Scoones 1998) (Source: redrawn from Scoones 1998: 4).

Fig. 2. The DFID Sustainable Livelihoods Framework (SLF) (Source: redrawn from DFID 1999).
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‘transforming structures and processes’ comprising government
and private sector, and laws, policies, culture and institutions,
respectively.

The practical importance of the sustainable livelihoods ‘turn’ is
clear. The SLA has directed the development interventions of gov-
ernmental, multi-lateral and non-governmental organisations;
shaped how scholars and practitioners think about conditions in
the rural South; provided a framework for data collection and
informed survey methods; and justified the allocation of billions
of dollars of international assistance at livelihoods-focused pro-
grams and projects. It has also played a leading role in other related
developments, such as the participatory and empowerment turns
in development studies, and an ideological reorientation that has
placed emphasis on poor households as drivers of poverty allevia-
tion in lieu of more structural analyses. To be sure, SLA thinking
3

was more drawn to the conceptual repertoire of entitlements,
capabilities, relational inequality, well-being and new institutional
economics (i.e. Leach, Mearns, & Scoones, 1999). However, the
approach was subsumed into the broader turn towards method-
ological individualism inherent in neoliberal development policy
at the time (Harriss, 2001). For Solesbury (2003: 14, and see
Small, 2007: 36), the sustainable livelihoods concept has ‘‘all the
qualities of a classic ‘paradigm shift”. But even this was not enough
to challenge the near-axiomatic status neoliberalism acquired in
the 1990s, partly because the overall notion of power relations
and to a certain extent power asymmetry are overlooked in the
SLA. In line with new institutional economic thinking, SLA posi-
tions institutions, markets, policies, and their role in (re)shaping
livelihood options as matters of technical rather than political
concern.



Table 1
From idea to method – the emergence and development of sustainable livelihoods.

Sequencing Key sources Working definition or phrases

Conceptualisation WCED, 1987 ‘sustainable’, ‘stable’, ‘secure’ and
‘adequate’ livelihoods all used

; ; ;
Definition Chambers &

Conway, 1992
‘sustainable livelihoods’ normalised

; ; ;
Framing Scoones, 1998 ‘a framework for analysis’
; ; ;
Operationalisation Carney, 2003 ‘methodologies for SL approaches’
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As Table 1 sets out, over the space of around a decade during the
1990s, SL went from being a loose idea to an approach, a frame-
work, and then a methodology, permitting it to be operationalised
in practice, foreshadowed in the subtitle to Chambers and
Conway’s, 1992 working paper. This ‘practice’ encompassed both
the applied, where it started, and the academic. A notable aspect
of the emergence and hardening of the SLA was how smooth it
all was; the approach did not encounter great resistance.5 Our
impulse is that this is due both to the approach’s packaging as prac-
tice rather than theory, and its relative lack of dissonance with a
wider turn away from structural approaches to poverty alleviation
in this period. As O’Laughlin (2004: 387) argues, the ‘micro-focus’
of the SLF ‘‘does not directly challenge the basic lines of macro-
economic policies recommended by the IFIs [International Financial
Institutions]”.

2.2. Critiques and weaknesses of the livelihoods approach: A
distillation

In this section we summarise the academic critiques of the SLA
to provide a critical benchmark for the discussion in the second
half of the paper.6 These critiques have coalesced around five over-
lapping areas:

- theory;
- method and scale;
- history and time;
- politics; and
- knowledge.

All of the above elements find their echo, individually, in other
papers and books. That said, structuring our critique in this manner
traverses questions of method, approach and theory in a manner
which is novel in its presentation and articulation.

2.2.1. Theoretical grounding (or lack thereof)
An initial set of concerns foreground the absence of explicit the-

ory in SL (e.g. Small, 2007). The approach is full of principles – it
claims, for instance, to be participatory, holistic, people-centred,
localist, and empowering – but there is little focus among propo-
nents on the theoretical principles that underpin these methods
and approaches. In terms of implicit theory, the framework’s pro-
liferation in the late 1990s drew on grounded theory and saw the
emphasis on human capitals take on particular resonance, playing
down a focus on institutions and socio-political processes
(Scoones, 2009). Drawn from Sen’s (1985) Human Capabilities
approach, this theoretical underpinning situates the locus of anal-
ysis within the household, and beyond this, the individual. Struc-
tural determinants of poverty are under-addressed, both in
5 Arguably, something similar has happened with the more recent mainstreaming
of ‘resilience’.

6 For critical reviews see: Small, 2007, Carney, 2003, Scoones, 2009.

4

mapping livelihoods and concurrently in devising development
programmes. This is not made wholly clear however, with SLA-
led analysis tending to obscure the theoretical choices made within
its analytical approach. Arising from this, structural and political
development issues are rendered technical, and poverty depicted
as apolitical (Li, 2007).

2.2.2. Method and scale
Methodologically, the SLA was a departure from approaches

that were prevalent at the time. It sought to illuminate how popu-
lations ‘get by’ through a people-centred, holistic, participatory and
inclusive view of matters, seeking to understand what people have,
what they do, why, and with what consequences for their quality
of life. While this may seem rather run-of-the-mill today, at the
time it was novel, even revolutionary. This strength, however, also
leads to a key weakness: an unremitting focus, almost a reification,
of the local and by extension of community, and therefore a ten-
dency to overlook how local livelihoods are also, and increasingly,
embedded in and reproduced by networks and relationships that
transcend the local. Echoing the point made with regard to theory,
this diverts attention from macro-processes and structural factors
(Challies & Murray, 2011: 31) which are problematically reduced
to a box labelled ‘context’ (Scoones, 2015: 38).7 The reasons why
a household is poor or a livelihood vulnerable, or indeed rich and
resilient, can only be fully discerned and understood in terms of pro-
cesses that are situated at scales beyond the local, even if it is at the
local where such processes and the conditions they produce are
experienced (Carney, 2003: 23). Attention needs to be paid to the
intersections between macro forces and micro processes and out-
comes (see Burawoy, 2009), and to look beyond simply describing
these. As Scoones (2009: 188) argues, the SLA needs to ‘‘ask how par-
ticular forms of globalisation and associated processes of production
and exchange – historically from colonialism to contemporary neo-
liberal economics – create both processes of marginalisation and
opportunity”. Only in this way can livelihood studies escape the tyr-
anny of the local where generalisation and meta-analytical explana-
tion is eschewed (De Haan, 2012) and where the goal of the SLF is,
too often, ‘‘helping the poor to help themselves” (O’Laughlin, 2004:
387).

This is not to argue that the SLA and the SLF completely ignored
these matters: they are there, in the original. Nor is it just to say
that more attention needs to be paid to the structural and the glo-
bal: though that is important. Our point, rather, is that the liveli-
hoods approach shapes and informs the methods adopted (local,
participatory, action-oriented. . .), the methods adopted determine
the nature of the data generated, and the data generated colour the
perspective and the tenor of the analysis that then follows. Thus,
while it may be the case that diversification and delocalisation of
livelihoods were recognised in the original SLA, too often they were
either downplayed or expunged from the explanatory script
because of the way that livelihoods knowledge is organised, frames
of understanding are constructed, and the livelihood ‘case’ thereby
emerges:

‘‘Fields of analysis often develop a convention for introducing
their object. Such tropes come to be seen as too obvious and
straightforward to question. . . . Objects of analysis do not occur
as natural phenomena, but are partly formed by the discourse
that describes them. The more natural the object appears, the
less obvious this discursive manufacture will be.” (Mitchell,
2002: 210, and see Lund, 2014: 224-5).
7 Scoones (2015: 39) writes: ‘‘Much livelihoods analysis, and associated frame-
works, has veered to the local agency and practice end of the spectrum, relegating
structural relations and politics to ‘context’. This, as this book argues, is a mistake.”
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At a very different scale and for different reasons, the use of the
household as the unit of analysis has been critiqued by gender the-
orists for failing to recognise and appreciate the role of gendered
labours of social reproduction within the household, and how this
drives and (re)shapes our understanding of livelihood reproduction
(Bhattacharya, 2017). Geographers and other spatial theorists also
argue that it overlooks the importance of seeing households as
‘split’, ‘translocal’ or ‘multi-sited’, rather than co-residential, with
their livelihoods similarly dispersed (Challies & Murray, 2011:
31, Steinbrink & Niedenführ, 2020). Work on telecoupling or tele-
connection (Fox, Nghiem, Kimkong, Hurni, & Baird, 2018), for
example, pays attention to how land use changes in one geograph-
ical site are linked – or coupled/connected – to land use changes in
another. The need to track such linkages and their effects across
space can also be seen in scholarship on the ‘invisible economies
of care’, where migrant work (and exploitation) is sustained and
made possible by ‘spatiotemporally divided households’ (Shah &
Lerche, 2020). These criticisms have implications for livelihoods
methodologically. The former requires livelihood research to look
into the ‘black box’ (Folbre, 1986) of the household to better val-
orise formerly invisible, gendered labours; and the latter, to track
household relations and resource flows across space through, for
example, multi-sited ethnography. As Steinbrink and Niedenführ
(2020: 37) argue, ‘‘although livelihood research has long and inten-
sively dealt with sectoral income diversification, the approach has
hardly been able to capture the spatial diversification of livelihood
systems” (emphases in original).

2.2.3. History and time
There are also criticisms of the SLA that focus on matters of his-

tory and time. The role of historical processes in shaping contem-
porary livelihoods, both longue durée and widescale (e.g.
colonialism) and shorter term (e.g. structural adjustment policies)
and more local (e.g. land dispossession), are often overlooked given
the tendency in SLA to focus on the here-and-now. This includes, in
particular, how the structures underpinning rural livelihoods are
produced (and undermined) over time. This means we need to
understand not just what livelihoods are, but also how they have
come to be: through what processes, policies and mechanisms,
both short term and longer duration. The interest in explicating
livelihood pathways (e.g. Vicol, 2018) grew out of this concern
and interest in understanding livelihood making (De Haan &
Zoomers, 2005: 43).

2.2.4. Insufficient attention to the political
A fourth area of concern, and perhaps the issue that has

attracted the most critical comment, is that the SLA is not suffi-
ciently ‘political’ (Scoones, 2009; 2015). This is not to say that pol-
itics was entirely eschewed, but that the instrumental tone of the
SLA rendered politics as background noise: everywhere but, at
the same time, nowhere. If anything, this issue became more acute
over time as attention in development practice focused on policies
rather than politics, and on so-called good governance rather than
on inclusion, equity and social justice.

We see this political reductionism operating in two ways.
Locally, there is a tendency to reify the community as a coherent
body, playing down issues of class, gender and other power rela-
tions that shape livelihoods within communities. As van Dijk
writes (2011: 101), the SLA ‘‘tells us little about structural determi-
nants and power relations between and within communities that
need to be understood for interventions to be more effective”
(van Dijk, 2011: 101, see also De Haan, 2012). In looking for ‘com-
munity’, livelihood researchers risk overlooking the questions
worth asking about life in most places.

More widely, and linking back to the issue of scale, local liveli-
hoods are fashioned by political factors at the local, national and
5

supra-national levels which may, for example, create an urban
(or rural) bias in policy. The framework is rarely deployed by rad-
ical scholars or organisations arguing for structural solutions to
rural poverty. Work addressing wages, working conditions, the
regulation of financial services, state investment in agriculture,
and global market integration largely overlooks the SLA
(O’Laughlin, 2004). Furthermore, the instrumentalist and material-
ist tone of the SLA, with its focus on ‘strategies’ and ‘assets’ or ‘cap-
itals’, methodologically-focussed on the poor themselves, has
contributed to this tendency to shy away from issues of power,
politics and the relational which cannot easily be seen and mea-
sured. This resonates with a broader concern (noted above) with
development work in general; that it renders problems that are
at core political, technical (Li, 2007, Mosse, 2005, Carney, 2003:
36). In an edited study taking a political economy approach to
livelihoods in the context of humanitarian crisis and conflict,
Collinson (2003: 3) writes:

‘‘A political economy approach should incorporate a wide his-
torical and geographical perspective, explain why the relative
power and vulnerability of different groups changes over time,
and explain how the fortunes and activities of one group in society
affect others. The view that it encourages is therefore dynamic,
broad, longitudinal and explanatory.”

2.2.5. Decolonising knowledge and practice
A fifth, and broader theme concerns knowledge in general, and

the need to decolonise knowledge and its (re)production in partic-
ular. The SLA emerged as part of the ‘post-structural moment’
within development studies. This questioned the extent to which
development, defined as the achievement of modernity, was a tele-
ological unfolding of a universally applicable process that some
societies had already undergone, and that once other societies
had reached the same point, would signal the end of history
(Escobar, 2007). It was, rather, a set of discourses that emerged
at a particular point in history (the mid-20th century), rooted in
longer historical processes (colonialism and capitalism), and a
worldview associated with particular peoples/nation states (Euro-
peans and North Americans descended from Europeans) (Escobar,
1995, Crush, 1995, Rist, 1997). The post-structural turn subse-
quently brought into question the status and legitimacy of the ‘ex-
pert knowledge’ development practitioners brought to places that,
in relation to development discourse, had been constructed as ‘the
Third World’, and whose own ways of knowing and being, which
might provide strikingly different visions for development, had
subsequently been devalued and marginalised.

It is against this background that Noxolo argues, ‘knowledge is
not ‘‘universal and independent of context”, but is always deeply
imbricated in power, and in the contingencies of its time, location
and relations of production’ (Noxolo, 2017: 318, quotation from:
Mbembe, 2016: 33). There are aspects of the original SLA that
speak to principles of the more recent decolonisation literature.
Notably, Robert Chambers, one of its foundational thinkers, draws
inspiration from the post-colonial thinking and praxis of Paulo
Freire and Orlando Fals Borda, advocating the decentring of knowl-
edge production and pedagogy to marginal voices. Nevertheless, in
being so frequently applied apolitically and ahistorically within
mainstream development policy and practice, and representing
as it does a means of rendering rural livelihoods legible to develop-
ment scholars and experts, both the function and usage of the SLF
leave it arguably at odds with the aims of decolonial thinking.

2.3. Shifts in livelihoods and livelihoods-related research

In addition to these critiques of the original SLA and SLF, we
highlight in this section the most relevant shifts in both global
development and in development research, with a view to empha-
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sising the limits of the original SLA in capturing livelihoods today.
Two empirical cases are used to illustrate the general points.
2.3.1. Neoliberal globalisation and development
The onset of neoliberal globalisation since the late 1970s, felt

most keenly through the imposition of conditional loan pro-
grammes, has radically transformed rural livelihoods. Countries
across the global South have transitioned from agrarian to indus-
trial and services-sector led economies, accompanied by a
retrenchment of state support for agriculture, social safety nets,
and labour regulation and a concomitant ascendancy of markets
(Harvey, 2005, Breman & van der Linden, 2014). As a result, rural
life is more intimately connected with national and even global cir-
cuits of capital accumulation. The spatial integration of countries,
regions, villages, households and individuals, and the attendant
mobility of the latter two categories, mean that seeking to under-
stand livelihoods through spatially corralled units of analysis and
entry points will be increasingly limited in their explanatory
power.

Neoliberalism is implicated in geographically uneven patterns
of social uplift, chronic stasis or deterioration in livelihood circum-
stances. Most of the world’s extreme poor are no longer to be found
in low-income countries. In 1990, 94 per cent of the global poor
lived in countries defined as low-income; in 2013, the figure was
34 per cent, some 258 million (World Bank, 2016: 40, Sumner,
2013; 2016).8 Alongside this, and across low-income and middle-
income countries, the deepening of agrarian capitalism has resulted
in rural dispossession, as rural classes differentiate into winners and
losers, leaving millions of rural poor to reproduce themselves
through precarious and spatially-fragmented waged work in the
farm and non-farm sectors (Bernstein, 2006). Countries may be ‘pro-
gressing’ to middle-income status, taking their poor with them, but
poverty is also being produced and reproduced in new ways, requir-
ing different approaches to thinking about the processes of, and loca-
tions for, poverty-making.

The thoroughgoing urbanisation of the world and therefore of
livelihoods requires a fuller engagement with the urban and
rural–urban relations and interactions (Jones, 1997; Jones, 2018;
Gillen, Bunnell, & Rigg, 2022). Furthermore, processes of climatic
and environmental change (explored further below) and the
encroachment of global finance in the everyday lives of the work-
ing poor have often deepened livelihood insecurity in rural areas.
On the latter, the rise of financialization – that is the spread of cap-
ital accumulation derived from interest-bearing capital under
neoliberalism (Fine & Saad-Filho, 2017) – has reshaped rural life
in numerous ways which intimately connect the global and local.
From unregulated and often exploitative microfinance loans lead-
ing to rising rural precarity (Taylor, 2015), to climate finance
schemes such as forest conservation programmes which render
indigenous livelihoods more fragile in their bid to ‘conserve’ forests
and harness sequestered carbon to generate financial instruments
(Asiyanbi, 2016), global finance increasingly penetrates the every-
day lives of the rural poor, exposing them to new forms of risk.
2.3.2. Household and livelihood reconfigurations and re-spatialisations
The result of these shifts is that even basic analysis of rural

household livelihood reproduction increasingly requires tools that
are attentive to structural shifts in markets, state welfare and reg-
ulation, global finance, and more. Consequently, multi-level, multi-
scalar and structural analysis is now a pre-requisite for under-
standing rural livelihoods. Whilst such changes were already well
underway in the late 1990s when the SLA was popularised, the
8 The 1990 global poverty data are based on a $1.25 poverty line; the 2013 data on
a $1.90 poverty line.
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ensuing SLF, as highlighted earlier, coalesced around a set of prin-
ciples that saw the global and the structural shrink back behind the
individual. All this means that some of the implicit values attached
to the SLA – such as the emphases on the local context, people’s
knowledge and non-market activities – and which have informed
the methods that underpin the livelihoods approach, now appear
problematically narrow. A comparison of two cases from rural
Thailand offer a representation of the limits of the former SLF in
this regard.

Figures 3 and 4 are visual representations of two household
livelihoods from villages in north-east Thailand. The first is drawn
from an interview in 1983 from a village in Mahasarakham pro-
vince; the second in 2015 from a village in Khon Kaen province.
Figure 3 visually depicts the livelihood of Nai Nit Khaman’s house-
hold. It is co-situated, with production and consumption spatially
situated within the geographical confines of the village. Rice is pro-
duced largely for own consumption and labour is focused on agri-
cultural endeavours (such as livestock raising) and in situ farm-
based activities (such as mat-making). This labour is either family
labour or community labour accessed through long-standing
norms of reciprocity. The household is co-residential (all members
living under one roof) and the spatial parameters of the village and
surrounding lands, in effect, capture this household’s livelihood.
Generationally, the assumption – at the time – was that the liveli-
hoods of younger generations (children) would, in time, come to
mirror those of older generations (parents).

The SLA, with its participatory, holistic, people-centred, localist
and empowering ethos is amply suited to delineating the liveli-
hood of a household like that of Nai Nit Khaman. In effect, produc-
tion, reproduction, consumption, (re)distribution and wealth
intersect in the geographical space of the village, which was largely
comprised of households much like Nai Nit Khaman’s. The house-
hold, in a material, emotional and historical sense, ‘belonged’ to the
village.9 It was defined by the propinquity of its members and the
activities that comprised household livelihoods.

Figure 4 reveals a very different livelihood footprint, one that
illustrates the limitations of the SLA in Thailand in the second dec-
ade of the 21st century. Five key differences emerge. First, the vil-
lage as a settlement does not map neatly and clearly onto
household livelihood. Land is still owned and farmed, and a couple
– along with one grandchild – live in the village and work that
land. But what is of interest when it comes to delineating the liveli-
hood and material conditions of this household lies off-site, away
from the village-as-settlement, entering distant urban as well as
rural spaces. This means, second, that the household is no longer
co-residential, but multi-sited or trans-local. It might be debated
how far some of those individuals in the figure are members of
the household (for example, the 37-year-old son who works as a
delivery driver, lives 110 km away, and only occasionally remits
money), but others are functionally and emotionally, if not spa-
tially, component members.

Third, there has been a diversification of livelihood activities,
spatially and sectorally. Many of the household members in Fig-
ure 4 are not farmers. They comprise a delivery driver, factory
worker and NGO employee, while the children of the household
are staying in education for longer than older generations to pre-
pare for work outside farming and beyond the village. In addition,
in the interim, the Thai government had introduced a universal
health care system (the 30-baht scheme) in 2002, and a modest
level of support for the elderly through the Old Age Allowance in
2009 (Knodel, Teerawichitchainan, Prachuabmoh, & Pothisiri,
2015, Rigg, 2019: 113-115). Certainly, the original SLA does
9 This picture of the sedentary peasant and the coherent village can be taken too
far. There was a degree of mobility, cash was widely earned and used, and the village,
even then, was more porous than such a characterisation allows.



Fig. 3. The livelihood footprint of Nai Nit Khaman’s household (1983) (Source: interview 29th January 1983 [BNT05]).
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acknowledge that migration and diversification may be important
elements in livelihoods (and both are present in Scoones’ original
diagram – see Figure 1). Indeed, there is substantial work that pre-
dates the (1992) Chambers and Conway paper that draws attention
to the role of household income generated by migration (see, for
example, Stark, Taylor, & Yitzhaki, 1988),10 while Ellis’ (2000) schol-
arship is particularly attuned to the point that livelihoods have
become increasingly spatially and sectorally catholic. But, and as
we argue above, the SLA’s local focus sets-up a framework of under-
standing that both pushes such perspectives to the margins,11 and/or
views them in a negative light. With regard to the ‘research implica-
tions’ of rural livelihoods and migration, for instance, Chambers and
Conway write: ‘‘Understanding better how more people can want
and be able to continue to gain their livelihoods in rural areas,
how to prevent distress migration to urban areas, and how to sup-
port voluntary reversals of rural–urban migration” (page 24). The
emphasis here is on limiting migration, keeping people ‘in place’,
even encouraging some to return. The experience of the last three
decades has been quite the reverse.

This highlights a fourth difference: that the livelihoods of the
past do not foreshadow the livelihoods of the present and the
future. Finally, Figure 4 shows a complex choreographing of pro-
duction, reproduction and redistribution, the significance of which
can only be fully discerned when labour (productive and reproduc-
tive), cash and (agricultural) production are tracked across space.
These changes have not just ‘happened’ but have been shaped by
10 The Stark et al. (1988) paper, however, does not use the term ‘livelihoods’,
referring instead to household ‘income’.
11 Steinbrink and Niedenfu ̈hr (2020: 38) write: ‘‘Conventional livelihood studies
have had great difficulty in conceptualizing the new mobilities in the rural periphery
of the Global South”.
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national and international policies from the liberalisation of the
Thai economy to the appreciation of the Japanese yen against the
US$ following the Plaza Accord of 1985. Broadly similar processes
can be seen operating across the global South.
2.3.3. The ‘relational turn(s)’ in development thinking
Since the late 1990s, there has been a turn towards the rela-

tional on two fronts. First, it finds expression in the resurgence of
‘structural’ approaches from the 1960s and 1970s, which fore-
ground the wider relations conditioning social, political and eco-
nomic life. Second, it emerges in the ‘relational ontological turn’,
which from very different philosophical underpinnings contends
that existence itself is irreducibly relational and plural, with funda-
mental implications for how we understand ‘the social’ (and
indeed questioning the cogence and utility of this very category,
see Latour, 2005). Both perspectives move away from the primacy
of the methodological individualism that crept into the opera-
tionalisation of the SLA and across predominant, neoliberal devel-
opment thinking more broadly. In this regard, they both provide
valuable resources for rethinking livelihoods in the 21st-century.

Critical development scholarship has paid growing attention to
how political economy factors and power relations constrain and
limit the abilities of the rural poor to seek out better livelihoods.
The role of class, caste, gender and race relations in explaining
why certain rural groups accumulate whilst others face pauperisa-
tion, and how these two processes are linked, is central (Mosse,
2010). For example, research on agrarian change in India repeat-
edly highlights how the accumulation of capital for certain rural
classes has relied upon caste and gender-based exploitation of
marginalised Dalit and lower-caste communities, and how such
exploitation is engendered through a variety of relations, including



Fig. 4. The livelihood footprint of Mae Thong’s household (2015) (Source: adapted from Rigg 2020: 34).
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debt-bondage, sharecropping, tied labour arrangements and
exploitative trading practices (Patnaik 1990, Harriss-White, 2007,
Breman, 2007). The introduction of market liberalisation in 1991
has been shown sometimes to deepen such processes of exploita-
tion, enabling classes of capital more easily to privatise land, indus-
trialise farming and develop enterprise, whilst marginal classes
have seen their reproduction eroded through the removal of social
safety nets, state welfare and agricultural investment in collective
infrastructure (Harriss-White, 2008, Lerche, 2013).

The structural turn in development scholarship therefore brings
back Marxist thinking from the 1960s and 1970s and theorises the
relational nature of poverty and livelihoods within it, where rela-
tions are material structures of power. Mosse’s (2010: 1156-7)
work on explaining ‘durable poverty’ argues that ‘‘persisting pov-
erty can be viewed as a consequence of the exclusionary and
expropriating aspects of long-term processes of capitalist transfor-
mation”. The emphasis is therefore on how poverty is produced
through processes beyond the control of the poor themselves. In
a similar vein, Hickey and du Toit (2007) highlight through the
concept of ‘adverse incorporation’ that rather than seeing poverty
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emerging due to an exclusion from markets, the incorporation of
the poor into markets on adverse terms – through processes of
exploitation and appropriation – can itself result in poverty. This
latter approach is crucial in highlighting how the integration of
the rural poor into markets, as labourers, petty entrepreneurs
and debtors, has generated deeper poverty for some. For example,
Taylor (2015) draws on the concept of adverse incorporation to
highlight how smallholder farmers take credit from local mer-
chants, landlords and moneylenders in order to invest in commer-
cial cropping, only for climatic vagaries to plunge them into
unsustainable debt when harvests fail, leading lenders to reap
the benefits. In this regard, adverse incorporation highlights not
only how integration into markets causes adversity for some, but
also how such adversity enriches others. Hickey and Bracking
(2005: 851) further stress the centrality of politics to understand-
ing relational poverty, asking, ‘‘in what ways do political actors,
processes, institutions, and discourses both reproduce and reduce
poverty?”.

In the 21st century, the term ‘relational’ has also been invested
with greater significance, as a result of the relational ontological
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‘turn’ set in motion at the end of the 20th century in science and
technology studies (STS). Relational ontologies are associated
chiefly with attempts to reassert the importance of socio-
material agency, assemblages and networks in the face of the
post-structural focus on discourse (Latour, 1993, Mol, 2010), a
blurring of the boundaries between the human and non-human
(Haraway 1991; 2016), and the postulation of ontological plural-
ism (cf Law, 2015). Relational ontologies tend to coalesce around
a rejection of dualist thinking (i.e. maintaining nature and society
as distinct categories), the notion that there are ‘things-in-them
selves’, and the subject-object schema – i.e. a separate human sub-
ject capable of knowledge about ‘things in the world’ (objects) –
underlying this notion. A relational ontological approach has found
purchase in efforts to (re-)think what development is, perhaps
most evidently in the work of scholars such as Escobar (2010) or
de la Cadena (2015). Relational approaches have also taken root
more directly in the study of livelihoods. For instance, Hanrahan
(2015) roots a feminist ethics of care approach to understanding
the ways in which women organise livelihood choices and activi-
ties around caring responsibilities, arguing that understanding
how social relations of care affect livelihoods is better served by
an ontological shift from a ‘‘self-versus-other” to a ‘‘self-in-and-
through others ontology” (Tong, 1993: 51, cited in Hanrahan,
2015: 385).

2.3.4. Global environmental change
Given the acknowledged influence of Our common future on

Chambers and Conway’s (1992) working paper (see above), it is
not surprising that sustainability is a central theme. This, however,
encompasses social and environmental sustainability, with the
emphasis rather more on the former than the latter. Second, while
the working paper does discuss ‘global warming’, this is rolled in
with pollution, the ozone layer and over-use of non-renewable
resources. Moreover, and as they write, ‘‘In this paper, we are con-
cerned mainly with the local level, and mainly in the South. . .
[where] . . .the main challenge is to enhance the sustainable
livelihood-intensity of resource use, especially in. . .rural areas. . .”
(page 9).

If Chambers and Conway (1992) focus more on social than envi-
ronmental sustainability, prominent SLA advocates have been
careful to redress the balance (i.e. Leach and Mearns 1996, Tiffen,
Mortimore, & Gichuki, 1994). Yet some decades into the 21st-
century, it is easier to see that a deeper engagement with the ram-
ifications for livelihoods of human-induced global environmental
change, most prominently in the guise of climate change, needs
to advance on (at least) two fronts. First is understanding the pro-
found and increasing force of impact on livelihoods. Second is to
recognise the relational character of these phenomena and
impacts, drawing on both the structuralist and relational-
ontological traditions of thought identified in the previous section.
To sketch the form this line of analysis might take, we use a case
study from Zimbabwe documenting the implications of climate
change for patterns of tobacco production already radically altered
by the Fast-Track Land Reform Programme of the early 2000s, sit-
uating it in a wider discussion of these issues.

Increased instances of extreme weather events – in particular
droughts and floods – have rendered agriculture increasingly
unstable and therefore livelihoods unsustainable, as farmers are
exposed to the vagaries of climate change (IPCC, 2018, Olsson
et al., 2014). Furthermore, anthropogenically-driven environmen-
tal change in the form of depleting groundwater, acidification of
rain, soil salinity, desertification, and declining pollinator popula-
tions have all increased in severity, transforming rural environ-
ments (IPCC, 2018). Rural livelihoods are thus exposed to
growing climatic shocks and stresses, and rising prices for natural
resource appropriation, in a period when states have retrenched
9

decades of state agricultural support and marketized areas such
as seed and irrigation provisioning (McMichael, 2010, Weis,
2010). As such, rural households are forced to take on coping
strategies in farming, leading many into debt (Taylor, 2015), even
to leave agriculture altogether or, and contentiously, to become
‘climate migrants’. Understanding how such livelihood vulnerabil-
ities engendered by climate change are determined as much by
‘‘structural inequalities, power imbalances, and intersecting axes
of privilege and marginalization” (Olsson et al. 2014: 819) high-
lights the need to take a structural, not just a localist, approach
to livelihoods and global environmental change.

In Zimbabwe, many of these dynamics are all too evident.
Recent research has identified a warming and drying trend in most
of the country especially pronounced after 1982, a shortening of
the rainy season by 30 days, a decrease in consecutive rainfall days
and increased frequency of dry spells of up to 20 days (ZINGSA,
2020). These trends are so profound that they have led to a re-
classification of the size, distribution and characteristics of Zim-
babwe’s agro-ecological zones (ZINGSA, 2020), with a substantially
greater proportion of Zimbabwe’s land now located within ‘‘drier
and less productive categories” (ibid., p.vii).

Recent research in Mazowe, a centre of tobacco production,
reveals the difficulties that these changes are presenting for
tobacco production (Newsham, Shonhe, & Bvute, 2021). When
grown under rain-fed rather than irrigated conditions, tobacco is
amongst the riskiest crops that can be grown, both from a climate
and a commercial perspective, even in one of Zimbabwe’s more
favourable agro-ecological zones. This has coincided, as a result
of land reform, with a dramatic increase in the number of small-
holder farmers producing tobacco (TIMB, 2018), and a correspond-
ing rise in the proportion of tobacco grown under rainfed
conditions. Controversial though post-2000 land reform has been
(Matondi, 2012), the adoption of tobacco by small-scale farmers,
especially amongst the 1.3 million farmers given plots of between
5 and 10 ha known as A1 land, has been seen as a promising liveli-
hood strategy for reducing poverty and food insecurity (Ngarava,
2020). Yet Newsham et al. (2021) found the shortening of the
growing season and the increasingly erratic rainfall leading to
higher instances of either crop failure, or sharply reduced produc-
tion. Increasingly, mitigating the growing climate risk of tobacco
production hinges on access to sufficient labour and irrigation,
without which abandoning tobacco appears an increasingly likely
prospect for growing numbers of communal area and A1 farmers.

It is now more widely established that the impacts of climate
change upon rural livelihoods are stratified along social lines
(Natarajan, Brickell, & Parsons, 2019). Ribot and Peluso’s (2003)
notion of structural and relational access mechanisms, along with
Taylor’s (2015) work on relational vulnerability, help to explain
the starkly differentiated access to what we might call the means
of adaptation found across Zimbabwean tobacco production. The
largest scale tobacco producers have access to capital, land, mar-
kets (increasingly in China), industrial irrigation systems, payment
in US dollars and, often, good connections to Zimbabwe’s political
elite (Shonhe, 2019). Contrast this with a communal farmer grow-
ing tobacco on the margins, barely able to access even minimal
inputs, dependent upon the vagaries of the rainy season and whose
price for their crop is often set by contract farming or the Mako-
ronyera (black-market traders).

The social relations governing access to livelihood adaptation in
Zimbabwe are not removed from the globalisation of a set of
human-environmental relations centred on growth and accumula-
tion through greater levels of commodifying and consuming nat-
ure. These are as fundamentally implicated in generating the
Anthropocene conditions (Steffen, 2018) threatening some liveli-
hoods more than others as they are in the highly uneven distribu-
tion of livelihood precarity and opportunity. This is the challenge of
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a relational understanding of climate and environment with which
the SLA has yet to engage.
2.4. What of value remains?

To end this section, it is worth reiterating the strengths of the
SLA. As is regularly the case when it comes to scholarly critiques,
two sleights of hand are evident in the work cited above, one nar-
rowing and the other winnowing. The winnowing tendency
involves sifting out the cautionary caveats in the original that
might detract from the critique. So, for example, the original
(1992) Chambers and Conway working paper does pay attention
to historical factors, is concerned with questions of structure, is
attendant to matters of power and politics, and does address rela-
tional issues. It is just these are sotto voce. The second tendency is
to narrowly focus on the shortcomings without noting the
strengths.

Livelihoods research did much to make it clear that (rural small
farmer) livelihoods (in the global South) are diverse and character-
istically multi-stranded, requiring an interdisciplinary (holistic)
understanding of the links between the different fields and activi-
ties that make up a livelihood.12 It did much to challenge the top-
down, expert-led approach to development and development
research, fostering instead a more democratic and participatory
ethos that took local people’s views seriously. And it also made clear
and evident that there is much in rural livelihoods that cannot be
reduced to matters of income. In this way, local knowledge was val-
ued in a manner that it had not been until that moment, helping in
the process to turn research/development objects into research/de-
velopment subjects, and research/development subjects into
research/development partners. Finally, even the critiques of the
framework have contributed to an enriching of our understanding
of rural livelihoods, thus providing a focal point for debate. These
are very considerable achievements which, taken together, make
the case for revising, not rejecting, the framework.
3. A Sustainable livelihoods framework for the 21st century

3.1. Principles and philosophical underpinnings for a new sustainable
livelihoods framework

3.1.1. Principles
The starting point for our reformulation is deciding on the scope

of the sustainable livelihoods framework (SLF), which self-
evidently cannot be all things to all people. There is good reason
to be realistic about how far the SLF can be reformulated. In com-
ing to a view on what is ‘in’ and what is ‘out’, we are guided by two
principles.

First, we wish to leave our adapted SLF ‘open’ in terms of what
livelihood effects – strengthening or eroding – particular develop-
ment processes or interventions might have (e.g. market integra-
tion, commoditisation, contract farming, labour migration). The
framework is not, therefore, underpinned by a normative position
on capitalism, or on processes such as migration, and indeed as
authors we do not share a common perspective. We do not propose
that a reformulated sustainable livelihoods framework could, in
itself, settle the question of whether market integration ultimately
reduces or reproduces poverty. However, the effects of capitalist
relations in shaping livelihoods and livelihood outcomes are funda-
mental and cannot be overlooked.
12 The words in parentheses indicated the focus of much livelihoods research: on
rural smallholders in the global South. It is worth noting that there are an estimated
510 million smallholders across the world (Lowder, Sánchez, & Bertini, 2021),
constituting perhaps 2.5 billion people.

10
Second, we aim to ensure that the SLF remains a workable
framework, useful to and hopefully enriched by engagement with
the variety of disciplines, modes and traditions of inquiry from
which analysts might come at this framework, encouraging analyt-
ical pluralism above privileging a single perspective. This is not to
say that our own biases are wholly absent from the framework. For
instance, it does attempt to correct for what we see as the under-
privileging of structural or collective processes, and over-
privileging of individual capabilities we think are inherent in the
original framework. Nevertheless, the framework is offered not
as a definitive resource, but as an initial step in a shift from the sus-
tainable livelihoods approach to sustainable livelihoods
approaches.

Linked to this we propose that the process through which
involvement in knowledge (co–) construction is engendered is at
least as important as the broader research traditions on which it
draws (see Smith, 2012, Klenk, Fiume, Meehan, & Gibbes, 2017).
It is incumbent upon us to be explicit about what Mignolo
(2007) has called the ‘loci of enunciation’. That is, despite our
emphasis on the importance of local perspectives, ways of knowing
and being and priorities in life, the intellectual resources that we
use to reformulate the livelihoods framework predominantly
emerge from Euro-American traditions of thought. Furthermore,
the framework’s usage within the broader system of development
knowledge production, which is shown to reproduce colonial hier-
archies of race in its very structure (Wilson, 2012), constrains the
decolonial aspirations of the framework. Therefore, we offer it as
a starting point, a prompt for further engagement with and poten-
tial reformulation by people who, should they deem it a fruitful
exercise, are better equipped to bring in alternative ways of know-
ing and being, from beyond the Euro-American ‘canon’. It also
offers scope to act as a tool for rendering livelihood struggles visi-
ble for the purposes of radical transformation, enabling as it does a
greater recognition of structural and relational power.

3.1.2. Approaches to ‘the relational’
As foreshadowed by section 2, we argue that livelihoods need to

be understood fundamentally in terms of relations. We have mud-
died the waters somewhat by using this term to refer to structural
and relational ontological approaches to relations which can be
taken as irreconcilable in their metaphysical commitments (see
Latour, 2005 and contrast with Malm, 2016). We need, therefore,
to clarify how we approach this term, and what it means to us.
Consistent with our principle of openness, we do not seek to
resolve the contradictions between or fully reconcile these per-
spectives. Nor do we see a basis on which either should form the
exclusive basis for understanding ‘the relational’. Rather, we seek
to invite engagement with the framework from scholars working
in or across these traditions. Our concern is with which relations
are most relevant to charting how livelihoods are changing in the
21st-century. This, we contend, leaves scope for admitting of more
overlap between these approaches than is commonly acknowl-
edged, or at the very least for holding them in an ‘essential tension’
along the lines suggested by Chagani (2014).

In our own conceptualisation of relations, our bias here is closer
to, if not exactly analogous with, the ‘structural’. Fundamentally,
we do not propose to abandon the subject-object schema, despite
its ‘intriguing limitations’ (Bloor, 1999: 82), for two reasons. First, if
only for the purposes of analysis, we need to be able to distinguish
between one ‘thing’ (such as a livelihood activity) and another
(such as an asset), even whilst recognising that there are relations
of influence, ordering, sense-making, agency-production and nego-
tiation, that constitute those ‘things’ such that they cannot ulti-
mately be understood in isolation. In that way, both relations
and their components can be specified. Second, retaining the
notion of a knowing subject and the known object more persua-
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sively keeps in view the under-determined character of competing
knowledge claims and the (ontologically) important political and
power dimensions of knowledge privileging. These considerations
lead to an understanding of the relational which focuses on how
people, processes and things collectively alter and are altered by
each other, with attention to material structures of power, blurring
at the edges. We hope our relational take on global environmental
change (see above) helps demonstrate how such thinking can dee-
pen our understanding of livelihood change in the 21st-century.

3.2. Reformulating the sustainable livelihoods framework

Figure 5 is our revitalised SLF, responding to the critiques and
points outlined earlier. Scoones (1998) also set out an ‘extended’
livelihoods approach in a 1998 IDS Working Paper, revisited in
his book (2015) Sustainable livelihoods and rural development.
Rather than revising his original 1998 visualisation, Scoones
instead appends six questions (page 84) against different parts of
the diagram, drawing on Bernstein et al.’s (1992: 24) four guiding
questions of political economy: Who owns/has access to what?
Who does what? Who gets what? What do they do with it? To
these Scoones (2015) adds two further questions: How do social
classes and groups in society and within the state interact with
each other? And: How do changes in politics get shaped by
dynamic ecologies and vice versa? Here, we further develop
Scoones’ ‘extended’ livelihoods approach and build in some of
his, and other scholars’, concerns. As a revision, Figure 5 suffers
(as well as benefits) from the representational approach taken in
the original. In this section, we identify the elements in the original
DFID diagram (Figure 2) that we regard as requiring revision and
explain the motivations behind our alternative representations.13

The original SLF (see Figure 2) consists of six inter-linked
elements:

- Vulnerability context
- Livelihood assets
- Influence and access
- Transforming structures and processes
- Livelihood strategies
- Livelihood outcomes

The original Vulnerability context localises the causes of and
solutions to vulnerability, overlooking structural conditions. At
the same time, the couching of context as one of vulnerability, with
livelihoods constantly at risk of being degraded and run-down,
overlooks the scope and possibility of upward livelihood transfor-
mation. Our reformulation cements the ‘livelihood context’, which
demands a delineation of the wider setting within which liveli-
hoods take shape. ‘Vulnerability’ is now understood to be dynamic
and includes the notion of ‘opportunity’ to complicate the original,
negative framing. Furthermore, to bring the structural into our
understanding of ‘vulnerability’, some of the elements which were
underemphasised in the original SLF are specified in the cross-
cutting Transforming structures and processes at the foot of the
figure. This encompasses policies/norms and institutions/social
groups (both formal and informal), public and private. They mate-
rially represent the political economy of rural livelihoods –
enabling elaboration for example on how livelihoods are embed-
ded in and reproduced by shifts in state support, large-scale infras-
tructure development, financialization, market liberalisation and
social policy. This box is not just cross-cutting but also tacitly
multi-scalar speaking to transforming structures as macro-forces
and micro processes.
13 We use the DFID diagram (Figure 2) as our sounding board rather than Scoones’
version (Figure 1) because it is the DFID diagram that has come to represent the SLF.
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The original livelihoods assets pentagon, by putting social,
human, financial etc capital at the heart of the framework predis-
poses it to a tacit acceptance of capitalism (see Fine & Lapavitsas,
2004). Instead of taking a view on it from the outset, our frame-
work provides an entry point to explore the effects of capitalism
on livelihoods. To that end, in the new SLF we narrow assets to
financial and physical and add two further pentagons: ‘relational
power’ and ‘climate and environment context/relations’ (see
Figure 5).

We take relational power, referring to class, gender, ethnicity,
caste, and other material power relations, to be an equally critical,
and all-too-easily overlooked, element in building, shaping and
sustaining livelihoods – and therefore also in understanding liveli-
hoods. We ask how material and other power of and within the
household are forged through wider structural forces, paying heed
to the prominence of such approaches in critical development
thinking, as highlighted previously. Relational power addresses cri-
tiques of methodological individualism, inspired by the structural
turn in development thinking, thus putting more emphasis on
unpacking the relationship between structure, agency and power
(Giddens, 1979; 1984).

‘Climate and environmental context/relations’ recognises the
need to both elucidate local-level climate and environmental con-
textual factors and also to do so in a relational sense, understand-
ing how these are shaped by broader forces, and also how they
shape rural livelihoods (Olsson et al. 2014: 819). This addition
reflects what has been argued previously in this article around
the need to foreground changes to climate and environment in
any exploration of rural livelihoods at a broader level. By keeping
this element at the centre of the framework and thus tied to
local-level analysis, we suggest that there remains scope for those
using the framework to decide how best to understand local cli-
mate and environment, and how it relates to, for example, ‘Trans-
forming Structures and Processes’.

The original assets pentagon (see Figure 2) viewed ‘capitals’ as
slices of the same cake, suggesting that they can be added to,
and are inert and unrelated one to the other. In our new SLF, the
pentagons have become porous (indicated by the dashed lines
between each pentagon), to represent a dynamic nesting of assets,
climate and environmental context/relations, and relational pow-
ers which are not held in geometric shape but can be built, eroded
and transformed over time. Segmenting them in this manner does
continue – albeit in a more nuanced fashion – the tendency to box
and categorise livelihood components, but it does highlight the
point that livelihoods cannot be smoothly computed from capitals,
without better understanding how the latter are (re)produced and
changed through human action embedded in wider society’s socio-
economic and political structures and in local environmental
context.

Influence and access are probably the least discussed aspects of
the SLF. They ask for a consideration of the links between liveli-
hood assets on the one hand and transforming structures and pro-
cesses on the other. This under-considered element of the SLF goes
some way to explaining the critical stance of many scholars
towards the original SLF, given the centrality of political processes
of resource capture such as land grabbing (Kenney-Lazar, 2018),
and participatory exclusions (Mansuri, Rao, and the World Bank,
2013), all of which are under-addressed by SLF-related literature.
These are the processual and often power-laden explanatory fac-
tors that go a considerable way to explaining unequal livelihood
outcomes for groups, households and individuals, particularly in
an era of neoliberal globalisation. The rather innocuous ‘Influence
& access’ needs to be accorded more weight, as signified by cri-
tiques of the insufficient attention to politics highlighted previ-
ously. As such, our reformulation sees this moved to a horizontal
box cross-cutting livelihood groundings and pathways. It is, in
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effect, the explanatory fulcrum between these sections, not just
providing the what and where of livelihoods, but explaining the
who, how and why.

Finally, with regard to the original Livelihood strategies, there
are two matters that need clarifying. First, the use of the word
‘strategy’ betrays little sense here of the contingency, serendipity
and obstacles that fashion and constrain a household livelihood.
Second, livelihoods are continually in flux, being revised and
reformed both in the light of changing short-term conditions (e.g.
changes in crop prices, pest infestations, flooding, even pandemics)
and long-term transformations (e.g. structural change in the econ-
omy, ageing populations, climate change). The term ‘strategy’ not
only implies consideration and planning, but also a degree of fixity,
when flux is more likely. Linked to this is the original Livelihood
outcomes element which also obscures the turbulence of liveli-
hoods. It implies a certain finality that does not correspond to
experience. As such, our revised framing allows for a more open
Livelihoods in Flux, capturing some sense of the livelihood ‘mo-
ment’ without imposing considerations of a stationary or agentic
livelihood.

Overall then, our revised SLF, whilst still at risk of oversimplifi-
cation and the instrumentalization of what are often complex and
contradictory realities, offers significant progress beyond the orig-
inal SLA. The diagram offers a jumping-off point for scholars from
different theoretical and ontological traditions to explore rural
livelihoods, whilst also remaining tied to core beliefs and princi-
ples which reflect upon historical critiques and shifts in global
development.

4. Conclusions

‘‘In almost every domain of human life, change is accelerating.
. . . conventional or normal concepts, values, methods and beha-
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viour prevalent in professions are liable to lag further and fur-
ther behind. . . future conditions [will] become harder and
harder to predict. In this flux and future uncertainty, we can
expect that change will continue to accelerate, that much pro-
fessionalism will continue to be behind the times, and that we
will continue to be out of date and wrong in our anticipation
of the future” (Chambers & Conway, 1992: 1).

These sentences are taken from the opening paragraph of
Chambers and Conway’s original working paper. Our article
embraces this ethos and introduces a reinvigorated and revitalised
sustainable livelihoods framework for the 21st century. In doing so,
the article explores the genealogy and critiques of the original
framework, as a means of situating the SLF vis-à-vis wider develop-
ment thinking and practice, and understanding the drivers behind
both SLA advocates, and its detractors. We appreciate that these
critiques have been articulated in other places, but they have not
been brought together in a revised visualisation of the Sustainable
Livelihoods Framework, as we do here. This revised visualisation
pays attention to key shortcomings in the original SLF, centrally
addresses them in the diagram, draws out their interlinkages,
and sets local livelihoods more systematically against structural
conditions and global processes, including political economy and
global environmental change.

We have highlighted the initial dissonance between the first
SLA, which was conceived of through arguably radical ideas pur-
suant of understanding local context and elevating local voices in
the planning of development interventions, to the more popu-
larised SLF which foregrounded a more methodologically-
individual approach to understanding and alleviating poverty. In
taking this forward, and asking why the initial SLF was so
widely-used, we highlight the self-avowed packaging of the SLA
as a framework rather than a theory or concept, combined with
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the SLF’s alignment with the broader turn towards mainstream (or
neoliberal) development thinking and the focus on individualised
poverty programming. We further highlight the critiques of the
SLA which emerged as it became more popular. Most notably,
the approach’s lack of adequate focus on the structural drivers of
poverty, intra-household relations, historical forces and spatial
dynamics of livelihood reproduction were key weaknesses in the
SLF from the very start, becoming more acute over recent years.

In moving beyond this, the article looks to highlight how the
context of and thinking around development has altered in the
past 20 years. The onset of and deepening of neoliberal globalisa-
tion has integrated rural life more tightly with global forces and
has complicated analyses of rural livelihoods as bounded pro-
cesses. Furthermore, the increasing attention to the impacts of glo-
bal climate change and environmental degradation, felt most
keenly among the vulnerable, render it a central feature of any
analysis of rural livelihoods. Finally, the increasing acknowledge-
ment of relations, both in terms of structural analyses of poverty
and how individuals are embedded in relations of class, caste, gen-
der and race, as well as the relational ontological turn in develop-
ment thinking, speak to the need for a more focused relational
approach to poverty in any new SLF.

Acknowledging both historical critiques and more recent shifts
in development thinking and practice, our final section develops a
sustainable livelihoods framework for the 21st century. In sum-
mary, our (new) framework has four key features that separate it
from the original. Each one, in effect, constitutes a different form
of ‘opening up’. An opening up of the social (households) and geo-
graphical (village) units that represent the methodological building
blocks of the framework; an opening up of the temporalities of
livelihoods both in terms of the historical roots of contemporary
conditions and (divergent) emergent pathways; an opening up of
the relational to make it clear that even global processes, whether
climate change or COVID-19, have jagged and uneven social and
local signatures; and an opening up of what this means for poverty
and prosperity, now and in the future.

What are the implications for future livelihoods research? The
focus on opening up to global processes and local consequences
suggests the suitability of comparative research on livelihoods
change. This is not the first time that going beyond the largely local
focus of livelihoods studies has been proposed, most notably by de
Haan in his call to ‘‘deduce conclusions. . .that surpass the local
level and aims at generalisation” (2012: 352). At first glance,
proposing comparative research looks to be one way to answer
de Haan’s call. We, however, diverge from his methodological
approach, which calls for meta-analysis of livelihood studies for
the purposes of generalisation. A corollary of this objective is, for
him, injecting greater methodological rigour into livelihood stud-
ies, on the basis that much of it is insufficiently sound to permit
meta-analysis. To the extent that meta-analysis is associated with
‘‘universalist methodologies that promised to find laws, regulari-
ties or stages of development that would be applicable to cultures
or to humanity at large” (Gingrich & Fox, 2002: 20), such a project
is at risk of perpetuating precisely the kind of knowledge-power
dynamics that even the original framework was alert to, and that
efforts towards decolonising western knowledge have decried.
There are other ways of thinking about comparison which do not
necessarily entail such universalising tendencies. One such would
be to adopt ‘medium-scale’ (Gingrich & Fox, 2002) theory-
building, which emphasises the high degree of variation that can
characterise comparative units, without ruling out the possibility
of the comparison. Another might be to ‘hand over the framework’
to groups of people in different regions, better able than us to
engage with and/or rework it from an alternative cosmovisión or
worldview, and bring these efforts into conversation inductively.
Whatever the methodological strategy might be, the need to
13
understand and engage with the ramifications of changing rural
lives and livelihoods remains undiminished.
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