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“
⊷ Increases in land and labor productivity tend to benefit 

rural poor households by releasing labour for other 
supplementary income generating activities that could 
help improve household welfare”

⊷ - Dzanku et al. (2019)
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Research Questions
• Is there a labor surplus in smallholder 

households?
• Is labor more productive off-farm?
• Are labor-saving technologies win-win solutions 

to land and labor productivity?
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Rural development 
and smallholder 
livelihoods in 
Malawi



• Farmer-to-farmer approach
• Agroecological practices e.g. legume intercropping, 

compost/manure making, crop diversification

• Gender equity and nutrition education

• Malawi Farmer to Farmer Agroecology (MAFFA) 
project (2012-2017)

• Carasso project (2016-2019)
.

Agroecological Interventions: 
Soils, Food and Healthy 
Communities (SFHC) 
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Research Methods

• Pre/post and intervention/control baseline 
(2017) and endline survey (2019)

• Cross-sectional post-intervention survey 
(531 households, control/intervention)

• Qualitative interviews with 60 households 
in 2021
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Is less labor needed in 
agriculture?
⊷ Labor limited land productivity

⊶ Poor pest management
⊶ Late planting and input 

application
⊶ Uncultivated agricultural land

⊷ Labor primarily limited by 
households’ heavy reliance on off-
farm work during the growing 
season
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“Yes, it used to disturb us a lot as when you have left for the piecework 
in the morning, when you come back, you come back tired, you do not 
have the energy when you get to your home, so for you to take the hoe and 
go to your field used to be a problem because you are tired hence you 
cannot work on your farm…when the rains have started it means the 
weeds have also started to grow.  Even when you go for the ganyu, the 
weeds still grow on your farm, and when you have a big farm which you 
have not been to for 3 to 4 days it means you will find the weeds have 
really grown, so when you start weeding your farm you will find that the 
other side has grown more weed.” (de facto female-head of household)
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Off-farm labor limited productivity:



Households who did off-farm 
work as a main livelihood 
activity more likely to have 
high food insecurity status 
(48%), compared to 
households who did not (27%).

Is labor more productive off-farm?
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Labor-saving technologies?

⊷ I was able to apply fertilizer in the 
whole farm but failing to weed properly. 
I was wasting much time at casual 
labour, so my crops were competing with 
weeds for the nutrients.
- Dedza Nandaya 1
.
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Link between agroecology 
and casual labor (ganyu)

Figure 1. Probability that a household member did ganyu
during the last year as a main livelihood activity (n=428)



Reducing ganyu through 
agroecological intensification 
• Intercropping, higher quality, quantity of 

organic inputs, crop diversification.
• Within 1-2 years: increased crop yields and/or 

agricultural income AND
• Reduced reliance on ganyu to meet subsistence 

needs, production costs
.
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⊷ “When we incorporate the crop residue and they 
rot in the field, the soil changes, when it was light in 
complexion, you will find that it ends up it starts to 
go dark in color showing that fertility is there… 
even if you apply small amounts of fertilizer crops 
grow well because the soil is already fertile, so you 
have used little fertilizer but you have ended up 
having high yield because the soil is fertile. 
⊷ – Chimbongondo 8

Improving Soil Fertility
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⊷ Previously I was wasting time going 
for casual labour, but now that I have 
everything in my home, I use that time to 
do other things… I always have time for 
my crops, checking whether there are any 
pests in the farm or weeds, and I try to 
take action immediately. 
- Dedza Nandaya #1

Pest & Disease Management
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⊷ “We started cultivating on a bigger farm 
because now we have been taught on how to 
make manure, so that is when we thought of 
saying, yes, fertilizer is hard to find but we 
can apply fertilizer on one side of the field and 
then apply compost on the other side. So, yes, 
that is also when we thought of cultivating on 
a bigger land.
- Edundu 8

Expanding farm area
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⊷ Agroecological practices both relied on and reinforced 
household members’ ability to work on-farm

Was agroecological labor 
a waste of time?

• Labor constrained smallholder households
• Seasonal low return off-farm employment
• Chronic seasonal food insecurity
• No/poor credit markets

Land productivity

Labor time on-farm

Labor productivity

Context of rural development 
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Thanks!
Acknowledgements to the SFHC team, 
Transformative Partnership Platform 
(TPP) Agroecology Viability Project, 
McKnight Foundation, NSF Graduate 
Research Fellowship Program

ANY QUESTIONS?
You can find me at
⊷ @rbeznerkerr
⊷ rbeznerkerr@cornell.edu



Agroecological intervention
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