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Livelihood strategies and their effects  
on food security  

	  
 
Households undertake a range of livelihood activities 
through which they produce food or generate cash. 
These activities are important for food security. We 
studied the livelihood strategies of more than 300 
households in Jimma Zone, southwestern Ethiopia. 
Most households had diversified livelihood strategies. 
Activities included growing food crops such as teff, 
maize, sorghum, barley, wheat, peas and beans. They 
also included growing coffee and khat, 
producing honey or milk, wage labor, petty 
trade, and remittances. With respect to 
food security, we found that strategies 
combining many types of livelihood 
activities – such as two different cash 
crops and three different food crops – was 
linked with better food security during the 
lean season (gana). High diversity in 
livelihood activities also enabled 
households to consume staple foods from 
their own production, and this was also 
associated with better food security. 
However, many households also face 
problems that undermine their food 
security. In Borcho Deka, commonly 
identified livelihood problems were: (1) 
Wild animals affecting farms, gardens and 
livestock; (2) Lack of oxen caused or 

aggravated by livestock diseases; (3) Lack of access to 
farmland and pastures; (4) Lack of finance to purchase 
farm inputs; (5) Decreasing coffee prices; (6) High 
prices for chemical fertilizers; and (7) Illnesses in the 
family that affect farm labor. Supporting households in 
addressing these problems, and enabling them to 
maintain diversified livelihoods thus promises benefits 
for community food security. 

Take-home messages 
§ Farmers with diversified livelihoods tended to be more food secure. 
§ Households that were able to eat crops from their own production until the lean season were more food secure  

  than households that had to buy food. 
§ Several livelihood problems are widespread, and these undermine the ability of households to be food secure. 
§ Institutional support to help tackle these widespread problems would help to improve community food security. 
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