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A B S T R A C T   

The current uncertainty, frequency and intensity of climate change impacts limits opportunities for climate 
adaptation among smallholder farmers in developing countries. This paper seeks to critically examine how 
gendered relations at the household level influence access to social networks for climate change adaptation in 
northwestern Ghana. By doing so, the study contributes to an improved understanding of how inter-gender 
dynamics shape adaptive capacities among vulnerable groups. Using semi-structured interviews, focus group 
discussions and key informant interviews, a total sample size of 156 respondents were studied. The study also 
employed an intersectional framework and a network analysis to examine the nuanced networks of smallholder 
farmer households. Findings revealed that the interplay of age, marital status and educational levels influenced 
access to social networks for support in minimising climate risk. As such, promoting adaptation actions without 
addressing structural and relational inequalities within vulnerable communities may deepen existing 
inequalities.   

1. Introduction 

Climate change and variability impacts manifesting as dry spells, 
erratic rainfall patterns, floods and increasing temperatures continu
ously threaten water resources, ecosystems, food security and health of 
most countries, especially in developing countries (Niang et al., 2014). 
Africa is expected to be one of the continents affected by climate change 
and variability due to existing socio-economic challenges and over 
reliance on climate-sensitive sectors (Boko et al., 2007; Niang et al., 
2014). These socio-economic challenges include high poverty rates, 
underdevelopment, high illiteracy rates, land degradation and policies 
that restrict agricultural development (Antwi-Agyei et al., 2014; 
Nyantakyi-Frimpong & Bezner-Kerr, 2015). In West Africa, climate 
projections indicate increases in temperature and rainfall (until 2100) 
with uncertainties surrounding precipitation (Riede et al., 2016). Since 
Ghana attained independence, the mean annual temperature has risen 
by a degree (1 ◦C), with Northern Ghana experiencing higher temper
atures than the Southern part (Stanturf et al., 2011). However, rainfall 
trends in the country are highly variable, making it difficult to predict 
long-term trends (Stanturf et al., 2011). This has implications for many 
livelihoods, particularly, those that are highly sensitive to climate 

change. It is, therefore, imperative to enhance the adaptive capacities of 
vulnerable groups whose livelihoods and well-being will be most 
affected by climate impacts. 

While adaptation is not a new phenomenon among many African 
farming households, several studies on climate change have increasingly 
acknowledged adaptation as the major policy response to the detri
mental impacts of climate change and variability among vulnerable 
populations (Adger et al., 2003; Bendito & Twomlow, 2014; Lahsen 
et al., 2010). Adaptation refers ‘to the process of adjustment to actual or 
expected climate and its effects’(IPCC, 2014a, pg 118). However, the 
observed and future impacts of climate change and variability will be 
experienced disproportionately at scales and by social groups due to 
differences in exposure and sensitivities (IPCC, 2014b). Also, as the 
vulnerability of men and women is gendered and mediated through 
socio-cultural and political structures (Carr & Thompson, 2014), the 
underlying cultural values in these areas can constrain interventions or 
actions intended to improve the scope of adaptation (Pelling, 2011). As a 
result, viewing adaptation as an adjustment reinforces existing risk and 
its underlying causes rather than contesting it (Pelling et al., 2015). Yet, 
adaptation has always occurred at various levels (individual, commu
nity and government) and it is being motivated by several factors 
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(Adger, 2003). Smit and Wandel (2006) also note that adaptation can be 
reactive or anticipatory. Depending on the degree of spontaneity, it can 
be autonomous or planned (Smit & Wandel, 2006). For example, it may 
involve altering agriculture inputs or cycles, diversifying livelihoods, 
technological innovations or improving institutional structures (Amaru 
& Chhetri, 2013; Antwi-Agyei, Stringer, & Dougill, 2014; Nyantakyi- 
Frimpong & Bezner-Kerr, 2015). 

In rural Africa, response to climatic and non-climatic stressors have 
always been carried out as a collective action due to inadequate and 
untimely external support (Adger, 2003; Yiran, 2016). At the commu
nity level, network structures are key elements in collective actions and 
foster a community’s adaptive capacity (Adger, 2003). These network 
structures are referred to as social capital and often mediated through 
kinship, acquaintance, formal and informal institutions (Adger, 2003; 
Dapilah et al., 2020). However, social capital has become a contested 
concept as it is perceived to be conceptually rooted in an economic 
analysis which undermines democratic processes (Smith & Kulynych, 
2002). Arneil (2006) asserts that social capital may reinforce power 
asymmetries in the governances of resources and may deny certain in
dividuals or groups from accessing resources. Yet, these resources are 
vital for many livelihoods and household food security. Studies have 
also shown that the over-dependence on these resources, particularly, 
natural resources for livelihoods have implications on the sustainability 
of ecological systems and may further heighten risk (Dapilah et al., 
2020). 

Among the various forms of social networks, family connections is 
increasingly perceived as a key resource in times of distress and disasters 
(Adger, 2003; Aldrich & Meyer, 2015). However, the vulnerability of 
women in developing countries has increasingly been recognised in 
climate change and development discourses not because women are 
intrinsically vulnerable but as a result of existing gender inequalities and 
power relations embedded in families and societies (Arora-Jonsson, 
2011; Pearse, 2017). As such, Adkins (2005) argues that, whereas the 
family is perceived as central to the establishment of social capital, so
cial capital theorist often presents a simplified and polarised structure of 
the family model centred on heterosexual couple and traditional divi
sion of labour. Such assumptions reinforce female subordination and 
ignore the nuanced experiences of many women across the world. 

Currently, the uncertainty, frequency and scale of climate change 
impacts present challenges to the sustainability of socio-ecological sys
tems. However, a number of studies have critiqued the inability of 
existing literature to explicitly address social processes in the discussions 
of socio-ecological resilience, especially on the issues of power and 
agency (Carr, 2019; Nightingale et al., 2020). In addition, recognising 
that the vulnerabilities and adaptive capacities of men and women are 
gendered and influenced by socio-cultural, economic and political 
structures has underscored the importance of considering structural and 
relational inequalities in adaptation actions (Carr & Thompson, 2014; 
Ensor et al., 2019; Eriksen et al., 2021). Despite these challenges, fewer 
studies have explored how social relations shape climate change adap
tation (Onta & Resurreccion, 2011). This paper seeks to critically 
examine how gender relations and structural inequalities at the house
hold level influence adaptation in the context of social networks of 
farmers in Northern Ghana by using an intersectional framework. Spe
cifically, we identified and mapped social networks in climate adapta
tion. This was followed by assessing the roles played by these networks 
in coping or adapting to climate risk. Lastly, we identified the barriers 
hindering the effectiveness of social networks access for climate change 
adaptation. 

We have structured the article as follows. Section 1 begins with a 
brief discussion of the links between climate change, adaptation and 
social networks. This is followed by an overview of the interlinkages 
between adaptation, social networks and gender relations using an 
intersectional approach in Section 2. Section 3 gives a brief description 
of the study area and Section 4 describes the research approach. Section 
5 presents the results, which are subsequently discussed in Sectiton 6. 

Finally, Section 7 presents the conclusion and policy recommendation. 

2. Exploring the adaptation, social networks and gender 
relations nexus 

Social analysis of climate change has increasingly gained traction in 
academic research and development as the impacts of climate change 
are known to be mediated through complex social structures and pro
cesses (Kaijser & Kronsell, 2014). However, Thompson (2016) notes 
that, while the framing of vulnerabilities in a single social variable such 
as gender, socio-economic status, race or ethnicity is important in 
highlighting unequal power relations, they further undermine and 
marginalise people who face a myriad of intersecting issues concerning 
climate impacts. As a result, the uptake of the intersectional framework 
as an analytical tool has increased in climate research to bring out the 
nuances in climate vulnerability (Kaijser & Kronsell, 2014; Lawson 
et al., 2019; Ravera, Martın-Lopez, Pascual, & Drucker, 2016). 

Adaptation processes in local settings are often social and involve 
individuals drawing on collective resources to enhance their adaptive 
capacity (Adger et al., 2003). In resource-dependent communities, social 
networks are important sources of climate change information that lead 
to group innovation (Rotberg, 2013) and livelihood diversification 
strategies (Antwi-Agyei et al., 2014). In relation to improving agricul
tural productivity among agrarian communities, social networks are 
critical in influencing sustainable land management practices (Isaac & 
Matous, 2017). Whereas the ability of an individual to adapt to climate 
variability and change depends on the stock of one’s social capital 
resource, such stocks may be unevenly distributed and differentially 
accessible depending on the social location of the individuals or groups 
trying to utilise it (Edwards & Foley, 1997). As such, Carr and Thompson 
(2014) posit that vulnerability and adaptation to climate change are 
gendered and shaped by socio-cultural structures and processes. Typi
cally, women from developing countries are often portrayed as vulner
able groups in climate change discourses due to their over-dependence 
on natural resources and the interplay of structural inequalities that 
limits their capacity to cope (Paavola, 2008). While such studies are 
important in drawing attention to the challenges encountered by women 
in successfully adapting to climate change, they often undermine efforts 
played by women who frequently experience, negotiate and deal with 
challenges of any kind (Okali & Naess, 2013). 

Consequently, feminist political ecologists such as Arora-Jonsson 
(2011) have questioned the notion of universality among men and 
women groups and recognise the need to unearth the underlying social 
factors occurring at the household or geographical area in determining 
vulnerability. Intersections of age, marital status, educational levels, 
ethnicity, type of livelihoods or income level and power relations are 
also known to influence a person’s vulnerability (Carr & Thompson, 
2014). Additionally, an increasing body of literature has advocated for 
the need for nuanced gender analysis and research that takes into 
consideration ways in which inter and intra-gender differences shape 
adaptive capacities (Rao et al., 2017; Ravera et al., 2016). Although 
there are several studies on the role of social networks in enhancing 
agriculture development within the context of climate change adapta
tion (Abid et al., 2017; Dapilah et al., 2020; Yaméogo, Fonta, & 
Wünscher, 2018) fewer studies have assessed how the interplay of 
gender and social network constrains or enhances climate change 
adaptation. 

3. Methodology 

3.1. Study area 

The study was carried out in the Lawra District of the Upper West 
Region (1o25′′ and 2o45′′ W; 9o30′′ and 11oN) of Ghana (Fig. 1). The 
district is bordered to the North by the Nandom District, to the East by 
Lambussie-Karni District, to the South-West and West by Burkina Faso 
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(Fig. 1). The region is semi-arid and has variable rainfall pattern with 
mean rainfall ranging from 1000 to 1100 mm (MoFA, 2015; 
Rademacher-Schulz et al., 2014). Additionally, the region is predomi
nantly agrarian and is characterised by high poverty rates, unimodal 
rainfall pattern, poor infrastructure and limited access to basic services 
such as water, sanitation, electricity and good housing (Nyantakyi- 
Frimpong & Bezner-Kerr, 2015). These multi-stressors are further 
amplified by the impacts of climate variability with cascading impacts 
on household food security and wellbeing (Ahmed et al., 2016). Being 
largely a patriarchal society, there are more male-headed households 
(74.5%) than female-headed households (25.5%) in the District (GSS, 
2014a). Household structure within this area depicts an extended family 
system which has subfamily units consisting of the husband, wife and 
children living in coexistence and sharing family resources. Structural 
inequalities also exist, as compared to men, women have limited deci
sion making power as well as access to and control of lands for agri
cultural activities (Abdul-Korah, 2011). 

4. Research approach 

Using a case study approach, the Upper West Region was purposely 
selected because of its recognized vulnerability to both climate and 
socio-economic stressors (Rademacher-Schulz et al., 2014; Nyantakyi- 
Frimpong & Bezner-Kerr, 2015). This was followed by the selection of 
the Lawra District through a simple random sampling out of eleven 
districts in the region. Two (2) out of fifty-four (54) communities in the 
Lawra Municipal were randomly selected for the study. The study 
employed a mixed methods approach and semi-structured interviews in 
data collection. Overall, a total sample size of 156 respondents were 
interviewed based on a convenience sampling. Due to constraints in 
determining the sample frame, the sample was achieved based on the 
availability and willingness of respondents to participate in the survey 
(Frey et al, 2000). We also sought to engage younger household mem
bers (18–35 years, based on the African Union definition for youth) since 
there was evidence that different categories of people may experience 
different opportunities and constraints in accessing social networks as 
well as coping with climate change impacts. 

The respondents were interviewed individually with an average 

length of the interview being 30–45 min. Constituting both closed and 
open-ended questions, respondents were asked the association(s) they 
belonged to; benefits derived from the associations with relation to 
climate change adaptation and; who one contacts in case of climate risk 
(dry spells or floods). Respondents were also asked about the constraints 
in accessing and utilizing personal relations for support in adapting to 
climate risk. Questions were asked in the Dagaare language and all in
terviews were recorded and translated later into English by a field as
sistant who also acted as an interpreter. The transcribed data were 
reviewed to ensure that the data was accurate and consistent. 

The closed-ended questions which were predominantly socio- 
economic data were analysed using descriptive statistics in Statistical 
Package for Social Science (SPSS) version 21. Data on respondents’ 
network were prepared on Microsoft Excel 2016 and exported to Gephi 
Graph Visualization and Manipulation (GEPHI) 0.9.2 software. A key 
characteristic of the network analysis is that it focuses on the density of 
relationships (nodes), degree of centralization and influence (edges). In 
this analysis, nodes represented the social groups (which emerged from 
the data) and their networks. On the other hand, edges revealed the 
relational ties between social groups and their networks. Edges, there
fore, described the strength of the connection between the social groups 
and their networks, which is the number of times a social group solicited 
assistance from a network to cope with climate risk. Mapping these 
connections fosters an understanding of the social structures underpin
ning household networks. A qualitative analysis was done also to iden
tify the challenges constraining access to and utilisation of social 
networks using the NVIVO software. Different challenges were identi
fied and then broadly categorised into four (4) major themes. Next, 
different codes were assigned to the four major themes and then 
aggregated based on which social group experiences most of these 
challenges. 

5. Results 

5.1. Characteristics of social groups 

The results showed that respondents were socially differentiated and 
were categorized as: (1) Male-headed household with formal education 

Fig. 1. Map of the study area.  

R.S. Alare et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 



World Development Perspectives 25 (2022) 100390

4

(GRP_A); (2) Male-headed household with informal education (GRP_B); 
(3) Unmarried men with formal education (GRP_C); (4) Unmarried men 
with informal education; (5) Female-headed household with formal 
education; (6) Female-headed household with informal education; (7) 
Unmarried women with formal education and (8) Unmarried women 
with informal education, (see Table 1). 

5.2. Nuanced pathways of networks for climate change adaptation 

Fig. 2 illustrates the connections and linkages between the social 
groups and their source of support in coping with climate risk. Gener
ally, all social groups relied on spouses, family (extended families), 
neighbours and agricultural extension agents (AEAs) for assistance. 
From the nuanced social networks between the different social groups 
(Fig. 3), there were more formally educated males than females. This is 
evident in the strength of ties when compared to educated female- 
headed households (GRP_E) and unmarried women (GRP_G). 

In terms of access to funds for minimising climate risk, male-headed 
households with formal education (GRP_A) could access the banks for 
loans or savings to reduce climate risks, while female-headed house
holds with formal education (GRP_E) relied on credit unions. For 
informally educated male and female-headed households, village sav
ings and loan schemes (VSLAs) and the sale of livestock or food crops in 
the markets served as immediate sources of funds. In addition, the 
strength of tie between female-headed households with formal educa
tion (GRP_F) and their spouse was more conspicuous than any other 
social group. However, single men and women were barely encountered 
during the time of study, accounting for thin edges observed in GRP_G 
and GRP_H. 

5.3. Benefits of networks and associations in climate change adaptation 

As summarised in Table 2, the FGDs reiterated the benefits derived 
from associations and networks. Key benefits from networks and asso
ciations included access to credit, funds, social support, information and 
climate advisories. In addition faith-based institutions were found to 
support adaptation actions in study area. Female participants, particu
larly, noted that the church provided improved mental well-being and 
communal support for distressed members in times of crises. Another 
key institution was the traditional governance system. The chiefs and 
assemblymen/women (i.e. representatives of national government 
within an electoral area) served as focal points of contacts for most in
stitutions operating in communities and provide information to their 
community members or facilitate access to external assistance. 

5.4. Barriers to accessing and utilising social networks for climate change 
adaptation 

From the FGDs, time constraints, finances, access to productive as
sets (specifically for land, bicycle and motorcycles) and level of trust 
emerged as major bottlenecks in accessing and utilising networks. Time 
constraints were a major barrier to GRPs A, C, D and G. The barriers are 
summarised in Fig. 4. While there were variations in the responses 
within intra-group discussions, responses mapped here represent 

majority count. 

6. Discussion 

6.1. Structural and relational inequalities underpinning gender networks 

While recognising that gender differences exist in the effects of 
climate change and related adaptation strategies, six social categories 
were deduced from the respondents: male-headed household with 
formal education; male-headed household with informal education; 
female-headed household with formal education; unmarried women 
with formal education and unmarried women with informal education. 
Marital status and level of education were the key social markers 
influencing one’s access to social networks for climate change 
adaptation. 

As highlighted by Pelling & High (2005), bonding, bridging and 
linking are carried out by people to establish ties that aid in climate 
change adaptation. In this study, the network analysis showed that re
spondents depended mostly on bonding (spouse, family, neighbours and 
friends) and less on bridging social capital considering the strength of 
ties (church, banks, credit unions, AEAs and farmer groups) to minimise 
climate risk. This could be attributed to the travel distance required to 
access these formal institutions which are located in the municipal 
towns. Respondents also indicated that low literarcy rates impeded their 
networks with formal institutions. This finding is consistent with the 
widely reported low literacy rates in Northern Ghana (Abu, Osei-Asare, 
& Wayo, 2014; GSS., 2014b). As a result, interactions are only limited to 
family and neighbours. This finding mirrors that of Aldrich and Meyer 
(2015) who assert that people are interdependent on social structures 
and therefore live and interact with people they know very well. 

Despite the claims that horizontal ties (bonding social capital) pro
mote a level playing field and power for collaboration and development 
of social capital and the reverse true for vertical ties (Putnam, 1993), the 
findings of this study contradicted these assumptions. In fact, the find
ings are congruent with Onta & Resurreccion (2011) who assert that in 
societies where inequities exist such as partriachal societies, some 
members of the households are subjected to exploitation and there is 
over reliance on others for assistance. In point of fact, power relations 
determine one’s ability to adapt to climate change through influencing 
access to resources, information and the availability of options and 
choices (Djoudi, Brockhaus, & Locatelli, 2013). Considering that access 
to land in agrarian communities is very critical for sustainable adapta
tion and social wellbeing, the limited control and ownership by females 
in patriarchal societies continues to undermine effective adaptation 
(Akugre et al., 2021; Lawson et al., 2020). Although female-headed 
household with informal education showed ties with AEAs, it was 
revealed in the FGDs that, socio-cultural norms and customs do not 
permit a widow to be the head of the household. A male successor of the 
deceased person becomes the head and therefore, has more control and 
ownership of the land. Therefore, decisions concerning the type of crops 
to cultivate and contacts with AEAs were done in consultation with the 
household head. Also, such socio-cultural norms limited their options for 
diversifying their pool of income and assets to minimise climate risk as 
revealed by Ferdous & Mallick (2019) in Bangladesh. 

In addition, the findings revealed that some households exhibited 
elements of cooperation and conflicts. The emerging outcome, however, 
depended on the negotiating power of the members of the household. 
Factors such as the marital status, educational level and occupation 
individually or collectively defined the bargaining power used by 
household members to secure networks. For example, from the FGDs, 
formally educated and employed single women had the agency to con
tact other networks for assistance than their informally educated 
counterparts. Such customs propagate female reliance on male-heads for 
support even if women had the agency to fall on other networks for 
support. This is how a 46-year-old informally educated married woman 
from Kalsagre described the process of accessing funds to support her 

Table 1 
Characteristics of social groups.  

Groups Characteristics 

GRP_A Male-headed household with formal education 
GRP_B Male-headed household with informal education 
GRP_C Unmarried men with formal education 
GRP_D Unmarried men with informal education 
GRP_E Female-headed household with formal education 
GRP_F Female-headed household with informal education 
GRP_G Unmarried women with formal education 
GRP_H Unmarried women with informal education  
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farming activities 
“My husband is the head of the household and if I need anything, I 

will have to first ask him. If he is not able to provide, then I will ask my 
sisters for support or from the VSLAs.” 

As observed from the network diagrams, the sample did not include 
unmarried men because unmarried men were not encountered during 
the survey period. Also, the weaker ties shown between unmarried 
women and sources of support in times of risk were as a result of fewer 
unmarried women in the sample size. Marriage is a highly valued social 
institution in Ghana, and more so in the Lawra Municipal. Therefore, 
early marriages were rampant among females (GSS, 2014a). However, 
limited livelihood opportunities in the districts also compelled young 
men and women to seasonally or permanently migrate to southern 
Ghana (Rademacher-Schultz et al., 2014). This reveals the pursuit of the 
youth in non-agricultural activities and the eroding dominance of 
household heads as family cash-earners. Although migration of young 
persons from the communities was noted to be depleting the labour force 
(Britwum & Akorsu, 2016), the mobility of young women in search for 
improved livelihoods does not only increase their networks but im
proves their agency to cope or adapt to climate and non-climatic risk 
(Scheffran et al., 2012; González Ramos & Torrado Martín-Palomino, 
2015). 

6.2. Benefits from key associations 

As reported by Assan et al. (2018), most females relied on the VSLAs 
as an immediate source of credit to attend to basic household needs. An 
interview with a woman from Tolibiri noted that: 

‘With the introduction of VSLA, begging from friends and other 
households has become a thing of the past. I don’t have to move from 
house to house to tell friends my predicament before they lend me 
money. No one now knows what is going on in my household anymore. 

When I need money, I meet with the executives and borrow from the 
group’s savings.’ 

In some cases, where a husband and a wife belong to VSLAs, the 
husband prefers the wife borrowing from her group. This describes the 
hidden forms of male power. In the absence of livestock sale, he will only 
borrow from his group when there is a need to pay school fees, buy farm 
inputs or to fulfil a major task at home. This is how a 55-year-old man 
from Goziri explained that: 

‘If we need an amount of GHC 200 at home, I will ask my wife to 
borrow from her group. It is not easy for a man to be seen borrowing all 
the time. My integrity will be lost when I do that. I will only intervene 
when my wife is unsuccessful from her group or occasionally borrow 
from my group if I need to pay my wards fees or to perform other urgent 
tasks.’ 

The formation of farmer-based associations has increasingly been 
promoted by both government and NGOs as the best way for rapid in
formation diffusion and cost-effective extension service delivery to 
farmers (Asante et al., 2011). Consistent with Mohammed et al. (2013), 
when farmers participated in the farmer-based associations they 
increased their networks, served as sources of information exchange, 
credit access, as well as a source of farm labour. However, the full po
tential of the association was yet to be maximised as they were often not 
well developed and strengthened. 

Extension agents also served as key sources of support in coping with 
climate variability. As established earlier, the current uncertainty, fre
quency and intensity of climate change impacts presents little oppor
tunities for effective adaptation among smallholder farmers. As a result, 
access to AEAs is critical for providing information, new technologies 
and enhancing the capacities of farmers to address climate risk (Antwi- 
Agyei et al., 2021; Dapilah et al., 2020). This, to some extent, accounted 
for respondents’ contacts with AEAs for assistance. However, farmers’ 
inadequate access to extension services remains a challenge. A number 

Fig. 2. Social groups and their networks in climate change adaptation.  
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of studies have also established how gender relation constrains women’s 
access to AEAs and climate advisories (Antwi-Agyei et al., 2021; Mudege 
et al., 2017; Partey et al., 2020). 

While it is well established that relatives, friends and neighbours are 
the first point of contact for support in an event of risk before state 

intervention, faith-based institutions are equally among the first re
sponders and providers of immediate assistance (Bomberg & Hague, 
2018; Glaab, 2017; McNaught, Warrick, & Cooper, 2014). With limited 
psychological services and state intervention in rural areas, most re
spondents relied on the church for humanitarian assistance. Abdul- 
Korah (2011) also highlighted the role of catholic missionaries in 
helping Dagaaba women to overcome traditional socio-cultural norms 
that subjected them to discrimination and marginalisation during the 
colonial era. However, faced with a lot of pressures in patriarchal soci
eties, not only did women find female solidarity and support in miti
gating these pressures, but they also found spiritual upliftment, healing, 
hope and new networks for improved wellbeing as reported by Robert 
(2016). A 40-year-old woman from Ketuo noted that: 

‘I find spiritual and emotional upliftment any time I am in the 
church. There are many occasions my children have asked for money for 
school fees and other educational supplies and my husband and I were 
penniless. I got worried and anxious about it, but after going to church, 
listened to the sermon and prayed, I had a new sense of hope that there 
was going to be a breakthrough someday.’ 

6.3. Barriers to accessing and utilising social networks for climate change 
adaptation 

Insights from the study revealed that the traditional social structure 

Fig. 3. Nuanced pathways of social groups and their networks.  

Table 2 
Benefits attained from networks and associations.  

Associations/ 
Networks 

Benefits 

VSLAs Immediate source of finance to address basic household 
needs 

Farmers and 
Fishermen 

Information exchange, labour in farms 

Credit union/Banks Access to credit 
Agriculture extension 

agents 
New farming strategies and information 

Assembly man/ 
woman 

Source of information and facilitate external assistance 

Family/relatives Source of labour, finance, care and access to farmlands 
Veterinary officers Treatment of livestock, poultry and small ruminants 
Church association Spiritual renewal and upliftment, peace of mind and 

communal support in times of crises 
Chiefs Source of information and facilitate external assistance 
Neighbours Farm inputs, money, information, labour  
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of respondents was largely patriarchal which favoured extended fam
ilies, due in part to the labour requirements for agriculture production 
(GSS, 2014a). In such societies, authority was primarily a male entitle
ment, while females played supporting roles. Additionally, many live
lihoods were agrarian with females having no entitlements to land 
ownerships (Lawson et al., 2019). Notwithstanding the existing nuances, 
it is not surprising to see weaker ties between females and institutions 
such as banks, credit facilities and extension agents. This is because 
accessing money from bank and credit institutions often require collat
eral and because access to land is often restricted to usufruct rights only; 
women cannot provide collateral for credit. They often do not have legal 
ownership of tangible assets. According to Britwum and Akorsu (2016), 
women’s main access to land in northern Ghana was dependent on 
“their relations with male relatives, their fathers through whom they 
claim membership to their natal lineage, and husbands who can cede 
land from their landholding groups to wives to cultivate crops for the 
household cooking pot” (p. 11). Since most female study participants 
also did not have access to productive resources, they resorted to the 
VSLAs. 

There were also cases of declining trustworthiness among families 
and friends as found in Paul et al. (2016). While some respondents noted 
that trust had gotten better, others believed that it had gotten worse. 
However, some participants were of the view that family members and 
neighbours were either poorer or in the same condition as themselves 
and therefore, they could not ask for assistance, especially requesting for 
farm inputs. As a result, a few respondents reported to have accessed 
farm inputs by directly buying from the markets, seed growers or either 
selling livestock to buy from the markets. 

Female respondents noted time constraints as a hindrance to build
ing networks. Multiple roles such as reproduction, caretaking, domestic 
chores as well as contributing to household income leave little time for 
most married women to build and maintain networks. This finding 
resonates with women’s workload as a barrier to climate change adap
tation in existing literature (Hinton & Earnest, 2010; Bhattarai et al., 

2015). 
As indicated earlier, mobility was done mostly by young men and 

women than the older ones. Limited livelihoods and the impact of 
climate stressors on agricultural productivity were drivers of youth 
migration to southern Ghana. Mobility in this study also encompassed 
transport networks. Motorcycles and bicycles were the cheapest forms of 
transport and were often owned by young and older men. This aided 
movement of men to events in neighbouring communities or urban areas 
to access information, meet and interact with new networks, compared 
to older women especially, who moved by foot. This is also embedded in 
who controls and has access to productive resources. Most males could 
afford these bicycles as they had access and control of land and farm 
produce (Lawson et al., 2019; Rivers III et al., 2017) 

7. Conclusion and recommendations 

The paper highlighted variations and inter-gender dynamics among 
social groups in accessing support from networks in the event of climate 
risk. The study found that intersections such as marital status, educa
tional level and occupation individually or collectively influenced one’s 
access to networks. For example, the social networks of married women 
with no formal education was constrained as a result of social norms 
which subjected them to the decision making and leadership roles of 
their husbands. On the other hand, there was flexibility in accessing 
social networks, particularly, informal ones among female-headed 
households. Additionally, other factors such as time constraints, 
mobility and level of trust hindered an individual’s access to social 
networks. These revealed that households, smallholder farmers, men or 
women were not homogenous groups and there was the need to recog
nise the diversity. 

In addition, with the upsurge of urbanisation and nuclearisation of 
most families, collective actions from social capital are increasingly 
dwindling. Bryceson (2000, pg 4) argues that, ‘as the returns from 
peasant agricultural production deteriorates, internal exchange 

Fig. 4. Barriers in accessing and maintaining social networks.  
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relations within families are being transformed, producing ambiguity 
and tension about individual members’ rights and responsibilities.” 
Findings of this study resonate with Bryceson (2000) which indicates the 
need to focus on human development in the long term rather on social 
networks. In addition, the novel coronavirus has disrupted the liveli
hoods of many including smallholder farmers through the social and 
physical distancing protocols aimed at reducing its spread. As a result, it 
may reinforce homophily (Smith, McPherson, & Smith-Lovin, 2014) as 
vulnerable smallholder farmers tend to form networks with people who 
are similar to themselves. This has implication on climate change 
adaptation since successful adaptation strategie requires the integration 
of different stakeholders and perspectives (Newman & Dale, 2007). 

Lastly, VSLA has become an increasingly widespread intervention 
aimed at improving local access to credit. Most female respondents, 
particularly females with informal education, relied on VSLA to support 
household food security and to other basic needs at the household level. 
However, Dapilah et al. (2020) note that poor members who could not 
contribute weekly were excluded from such groups, thereby having 
implications on social cohesion. Increase in transparency and trust can 
effectively sustain the operation of VSLAs in the community. 

In this regard, development partners and state institutions should 
take into consideration the diversity of social groups produced by rela
tional structures when designing and implementing interventions that 
have an impact on social capital. 

A limitation to the study is that the findings here are from one case, 
and in order to test the transferability of our inference, it would be 
necessary to extend the empirical evidence base. However, they do raise 
important considerations for practitioners in the context of gender and 
climate change adaptation. 
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