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ABSTRACT

Smallholder farmers in the sub-Saharan Africa are vulnerable to climate variability and change, and are
thus in need of adaptation. Access to climate information, such as weather forecasts, has been
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identified as a potential enabler for improved adaptation, but such access tends to be strongly

gendered. This study uses qualitative and quantitative data to assess the availability, accessibility and
use of climate information among smallholder sugarcane farmers in southern Malawi, disaggregating
data according to gender, age, education level and landholding size. We found that radio is the most
common, and preferred, means of accessing forecasts for men and women, but that women farmers
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also prefer to access forecasts through a knowledge broker. Those farmers with higher levels of
education (mostly men) prefer to also obtain forecasts via internet and cell phone. Most farmers
consider the forecasts reliable, timely and understandable — more so in the case of men than women.
Understanding gendered preferences and barriers to climate information access is crucial for benefits

of adaptation to be accessed equitably.

1. Introduction

Access to, and use of, climate information can contribute sig-
nificantly to adaptation to climate change for the population
of sub-Saharan Africa (Singh et al., 2018; Vaughan et al,
2019). Dependency on rain fed agriculture, low water avail-
ability, low adaptive capacity, combined with inadequate pol-
icies, makes large parts of sub-Saharan Africa particularly
vulnerable to climate change (IPCC, 2007; World Bank,
2016). Countries with high levels of poverty, and which are fre-
quently affected by climate extremes are further acutely in need
of adaptation (Adger et al., 2003). Here, we focus on Malawi as
an example of a country among the least developed in the
world, and among the most vulnerable to climate change
(World Bank, 2010, 2016). Agriculture is the dominant source
of Malawi’s export earnings and an important source of
employment (Chinsinga, 2017). Smallholder farmers in Malawi
produce three quarters of the country’s total agricultural output
through predominantly rainfed, subsistence agriculture (Asfaw
& Maggio, 2018). Particularly in semi-arid areas, food insecur-
ity remains a significant challenge to the population and is
likely to be exacerbated in the context of a changing climate
(Coulibaly et al., 2015; Kakota et al., 2015).

At local levels in Malawi, women are often more vulnerable
to climate change and variability (e.g. Asfaw & Maggio, 2018;
Coulibaly et al., 2015; Kakota et al., 2015). Malawian society
is highly patriarchal, and gender inequalities are persistent
(Asfaw & Maggio, 2018). Kakota et al. (2015), show that,

amongst other determinants, income, land size and access to
climate information positively influence households’ food
security — and thus their potential to adapt to climate change.

The understanding of access to, and use of, weather and cli-
mate information in African contexts are emerging, but studies
in Malawi are few, scattered, and data is rarely disaggregated on
the basis of gender (e.g. Gumucio et al.,, 2019; Mulwa et al,,
2017). The availability, present and preferred means of acces-
sing climate information, as well as how the information is
used and perceived among smallholder farmers, remains lar-
gely underexplored in Malawi (Gumucio et al., 2019; Vaughan
et al,, 2019). We aim here to address this gap with empirical
data, disaggregated by gender, age, education level and land
holding size, from a group of smallholder farmers in southern
Malawi. The study uses the example of sugarcane outgrowers,
who have a significant part of their land tied up in an outgrower
scheme. For smallholder farmers with limited access to land, or
reduced agency over the land they possess, it is arguably
particularly important to make use of climate information for
improved management of the land they have agency over. Cli-
mate information can refer to processed data and evidence-
based knowledge about the weather and climate generated
scientifically at various time scales (hours, days, seasons and
longer) and presented as information (as opposed to data) in
order to be relevant to the given context (e.g. Singh et al,
2018). Climate information can also be generated through
‘the accumulation of experiences over generations, society—
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nature relationships, and community practices and institutions’
(Kniveton et al., 2014), referred to as traditional knowledge. We
use climate information in broad terms, without specifying the
source of this information (e.g. scientific projections or local
traditional knowledge) when referring to its potential to
improve adaptation. While our focus is the availability and
accessibility of scientifically generated climate information at
short term (short term and seasonal weather forecast) we
acknowledge that smallholder farmers in Malawi may use
both scientifically and traditionally generated knowledge
about the climate (e.g. Joshua et al, 2017; Nkomwa et al,,
2014). Section 2 reviews the literature on climate information
and its role in adaptation. Section 3 presents our methodology,
outlining the case study context of a sugar outgrower scheme in
southern Malawi, and the mixed qualitative and quantitative
methods used. Section 4 presents the results, highlighting
how gender, age, education level and landholding size influence
availability, accessibility and use of climate information (in the
form of weather forecasts). Sections 5 and 6 provide a discus-
sion and conclusion, in particular highlighting how the accessi-
bility and comprehensibility of the forecasts may be made more
gender-sensitive and equitable, for improved adaptation to cli-
mate change among users.

2. Background

2.1. Gender and social differentiation of climate change
impacts and adaptation

Climate and environmental change are coupled with a range of
social, economic, cultural, political, historical and institutional
factors that may enable, or constitute barriers to the adaptive
capacity of e.g. individuals, households or communities
(Lemos et al., 2012; Shackleton et al., 2015; Smit & Wandel,
2006). Scholars argue that current inequalities and vulnerabil-
ities risk being reinforced in adaptation actions if power imbal-
ances, underlying poverty and unequal access to resources are
not considered and addressed (Adger et al., 2005; Jerneck,
2018). It is often shown that women are at a relatively greater
risk of experiencing negative impacts of, and face greater bar-
riers to adapt to, climate change (Vincent et al., 2014). Attrib-
uted to lower access to e.g. land, farm equipment and finances,
and assessed through indices of the components exposure, sen-
sitivity and adaptive capacity, Coulibaly et al. (2015) found that
women in Malawi, particularly in the district of Chikwawa
where this study is located, are more susceptible to climate
impacts than men.

Gender differentiated vulnerabilities are typically due to
socially-constructed gender norms that mean women have lar-
ger household responsibilities, greater labour burdens on agri-
cultural lands, less access to land and resources and less
decision-making power due to power imbalances arising from
patriarchal structures (FAO, 2010-11; Jerneck, 2018; Jost
et al., 2016; World Health Organization [WHO], 2014). Fur-
thermore, women in Malawi typically have lower levels of edu-
cation and, thus, fewer employment opportunities than men,
and therefore depend more directly on smallholder agriculture
for their livelihoods and food security (FAO, 2011; Van den
Broeck & Kilic, 2019; Yeboah & Jayne, 2018). Women farmers

in Malawi have been shown to have lower capacity than men to
adopt climate-smart agricultural practices, with reasons attrib-
uted to education, civil status, agency to land and household
decisions as well as access to financial assets (e.g. Khoza
etal., 2019; Murray et al., 2016). Shackleton et al. (2015) review
the barriers to socially-just climate change adaptation and
identify, amongst other gaps, that the understanding of how
different social categories (e.g. gender, age, class, ethnicity
and ability) intersect remains limited.

Intersectionality as an approach to address multiple dimen-
sions of power, is applied to identify and analyse how combi-
nations of injustices may impact individuals and institutions
and alter systems of power and oppression (Djoudi et al,
2016; Kaijser & Kronsell, 2014). Increasing the understanding
of these intersecting factors is required to address the range
of resulting differential vulnerability to climate change (Djoudi
et al,, 2016; Kaijser & Kronsell, 2014). In particular, intersec-
tionality challenges the assumption that all people falling in
any social group, whether gender, age or ethnicity have uniform
levels of vulnerability. We thus argue that an intersectional
approach enables context-specific unpacking of the ways in
which the relative levels of power intersecting with particular
facets of social identity gives rise to multiple dimensions of vul-
nerability. This adds nuance to a former reliance on assump-
tions of homogeneity. It enables recognition, for example,
that a young adult woman may be less vulnerable than an
elderly man, problematizing the overly simplistic assumption
that women are universally more vulnerable than men.

2.2. Climate information for adaptation

A range of adaptation strategies related to agricultural practices
have been recommended across the developing world, includ-
ing diversifying crop types and varieties, managing water
through soil moisture conservation, rainwater harvesting, and
irrigation strategies and altering timing of agricultural activities
(Adger et al., 2007; Howden et al., 2007; Vincent et al., 2013). In
order for farmers to make informed decisions regarding such
agricultural adaptation strategies, access to, and ability to use,
weather and climate information is important (Howden et al.,
2007; Vincent et al., 2013). Climate information, in the form
of seasonal forecasts, helps in planning for strategies to adapt
to seasonal variability and to reduce risks; while the short
term, daily to weekly forecasts, can be particularly useful in
supporting farmers in deciding what farming activities to con-
duct the very same day or week (Archer, 2003; Singh et al,,
2018; Stone & Meinke, 2006; Vincent et al., 2013; Vogel &
O’Brien, 2006). For effective use of climate information for
adaptation, it needs to be available (i.e. supplied) and accessible
to the farmers (i.e. the farmers need to be able to receive and
understand it). Furthermore, the climate information needs
to be useable for it to be successfully used and taken up
(Singh et al., 2018). As in the case of vulnerability and adap-
tation in general, the accessibility and use of climate infor-
mation tends to be gendered (e.g. McOmber et al., 2013; Tall
et al,, 2014), and research is required to understand such gen-
dered effects, as well as ways of amending these imbalances
(Gumucio et al, 2019). The following section first outlines
the availability of climate information in Malawi, followed by



a discussion on accessibility, and what is required for the infor-
mation to be equitably accessible and used.

2.3. Availability, accessibility and use of climate
information in Malawi

In Malawi, the Department of Climate Change and Meteorolo-
gical Services (DCCMS) is the national meteorological and
hydrological service, and produces daily, 2-day and 5-day
weather forecasts (including temperature, rainfall and early
warnings if applicable) that are made available on DCCMS’s
webpage (https://metmalawi.com/forecasts/forecasts.php) and
disseminated to the public through TV, radio and social
media (Masangano et al., 2016). Seasonal forecasts are pro-
duced annually in August/September at the Southern African
Climate Outlook Forum (and updated mid-season in January),
then contextualized first to produce a national seasonal forecast
that is made available horizontally to national and vertically to
district level government departments, after a national political
approval process. The seasonal forecast then disseminates
down from District Development Committees, via Area Devel-
opment Committees, to the Village Development Committees,
which in turn is meant to reach out to individual farmers
(Masangano et al., 2016; Tembo-Nhlema et al., 2019). While
structures are in place for the seasonal forecasts to be filtered
down from government departments to the rural farmers, the
efforts to downscale the national seasonal forecast to district
level, and to provide sector-relevant interpretations and advi-
sories, are often project-based, due to inadequate domestic
resources. This means that availability of information is not
uniform across the country (Kalanda-Joshua et al, 2011;
Masangano et al, 2016; Tembo-Nhlema et al, 2019).
Furthermore, since the seasonal forecasts are contingent upon
a political process, the seasonal forecasts have been reported
to be released late, and are therefore found to be not useful
for the farmers (Tembo-Nhlema et al., 2019).

As indicated earlier, the availability of climate information
does not guarantee that the information is accessible, useable
and successfully used (Archer, 2003; Hewitt et al, 2017;
Vaughan et al., 2019). A number of studies have identified fac-
tors that influence the accessibility and usability of climate
information and weather forecasts by farmers in different con-
texts (Archer, 2003; Mulwa et al., 2017; Singh et al., 2018). Fac-
tors that have been shown to lead to successful use and uptake
of forecasts — other than access to land, credit and infrastruc-
ture — include language and technical proficiency of the user,
and access to a medium through which the information is dis-
seminated (Archer, 2003; Cooper et al., 2008; Patt & Gwata,
2002; Stone & Meinke, 2006; Valdivia et al., 2000; Vogel,
2000). Furthermore, aspects such as belief systems and percep-
tions have been identified as barriers to uptake of climate
science generated information (Osbahr et al, 2011; Singh
et al., 2018; Spear et al,, 2015). Resonating with many studies
globally, studies in Malawi found that combining local tra-
ditional knowledge of climate and weather information with
that disseminated from the authorities, could be helpful in
ensuring locally relevant adaptation strategies and its uptake
(Joshua et al., 2017; Nkomwa et al.,, 2014). Heterogeneity of
the potential users of climate information requires efforts to
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disseminate the information in such way that it does not over-
look or marginalize certain categories of users (e.g. women and
elders) (Archer, 2003). If the users of climate information are
addressed as undifferentiated, the potential benefits of the
information may not be realized by some categories of users
and existing inequalities may be exacerbated (Archer, 2003;
Carr et al., 2019; Gumucio et al., 2019).

Due to the extent to which factors such as education, literacy
and access to assets in general may be gendered, women as a
user group are likely to have limited access to climate infor-
mation and ability to use it in such way that may help support
adaptation (Archer, 2003; Gumucio et al., 2019; Jerneck, 2018;
Jost et al., 2016; WHO, 2014). Certain user groups may require
the information to be visualized, interpreted and communi-
cated in such a way that it is understandable for them, which
in turn requires a deeper understanding of those users (Hewitt
et al,, 2017; Lemos et al, 2012; Vaughan & Dessai, 2014).
Boundary agents and knowledge networks, or knowledge bro-
kers, thus play an important role as intermediaries in addres-
sing the gaps in understanding who the users are, what their
specific preferences are, and to facilitate the dissemination of
climate information and weather forecasts for improved uptake
(Cvitanovic et al., 2015; Guido et al., 2016; Tembo-Nhlema
et al,, 2019). Such an approach may be particularly beneficial
at the local scale, as well as in a developing and resource-
poor context, where the users are considerably, and increas-
ingly, vulnerable to climate variability, and where deep inequal-
ities persist, such as in the Malawian context (Archer, 2003;
Vincent et al.,, 2014; Vogel & O’Brien, 2006).

In some districts in Malawi, efforts have been made by
NGOs and extension services to improve seasonal forecast
accessibility and usability by translating them into local
languages, and disseminating them to rural farmer commu-
nities (Kalanda-Joshua et al, 2011; Masangano et al., 2016;
Tembo-Nhlema et al., 2019). Such efforts have also focused
on seasonal forecasts through the use of participatory scenario
planning in some districts, which has been useful for assisting
users in forecast interpretation and use, while also providing
an opportunity to integrate the local traditional knowledge rel-
evant to the user group (Tembo-Nhlema et al., 2019). However,
as mentioned previously, these efforts tend to be disjointed and
ad hoc, and do not benefit all who need them. It should be
noted that while scholars call for gendered analysis of climate
change effects and responses in general (Alston, 2013; Pearse,
2017), we acknowledge that gender is not the only determinant
of differentiated access to climate information. In the next sec-
tion we describe the case study area and motivate the inclusion
of an intersectional approach to gender and age, as well as edu-
cation level and size of landholdings as factors that may influ-
ence the accessibility and use of climate information among the
smallholder farmers in this study.

3. Methodology

3.1. Case study area - smallholder sugarcane producers
in southern Malawi

This study uses the Kasinthula sugarcane outgrower scheme in
Southern Malawi, located in the Chikwawa district in Southern
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Malawi, to obtain comprehensive information regarding the
contexts of these smallholder farmers relevant to using climate
information for adaptation. The farmers (in total 762 farmers,
of which one third are women) have signed off 1-3 hectares of
their land in lease agreements with the scheme, through which
sugarcane is being produced collectively on almost 1500 hec-
tares of irrigated fields. The scheme was established in four
phases, during the years 1997, 1998, 2010 and 2012, and
involves farmers located in several villages within a few kilo-
metres from the location of the fields. The land leases are admi-
nistered by a trust (Shire Valley Cane Growers Trust), that
established a management company (Kasinthula Cane Growers
Limited) responsible for the scheme’s agricultural, financial and
human resources operations. These two bodies of adminis-
tration are referred to as ‘outgrower management’ in this
study. Most farmers have additional plots of land outside of
the scheme that is not under sugarcane production, and for
which they make their own decisions (as opposed to decisions
made by the scheme management). We acknowledge that there
may be dynamics of intra-household decision making, which
means that access to land does not necessarily mean that the
person (particularly women) who farms on it makes the
decisions on what to farm or what to use the produce for
(e.g. Kathewera-Banda et al., 2011). We nevertheless consider
this land relevant for this assessment, as it is an asset that pro-
vides the farmer (and their household) with some flexibility in
choice of livelihood strategies, which could potentially be
improved by the use of climate information. We use land size
as a proxy for access to land in order to test if land access influ-
ences the use of climate information, assuming that the larger
the field, the larger the flexibility to use the climate information
for improved adaptation.

Henriksson et al., under review, which used the same repre-
sentative sample group as this study, showed that in general,
the farmers have low levels of education, high levels of illiteracy,
and only 12.5% of the participants have any form of income
(employments, piece jobs or run an independent business).
As we mentioned previously, language skills and technical
proficiency are important factors for successful use and uptake
of forecasts (e.g. Archer, 2003) and our assumption is that those
with higher level of education have better language skills and
technical proficiency. We therefore test in this study if the
use of climate information differ with education level.

The age of the participants in this study range between 17
and 97. Informed by Tembo-Nhlema et al. (2019), who found
that the younger participants in participatory scenario planning
for dissemination of climate information in Malawi (incl. the
Chikwawa district) were better able to use the information
for improved adaptation, we further include age as a potential
determinant of the use of climate information.

Section 2 outlined that opportunities for adaptation, includ-
ing accessibility and use of climate information tend to be gen-
dered (e.g. Tall et al, 2014). The study by Henriksson et al,
(under review) identified significant differences between
women and men - identifying gendered disadvantages affecting
women. These include women having lower education levels,
higher levels of illiteracy, being more often divorced or
widowed, and having larger family responsibilities. Further,
women have considerably fewer opportunities to partake in

decision-making processes compared to men in the Kasinthula
outgrower scheme. Reasons for this include underlying power
imbalances pertinent in a patriarchal society, inequalities as
outlined above, as well as preconceived perceptions of
women being less suitable for leadership positions and
women being perceived (by both men and women) as inferior
and/or incapable of contributing to decision-making (reducing
women’s participation) (Henriksson et al., under review).

3.2. Methods and data collection

We address the aim of the study, i.e. to investigate the avail-
ability, accessibility, and use of climate information among
smallholder sugarcane farmers, by using a mixed-methods
approach, combining qualitative and quantitative data collected
through in-depth interviews, and a questionnaire survey with
farmers within the Kasinthula outgrower scheme (‘farmers’
and ‘outgrowers’ are used interchangeably from here on).

A range of methods were applied during two field visits in
June and November 2017. In order to understand specifics
regarding climate information access and use, initial one
hour long in-depth interviews were conducted (June 2017)
with four women and four men outgrowers, using an interview
questionnaire (Appendix 1). The respondents were selected
purposively, and stratified in terms of sex. The respondents
(from various phases and villages) were approached by com-
mittee representatives, and determined by their availability
over the following days. The insights gained from the in-
depth interviews were also used in order to develop a question-
naire survey for the second field visit. In November 2017, this
questionnaire survey (30 minutes, Appendix 2) was conducted
with 136 outgrowers (78 women and 58 men). The respondents
were selected randomly from a complete list of the 762 out-
growers, with 20 women and 20 men randomly selected from
each of the four phases of scheme establishment (in order to
include newer and older members). Assuring participation
from the four phases also meant representation from a variety
of villages. Not all agreed or were available - an additional 10
women and 10 men were thus randomly selected. Logistical
and time constraints limited the total number of participants
to 136. The intention was to have equal numbers of men and
women, but the final selection largely depended on availability.
The in-depth interviews were facilitated by a Malawian
research assistant, who provided simultaneous interpretation
between English and Chichewa. The questionnaire survey was
conducted using the same research assistant, and three other
interpreters, who translated between English and Chichewa.
The questionnaires were written in English, but simultaneously
translated to Chichewa by the interpreter, and the answers
given in Chichewa, were transcribed in English onto the ques-
tionnaires in the field. Ethical approval from the researchers’
host University was obtained for the research, and all data col-
lection was conducted under relevant principles, in terms of
informed consent, voluntary withdrawal and confidentiality.

3.3. Data analysis

The responses from the in-depth interviews were analysed
using inductive thematic content analysis (Neuendorf, 2019).



After familiarization with the entire data set (both the qualitat-
ive and quantitative data), the information was coded accord-
ing to themes such as gender and equity, adaptation, land
agency and climate information availability, access and use.
Quotes that confirmed or contradicted the results of the quan-
titative data were chosen to provide context to the results of the
quantitative analysis. The responses from the questionnaire
survey were entered, in full or condensed, into a MS Excel
spreadsheet. The data was categorized according to the themes
of the analysis. Qualitative information from the questionnaire
survey was used in the same way as the in-depth interviews.
Unpaired t-tests were used to compare gender differences of
means where applicable. The chi-square test and/or Fisher’s
exact test (Bewick et al., 2003), were used to analyse gender
differences in regards to occupation (other than farmer), crop
field size (other than sugarcane), irrigation, crop types, and
number of different crops planted. The chi-square test was
further used to establish if the use of daily, 2-10 days and sea-
sonal forecasts (yes or no to any of the forecasts), and current
and preferred means of obtaining forecasts, were determined by
gender, age, education levels or size of crop fields. The cat-
egories with insufficient replies for statistical testing were
ignored in the further analysis. The sample size was too small
to statistically test if combinations of the factors influenced
the responses.

To test if gender, age, education levels and size of crop fields
determined if the outgrowers perceived the forecasts as reliable,
understandable and timely, we first assured that the categories
were large enough for the statistical testing by combining all
three types of forecasts, giving scores to the answers (yes =2,
sometimes = 1, no=0), and then summed the answers for
each respondent, for reliability, comprehensibility and timeli-
ness, separately. If the sum of each forecast for one respondent
was 0-3 the answer was set to ‘no’, and if the sum was 4-6, the
answer was set to ‘yes’. Specific examples include: One respon-
dent perceived daily and seasonal forecasts as reliable and 2-10
days forecasts as reliable sometimes, the answer was summed
up to 5, and the combined perception was set to ‘yes’. Another
respondent perceived seasonal forecasts as not timely, but
observed that daily and 2-10 days forecasts were timely some-
times - the combined score was 2, and the perception set to
‘no’. To enable chi-square analysis of association, the means
of obtaining forecasts were grouped to three categories.
Radio, TV and cars with speakers were grouped, as these are
forms of broadcast which are delivered at a specific time or
schedule, and cannot be revisited once they have been dissemi-
nated. Community leaders, NGOs, extensionists and the out-
grower management were grouped together, since they
provide opportunities to engage with those delivering the fore-
casts, and assistance in interpreting them can take place. The
last group consisted of newspaper, sms, WhatsApp or internet;
since these means enable revisiting the information at any pre-
ferred time.

4. Results

The farmers have on average 1.3 ha (0-98 ha range) of land in
addition to the land farmed through the outgrower scheme. On
this land they grow on an average 2.3 different crop types,
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including cotton, maize, millet, sorghum, beans, rice and var-
ious vegetables. More men than women irrigate their crop
fields (25.5% and 8.1% respectively, p < 0.01).

While both short term and seasonal forecasts are technically
available for all in the Chikwawa district, in that they are produced
by the DCCMS and the Southern African Climate Outlook Forum
respectively, and made available through public channels, the rea-
lity is that they are not accessible to all for a range of reasons. Radio
is the most frequently used means of accessing climate infor-
mation amongst the outgrowers — 83.3% of women and 86.2%
of men use radio to obtain daily forecasts (Figure 1(a)). For the
2-10 days and seasonal forecasts, the numbers are 76.9% of
women and 82.8% of men, and 71.8% of women and 82.8% of
men respectively (Figure 1(b—c)). 9.0% of the women and 10.3%
of the men indicate they do not use any of the three forecasts.
14.1% of the women and 6.9% of the men do not use the seasonal
forecasts (Figure 1(c)). Gender, age, land size or education level
did not explain the means of obtaining daily, 2-10 days or seaso-
nal forecasts, since the respondents were strikingly unanimous,
with radio being the dominant response. In contrast to the
means through which the forecasts are actually obtained, the pre-
ferred means of obtaining forecasts is more diverse, with radio
being the most preferred (58.1% of all farmers), followed by com-
munity leaders (32.4%), sms (18.4%), outgrower management
(9.6%), and extensionists (8.8%) (Figure 1(d)).

Gender, age, land size or education level did not explain the pre-
ferred means when calculated per individual means. When the
preferred means were grouped into categories, however, there
were associations found with gender and education level. Men
are more likely than women to prefer obtaining forecasts through
the category ‘newspaper, SMS, WhatsApp or internet’ (X* (2, N=
197) = 11.68, p <.001) (Figure 2(a)). Farmers with the highest edu-
cation category (10-14 years of education) are more likely to prefer
obtaining forecasts through ‘newspaper, SMS, WhatsApp or inter-
net’ and less likely to prefer ‘radio, TV or cars with speakers’ (X* (4,
N=194)=15.89, p <.001) (Figure 2(b)).

Women and men outgrowers indicated that they use the
daily, 2-10 days and seasonal forecasts for a number of decisions
(Figure 3). The daily forecasts are used to plan and prepare agri-
cultural activities in general, but respondents also indicate that
they help to inform specific activities such as land and soil prep-
aration, buying or preparing seeds, as well as deciding whether to
plant. The use of 2-10 days forecasts differed to some extent
from the daily forecasts, being used more diversely - to decide
when over the next coming days to plant, prepare the land
and soil, and to buy or prepare seeds. Both women and men out-
growers used seasonal forecasts predominantly for deciding
which crops or seed varieties (e.g. drought tolerant or early
maturing varieties) to plant, to prepare the land, and to plan
for the agricultural activities in general. An additional category
of activity for which seasonal forecasts were used (but not the
daily or 2-10 days) was to decide whether to extend or reduce
the extent of cultivated land. This category was indicated by 10
farmers only (7.7% of the women and 6.9% of the men) - the
statistical difference between these groups and the rest thus can-
not be established. The sizes of their crop fields are, however, on
average higher than those who do not indicate extension or
reduction of fields as an activity (women’s average 2.1 ha,
men’s average 1.9 ha).
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Figure 1. The outgrowers’ means of obtaining daily (a), 2-10 days (b) and seasonal (c) forecasts, as well as their preferred means (d).

The outgrowers generally perceive the forecasts as reliable,
comprehensible and timely - more so in the case of men
than women (Figure 4). The reliability of the forecasts is ques-
tioned to a greater degree than in the case of comprehensibility
and the timeliness — by women more than men. The daily and
the seasonal forecasts are better understood than the 2-10 days
forecasts. These results cannot be fully explained statistically by
neither gender, age, education level nor land size, as the cat-
egories ‘no’ and ‘sometimes’ are too small and thus, excluded
from the chi-square test.

5. Discussion

Aiming at investigating the availability, accessibility and use of
climate information amongst the farmers in Kasinthula sugar-
cane outgrower scheme, we found that women and men

farmers use mostly radio to obtain daily, 2-10 days and seaso-
nal forecasts. These forecasts are utilized to make decisions for
agricultural activities on a day-to-day or weekly basis, or to
adapt to next seasons forecasts by planning crop types and var-
ieties, sourcing seeds, preparing the land for irrigation and
altering the size of the land under cultivation. While statistical
differences could not be established in many of the analyses
(often due to categories being too small), the findings neverthe-
less indicate that the farmers manifest a variety in terms of the
use, and perceptions of climate information - and, critically,
that women are disadvantaged in several aspects. These
findings add to existing literature from other locations in
sub-Saharan Africa that show that men had better access to cli-
mate information than women (Carr et al., 2016; Carr &
Onzere, 2018; Diouf et al., 2019). Among the Kasinthula out-
growers, more than twice as many women (14.1%) as men
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Figure 2. The outgrowers’ preferred means of obtaining forecasts per gender (a) and per level of education (b).

(6.9%) do not use, or have no access to, seasonal forecasts at all.
In order to better support adaptation, it is necessary to assess,
acknowledge and account for this diversity of users.
Understanding the preconditions for the farmers’ uptake of
climate information is required to tailor the dissemination, as
recommended by Archer (2003) and Carr et al. (2016). The het-
erogeneity of this group is apparent in aspects such as gender,
age, education level, civil status and socio-economic capacities.
Nuances of such differences, that entail disadvantages for
women, were established through in depth-interviews with
the farmers. One of the woman farmers who stated she does
not use forecasts said: ‘My son bought me a radio, but it got sto-
len and he doesn’t have the money to buy a new one. I can no
longer get the forecasts like I used to’. Another woman farmer
referred to lack of batteries or electricity as a barrier to use her
radio. Resonating with the findings by Archer (2003) and Tall
et al. (2014), the restriction of time was mentioned by a number
of, especially, women, including one who stated: T am busy
working in the household or out in the field, and not always
where my radio is or where the car with the speaker drives
around’, indicating that she would miss regularly scheduled
forecasts due to other commitments. Such statements show
that although the forecasts may be available, they are not equi-
tably accessible among women and men farmers. Considerably
more women than men are divorced or widowed (Henriksson
et al., under review), which potentially also reduces the oppor-
tunities to obtain forecasts, compared to men — where all but
3% are married and can share the information between spouses.
When assessing the preferred means of obtaining forecasts,
the preferences were more diverse than those means which
were actually used. While radio was still the most preferred
means by women and men, the respondents, especially
women, also expressed the wish to obtain forecasts through
community leaders, sms, the outgrower management and
extensionists. There is thus a clear need to offer a range of
choices to access forecasts that allows for flexibility, and
which will provide alternatives to radio forecasts that are
broadcast at specific times of the day, and cars with speakers

which might not be regular and scheduled (as also found in
Tall et al, 2014). Men preferred the category ‘newspaper,
sms, WhatsApp or internet’ more than women. This may be
explained by men’s higher education and literacy levels, as
shown in Henriksson et al. (under review), which is confirmed
in the analysis, showing that the farmers with the highest edu-
cation level (10-14 years) also prefer this category. The category
‘community leaders, NGOs, extensionists and the outgrower
management’ is the second most preferred means of obtaining
forecasts among farmers. This is likely to reflect the trust that
the community members have in their leaders (Dionne,
2012), and could also be attributed to the previously mentioned
benefits in getting assistance in interpreting the information
(Archer, 2003; Valdivia et al,, 2001). These results confirm
findings elsewhere that knowledge brokers are particularly
important to communicate to women (e.g. Archer, 2003), but
highlight that the broker in question varies according to
context.

As previously mentioned, Malawi has systems in place for
seasonal forecasts to be made available by DCCMS, through
local departments and NGOs - but that not all who might
make use of the information are currently reached and/or ben-
efiting (Kalanda-Joshua et al., 2011; Masangano et al., 2016;
Tembo-Nhlema et al., 2019). Our findings support this obser-
vation — women have more limited access to these forecasts
than men, and interventions are needed to meet the require-
ments of the variety of users in the rural communities,
especially elders, women and those less educated (who to a
greater degree are women). Efforts to provide a wider range
of alternative means of accessing forecasts would help address
the issue of farmers’ lack of ability or time, and allow flexibility
amongst the users. Short-term radio forecasts (i.e. daily and 2-
10 days), if translated into local languages, as highlighted as a
priority also by Kalanda-Joshua et al. (2011), and if broadcast
regularly throughout the day, could complement sms and
WhatsApp services for those who are able to interpret such
information (predominantly men). Having access to such tech-
nologies or electronic devices is, however, not a matter of
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Figure 3. The outgrowers' use of daily, 2-10 days, and seasonal forecasts for decisions of agricultural activities.

course for all, and cannot be uniformly assumed. Access to
solar powered and portable radios could overcome certain of
these barriers.

For increased use and efficient uptake of the climate infor-
mation, it is crucial that users find the information reliable,
that they understand it, and that it is received on time
(Kalanda-Joshua et al., 2011; Tembo-Nhlema et al., 2019).
This study found that a majority of the farmers perceive the
forecasts as such. For each type of forecast (daily, 2-10 days
and seasonal) and each of the characteristics (reliable, compre-
hensible and timely), it is critical to note, however, that men
were more positive than women. This may, as mentioned ear-
lier, also reflect the lower levels of education and literacy among
women. In general, the forecasts were deemed reliable less often
than they were considered comprehensible and timely. The
daily and the seasonal forecasts were better understood than
the 2-10 days forecasts, which is not straight-forward to
explain.

Fewer women than men (around 80% and 90% for each
forecast type, respectively, see Figure 4) state that they under-
stand the forecasts. As highlighted by a number of scholars
(e.g. Kalanda-Joshua et al., 2011; Tembo-Nhlema et al., 2019;
Vogel & O’Brien, 2006), the gaps in comprehensibility may
be explained by the technical terms and concepts used in fore-
casts, indicating that smallholder farmers, especially those with
lower level of education and literacy, would greatly benefit from
obtaining training and assistance in interpreting the infor-
mation. Boundary agents and knowledge networks or brokers
can play a significant role in the dissemination of climate infor-
mation to make it more accessible and comprehensible for end
users, as previously discussed and highlighted by other scholars
(Cvitanovic et al., 2015; Guido et al., 2016). These organizations
have the opportunity to develop a deeper understanding in
terms of who the users are and what their specific needs and

preferences are, in order to accommodate disadvantaged
groups such as women, those who are less educated, those
who are resource poor and elders (Archer, 2003; Kakota
et al., 2015). Our results confirm this — the farmers identified
the category ‘community leaders, NGOs, extensionists and
the outgrower management’ as the second most preferred
means of obtaining forecasts. This reflects the need to provide
a platform that can facilitate assistance with interpretation and,
likewise, with strategies to use the forecasts for successful adap-
tation through altering agricultural activities, as also discussed
by Mulwa et al. (2017). As mentioned previously (and found
also by Cherotich et al, 2012), integrating local traditional
knowledge with scientifically generated forecasts may increase
the accessibility and uptake by some users. Tembo-Nhlema
et al. (2019) found that by receiving training in interpretation
of the forecasts and combined with traditional knowledge
through participatory scenario planning exercises, both men
and women farmers in rural Malawi were able to adapt their
agricultural activities in response to the advice they were given.

NGOs or extensionists might in many contexts be the most
obvious choice of bodies for an intermediary who is able to sup-
port gender-sensitive availability and accessibility of climate
information. This particular case study identifies the outgrower
management as an additional option. The outgrower manage-
ment regularly interacts with the farmers, in some cases having
done so for decades, and would therefore constitute a potential
organization to function as a knowledge broker for the farmers
in obtaining forecasts (daily, 2-10 days and seasonal). The out-
grower management has access to detailed user profile infor-
mation of this diverse group of members (and can further
assess it in-depth) and, by accommodating the diversity of
needs that this group comprises, they can use gendered access
preferences to support more equitable access to climate infor-
mation, and to foster adaptation.
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Figure 4. The outgrowers’ perceptions of the daily, 2-10 days and seasonal forecasts being reliable, understandable and timely.

Having access to this extra, gender-sensitive, support would
be valuable for the outgrowers, particularly the women who, as
our results show, are often inadvertently disadvantaged by gen-
der-blind processes. This is likely to be additionally important
during years when the sugarcane productivity is low, and the
financial benefits from producing sugar are reduced. Ideally,
for seasonal forecast dissemination, alongside training in the
interpretation and assistance in developing adaptation strat-
egies, should happen in collaboration between the outgrower
management, extensionists, NGOs and community leaders, as
well as interacting with those structures already in place in

the district that disseminate climate information through par-
ticipatory scenario planning (Tembo-Nhlema et al, 2019).
This corresponds with recommendations by Vogel and O’Brien
(2006), who suggest that existing platforms should be used to
‘piggy-back’ information.

This study provides useful insights into gendered preferences
for accessing climate information that is applicable to small-
holder farmers in general, particularly in other sub-Saharan
African countries with similar contextual vulnerabilities and
inequalities, and not exclusively sugarcane outgrowers in
Malawi. By further addressing the diversity of needs among
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smallholder farmers as a heterogeneous user group, gender
inequalities, and disadvantages determined by other factors,
can be reduced. We argue that the government, who have the
greater responsibility to increase the adaptive capacity of the
farmers through equitable access to land, credit, education and
information, must address the current institutional and financial
constrains that hamper a successful cascade of climate infor-
mation from the DCCMS to the end users, as discussed by
Masangano et al. (2016) and Tembo-Nhlema et al. (2019).
NGOs, extensionists or other potential knowledge brokers
such as outgrower management bodies, as identified in this
study, require governmental support to reach the broad range
of potential beneficiaries. Such support includes obtaining
sufficient training and facilities to further disseminate infor-
mation and assist farmers to adapt in response to the infor-
mation, in order to assure consistent and useful information
that is received and used also by the less advantaged users.
While the study described here has largely focused on avail-
ability and accessibility of the weather forecasts, further research
is needed to investigate the usability and utility of the infor-
mation, as well as detailed assessments on how farmers use the
forecasts to improve their adaptation and livelihood strategies.

6. Conclusion

This study shows that the ways in which climate information
availability, accessibility and use differ among sugarcane out-
growers in relations to gender, age, education level and land
holding size. The findings contribute to an emerging literature
that highlights how the diversity of needs and preferences needs
to be taken into account in order to ensure equitable access and
of climate information to improve adaptation, in a developing
country context such as Sub-Saharan Africa and countries simi-
lar to Malawi. We found that both access and preferences
regarded climate information are gendered, and a more diverse
range of options for accessing the forecasts is required to
accommodate the specific needs of women. Following radio,
men farmers would prefer to obtain forecasts through newspa-
per, whatsapp, sms or internet. Women’s second preference,
however, is to obtain forecasts through an organization that
can function as a knowledge broker, such as NGOs, extensio-
nists, community leaders or the outgrower management,
which is likely attributed to the fact that such interaction
enables training and assistance in interpreting the forecasts,
as well as guidance in how the forecasts can be used for
improved adaptation. Insights from this study can guide gov-
ernments, NGOs, extensionists and other local organizations
such as the outgrower scheme, to further develop existing plat-
forms for gender-sensitive dissemination of climate infor-
mation to a wide range of beneficiaries. By deepening the
understanding of gender preferences and unequitable barriers
to access, forecasts can thus be tailored to be successfully
used by women, less educated, resource poor and elders, and
not only benefit those already advantaged.
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