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Abstract 
 

This study explores gender identity, vulnerability, and agency in the lives of smallholder 

farmers, within the context of climate variability in Ky Anh, Central Vietnam. The study first 

explores how gender identity and power relations are constructed within everyday rural 

practices. The analysis then extends to examine how men and women experience differential 

vulnerabilities concerning changes such as climate variability. Finally, an intersectional 

analysis explores the agency and diversity within the experience of gender vulnerability and 

adaptation. A qualitative case study approach was utilized in which semi-structured interviews, 

focus group discussions, and key informant interviews provided primary data. The results 

indicate that gender discourses surrounding strength, skill, and authority shape gender identity 

and power in rural practices. It was found that men’s identity facilitates their entry into the non-

farm economy, while women’s farming responsibilities are enlarged as a result. Women are 

actively coping with the consequences of climate variability, but their time, labor, and mobility 

are significantly impacted. Despite these common experiences, the results also highlight the 

intersectional and differentiated experience of gender vulnerability along the lines of class, age, 

and marital status. Agency within intra-household relations, and an individual’s social relations 

emerge as key factors for improving adaptive capacity. 
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1. Introduction 

This thesis explores the lives of male and female smallholder farmers in the context of climate 

variability in relation to gender-differentiated vulnerability, agency, and intersectionality. The 

following section lays out the research problem and specific research questions. 

1.1. Research Problem 

Vietnam has been identified as one of the most vulnerable countries to climate change in the 

world (Schmidt-Thomé et al., 2015; WB, 2010). With 3260km of coastline, low-lying deltas, 

and its location in the path of Southeast Asian monsoons and Western Pacific typhoons, 

Vietnam is particularly exposed to rising sea levels and weather extremes (Fortier, 2010). Its 

high exposure is combined with sensitive socioeconomic structures and a low capacity to adapt 

these structures to change (Fortier, 2010). Over seventy percent of the Vietnamese population 

live rurally, and sixty percent identify agriculture as their livelihood source (Bergstedt, 2016). 

Impacts such as increased storms, hot spells, cold spells, floods, and drought are already being 

felt and are affecting household decision-making, including what crops are chosen and when 

they are planted and harvested (McElwee, 2017). However, smallholder farmers are not just 

adapting to a changing climate but are also responding to multiple factors and stressors such as 

reduced crop prices and market losses (McElwee, 2017). 

 

It is well established that the impacts of climate variability are not felt uniformly (IPCC, 2014). 

While this is evident across different geographies, it can be less apparent across different social 

groups in society. Although research has begun to focus on impacts along the lines of gender, 

class, and ethnicity to explain why some groups or individuals have a differential experience 

of climate variability, the focus is often placed on biophysical changes rather than tracing 

causality back to their roots in social structures (Tsachkert, 2012). Studies in this realm often 

have the gender division of labor as their starting point but ignore the relations of hierarchy 

and control found within the division (Mukhopadhyay & Prügl, 2019). This often portrays 

women as passive agents experiencing static vulnerability, while also generalizing and masking 

the diverse experience of gender vulnerability and adaptation (Arora-Jonsson, 2011; Eriksen et 

al., 2015). Similarly, this focus tends to ignore the power relations that are embedded within 

the gender identities that produce inequitable environmental relationships (Resurrección, 2017, 

2019). Gender vulnerability is understood as the inability to cope and adapt to changes or 

system shocks as a result of entrenched gender structures, identities, and power relations that 
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shape resource access, the division of labor, decision-making and mobility (O’Brien et al., 

2007; Rao et al., 2020). 

 

Although gender analysis in climate change research has been advanced by some scholars, they 

note that there remains a need for further research that analyses the social roots of gender 

vulnerability (Pearse, 2017, Jerneck, 2018; Yadav & Lal, 2019). In response to this framing of 

gender and climate variability, many authors have called for the inclusion of feminist theory 

that focuses on identity formation and the intersectional power-laden processes through which 

vulnerability emerges and is contested in the practices of men and women (MacGregor, 2010; 

Djoudi et al., 2016; Kaisjer & Kronsell, 2014). Additionally, research in Vietnam has often 

focused on the environmental vulnerabilities of climate change but ignored its gender 

dimensions, which continues to remain limited (Dasgupta, 2019). 

 

1.2. Statement of Purpose and Research Questions 

This case study will explore the concepts of gender identity, vulnerability, and agency within 

the lives of smallholder farmers in Ky Anh, Central Vietnam in the context of climate 

variability. In this way, the study is not primarily about climate variability, but it provides the 

backdrop. The analysis starts by broadly investigating how gender vulnerability is created and 

maintained in language and practices on the farm and in the household. Following this, the 

focus is narrowed down to individual cases in order to explore the intra-household dynamics 

and intersecting social relations that can enable or delimit agency to contest gender structures 

and vulnerability. 

 

Aim 

● To explore the role of gender identity and agency in producing gender vulnerability 

and adaptive responses to change in Ky Anh 

 

Research Questions: 

1. How are gender identity and power constructed in everyday rural practices in Ky Anh 

2. How and why does gender identity create differential gender vulnerability and 

adaptations for men and women? 

3. How and why does gender vulnerability and adaptive capacity vary with agency and 

intersectionality? 

 



9 
 

Chapter two presents a background of the Vietnamese context and Ky Anh district specifically. 

The conceptual framework is presented in Chapter three. Chapter four outlines and reviews 

key literature. Chapter five presents the methodological considerations. Chapter six presents 

the analysis and key findings and analysis from this study. Finally, Chapter seven will draw 

conclusions and research implications for the study. 
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2. Background 

 

Vietnam has experienced significant environmental, social, and economic change over the last 

three decades which has affected the climate, agriculture, gender-relations, and the economy 

(Bergstedt, 2016). This section positions these changes in the context of the case study. 

2.1. Gender, Agriculture, and Climate Change 

Under Confucianism, ‘three submissions’ organized a woman’s life through childhood, 

marriage, and widowhood, and her three masters were found in her father, her husband, and 

her son (Marr, 1984). Sons however held important social status as they perform funeral and 

ancestral religious rituals (Jacobs, 2008). Labor shortages during the Vietnamese conflict 

(1955-75) allowed women to take up positions in agriculture, industry, and local government 

(Teerawichitchainan, 2010); a situation reversed following its conclusion (Goodkind, 1995). 

The socialist regime that followed attempted to displace Confucian gender ideologies by 

targeting household gender roles through social programs to share and reduce domestic work 

(Teerawichitchainan, 2010). 

 

Vietnam's doi moi1 policy transformed the state from a centrally planned to a liberalized market 

economy in the late 1980s, leading to impressive economic growth, rapid poverty reduction, 

and improved living standards (Teerawichitchainan, 2010). This structural change de-

collectivized agriculture and each household unit was given a plot of land (Long et al., 2000). 

Further reforms enabled smallholder farmers to access agricultural inputs such as fertilizer and 

modified seeds, alongside the ability to inherit and purchase land (Tarp, 2017). These farming 

changes led to significant jumps in agricultural productivity and food security such that 

Vietnam quickly became a major rice exporter (Long et al., 2000). With increased supply, the 

price of rice dropped significantly, and smallholder farmers became more exposed to global 

market shocks (Tarp, 2017). Doi moi also relaxed the household registration system, fueling 

internal migration and urbanization (Hanh et al., 2017). 

 

While there is evidence that liberalization increased women’s education, income, employment, 

and mobility (Desai, 2011; Hanh et al., 2017), many critics argue that doi moi allowed 

patriarchal traditions to regain prominence (Goodkind, 1995; Luong, 2003). It has been argued 

 
1 Doi Moi is the name given to the package of economic reforms that began in 1986 (Tarp, 2017). 
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that compared to rural men, women have lost out as agricultural de-collectivization saw the 

feminization of subsistence farming, significant female unemployment, and informalization 

(Jacobs, 2008). The reinstatement of men as the manager of farming and household labor 

allocation resulted in less time and mobility for women due to increased household 

responsibilities (Jacobs, 2008). Despite developments such as the 2007 Law on Gender 

Equality, Confucian legacies evident in ‘son preference’, female predominance in unpaid 

household work, and acquiescence to male authority remains strong in rural areas (Goodkind, 

1995; Teerawichitchainan, 2010). Also, changes to societal relations during doi moi have in 

many ways weakened the capacity of rural society to adapt due to its dependence on industrial 

agriculture, and the loss of knowledge, skills, and social networks (Fortier, 2010). 

 

The Vietnamese government has responded to increased climate challenges with a National 

Strategy on Climate Change (McElwee, 2017). The strategy is largely technocratic and has 

been criticized as being a continuation of past economic policies rather than transformative 

change, with action plans surrounding flood defenses, irrigation systems, and modified crops 

(Christoplos et al., 2017; Fortier, 2010; Ylipää et al., 2019). Little importance has been placed 

on more generalized adaptation such as diversified livelihoods or building local social networks 

that build adaptive capacity to an uncertain future (McElwee, 2017; Fortier, 2010). Rather than 

a changed system, such policies reinforce existing power-relations and minimize the role of 

agency in dealing with such changes (Fortier, 2010). 

2.3. Ky Anh District 

Ky Anh is located in the southwest corner of the coastal province of Ha Tinh. While Vietnam 

has a poverty rate of 5.8%, Ha Tinh province is higher at 11% (GSO, 2018). Future scenarios 

predict Ky Anh as particularly exposed to intense climate change (MoNRE, 2011). Current 

impacts manifest as increased temperatures, displaced wet and dry seasons, drought, heavy 

rainfall, unpredictable ‘hot’ and ‘cold’ periods, and increasingly frequent and intense storms 

and flooding (Nguyen & Hens, 2019). The storm season has extended by two months to 

encompass August and December (Nguyen & Hens, 2019). Unpredictable weather is 

displacing traditional planting seasons, and frequent variations between hot, cold, and rainy 

weather is killing seedlings and causing an increased incidence of disease (Nguyen & Hens, 

2019). Storms and floods have destroyed crops, houses, and aquaculture plots. Apart from flood 
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defenses along riverbanks, there has been limited government-led adaptation in Ky Anh, except 

for a new irrigation system that has been recently constructed. 

 

Figure 1. Ky Anh Site Map 

 
 

Source: Nguyen and Hens (2019) 

 

Ky Anh has an area of 1.059km2 and is bordered to the west by 63km of coastline. Within its 

catchment, Ky Anh has a population of 119,772 (50.5% male and 49.5% female) and is largely 

a Kinh ethnic area (99.94%) (Nguyen & Hens, 2019; KAG, 2019). The district is mostly 

agricultural and dominated by rice farming. Other major crops are cassava, peanuts, fruit trees, 

and vegetables. Aquaculture is also an important supplement to rice farming. However, farming 

has become devalued due to reduced markets and income alongside the effects of climate 

change; with men moving to non-farm jobs. 

 

The majority of farmers have access to inputs such as hybrid seeds, chemical fertilizer, 

herbicide, and pesticide. The local Farmer’s Union (FU) organizes training for new farming 

practices and methods and the renting of plowing and harvesting machines. Local government 

also supplies poor households with food and water following storms, and local communes 

organize working teams to help repair destroyed houses following storms. Similarly, the 

Women’s Union (WU) also organizes collections for female-headed households that require 

support in general. 
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This study focuses on two selected communes within Ky Anh district. Ky Hai is found in the 

south of the district. There are 4,373 people, divided into 1,257 households across five villages 

(KHC, 2020). Ky Phu is a coastal commune with 9,826 people, divided into 2,988 households 

across eight villages (KPC, 2018). In both communes, over eighty percent of households are 

characterized as ‘non-poor’ by the Vietnamese multi-dimensional poverty index.2 The 

remaining households are characterized as ‘near-poor’ and ‘poor’. In both communes, non-

farm employment is predominantly a male activity such as construction work or welding. Both 

communes have also experienced significant migration to urban centers in Vietnam, and South 

Korea, Japan, Malaysia, and the Philippines. While there are some levels of female migration, 

this remains a male activity. The case study examines two communes within the larger district 

of Ky Anh, but does not attempt to generalize findings, but rather to explain a process. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
2 In Vietnam, a multi-dimensional poverty index (MPI) has been implemented to capture wider elements of 

poverty (UNDP, 2018). The index is based on monthly income per household member and the satisfaction of five 

basic needs: healthcare, education, housing, water and sanitation, and information access. Each basic need has 

two indicators making a score out of ten in total. Under the MPI to be characterized as a ‘poor’ household if they 

have either (1) a monthly income of 700,000 Vietnamese Dong (VND) ($29.90) or less, or (2) have between 

700,000-1,000,000 VND ($29.90 - 42.70) and fulfil less than three basic needs (i.e. indicator score below 3/10) 

(UNDP, 2018). A house is considered ‘near-poor’ if it has between 700,000-1,000,000 VND per month but can 

fulfil three basic needs or more (i.e. indicator score between 3-7/10). If a household has above 1,000,000 per 

month it is considered non-poor regardless of basic needs. 
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3. Conceptual Framework 

 

In this chapter, the key concepts and theories are reviewed. Overall concepts surrounding 

gender vulnerability, gender performativity, agency, and intersectionality are combined to 

answer the research questions. 

3.1. Gender Vulnerability and Adaptive Capacity 

O’Brien et al., (2007) define two conflicting approaches to vulnerability; outcome approaches 

and contextual approaches. Outcome approaches locate vulnerability within the impacts of 

hazards, rather than the roots of differentiated vulnerability in societal structures (Bassett and 

Fogelman, 2013). Studies in this tradition rarely investigate the root causes of adaptive 

capacity, or why it is lacking (Ribot, 2014). This has been criticized as without an investigation 

of root causes in gender relations, it portrays women as passive and inherently vulnerable to 

environmental change (Arora-Jonsson, 2011), while simultaneously masking the diverse and 

intersectional experience of gender vulnerability (Rao,  Lawson, et al., 2019; Arora-Jonsson, 

2011). By shifting attention away from the role of men and the power relations that underpin 

vulnerability, gender analysis is downgraded to a confirmation of how women are 

disadvantaged by climate change (Arora-Jonsson, 2011; Djoudi et al., 2016). 

Conversely, contextual approaches locate vulnerability within social, economic, and political 

relations (O’Brien et al., 2007; Adger, 1999). When vulnerabilities meet with hazards or 

stressors, they produce risk, which can exacerbate pre-existing vulnerabilities or create new 

ones (Basset & Fogelman, 2013). With this approach, vulnerability is understood as the current 

inability to cope with external changes, shocks, or stresses (O’Brien et al., 2007). With this 

more generalized stance, climate variability operates among many other stressors and changes 

that meet with pre-existing vulnerabilities within society (Ribot, 2010). Adaptive capacity 

relates to the ability to avoid risk and is the inverse of vulnerability; both are produced by the 

same social factors (Ribot, 2011).  

Gender vulnerability and adaptive capacity will be used throughout this study to analyze the 

practices and patterns of male and female smallholder farmers concerning their experience of 

economic and climate-related changes. Rao, Mishra, et al. (2019, p. 964) summarizes both 

concepts: “Entrenched social structures create power relations that shape women’s and men’s 

experiences of vulnerability through access to resources, divisions of work, and cultural norms 
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around mobility and decision making, all of which determine adaptive capacity.” Resource 

access, divisions of labor, mobility, and decision-making are all key concepts for gender 

vulnerability, but more importantly, behind these concepts are power-relations and identities 

which are at the core root of gender vulnerability and adaptive capacity  (Resurrección, 2019). 

To understand the relationship between gender identity and climate variability, MacGregor 

(2010) calls for research that goes beyond material impacts, and focuses on gender as a 

discursive and cultural construction of ‘masculinities’ and ‘femininities’ within the identities 

and power relations that shape social life. From these understandings, it is clear that in order to 

explore the root causes of gender vulnerability, theories relating to identity construction, 

intersectionality and, agency are needed. 

3.2. Feminist Political Ecology 

Political ecology understands the relationship between society and nature as one defined by 

struggles over knowledge, power, and practice (Watts, 2000). Gabrielsson and Ramasar (2013) 

define three key assumptions of political ecology; (1) the impacts of environmental change are 

unequally distributed due to pre-existing inequalities; (2) these impacts reinforce existing 

inequalities; and (3) that both of these combine to transform power relations between those 

involved. Political ecology has used these concepts to highlight that power is at the core of the 

reduced adaptive capacities that produce vulnerability (Adger, 1999; Engle, 2011). 

Feminist Political Ecology (FPE) is a sub-field of political-ecology which views “gender as a 

critical variable in shaping resource access and control” (Rocheleau et al., 1996, p. 4). FPE 

brings the principles of political ecology to focus on how gendered rights, responsibilities, and 

knowledge in environmental relations produces inequalities (Elmhirst, 2015). FPE has taken 

these early concepts and combined them with a more recent focus on identity formation and 

meaning within environmental relations (Resurrección, 2017, 2019). In this way, FPE supplies 

guiding principles for the analysis to focus on how power relations and identities determine 

how men and women from various intersecting identities experience, cope, and respond to 

changes such as climate variability. 

Additionally, FPE allows a micro-scale analysis of intra-household dynamics, and therefore 

displaces the perceived common interest of the household unit (Rocheleau et al., 1996). This 

allows an analysis of the authority structures and dynamics that can place women in a 
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dependent situation on male household members (Elmhirst, 2015). Therefore, agency within 

intra-household relations and negotiations emerges as a key element for women within male-

headed households (MHH) to access important resources, while those without normative 

family structures such as women in female-headed households (FHH) can face gender-specific 

vulnerabilities in relation to such resource access (Elmhirst, 2015). 

3.3. Gender Performativity 

The concept of performativity can help highlight the formation of gender identity within 

environmental relations. Performativity is a concept introduced by Judith Butler (1990) and 

has gone on to become central to FPE due to its ability to show identity formation (Elmhirst, 

2011). Butler (1990) held that gender is a performance, and the repetition of gendered behavior 

is performativity. The concept suggests that gender identity and power relations are created 

through the repeated performance of masculinities or femininities within everyday speech, 

practices, and ways of being (Butler, 1990). In simpler terms, identity is defined by what one 

does. Individuals are made ‘gendered’ through first internalizing and then re-expressing gender 

discourses through language and action. Discourse understands that language regulates the 

creation of knowledge and power, and gender discourses can be understood as a system of 

norms, attitudes, ideas, practices, and knowledge (Lessa, 2006), that set the limits, or the 

‘script’, of expected behavior of men and women in a given locality. Gender is not a voluntary 

or conscious act as discourses surrounding practices teach and assimilate individuals into the 

behavior associated with their gender identity, such as how men and women should ‘be’ 

(Butler, 2004). Individuals that break with this performance of gender can face stigmatization, 

shaming, or violence from society (Bondi & Davidson, 2003).  

Through the everyday performance of gender in farming or household practices power operates 

invisibly (Connell, 1995). The longer that performances are repeated, the more stable practices, 

identities and power-relations become (Butler, 1990, Nightingale, 2006). However, gender 

identities and practices are never completely stable as external forces and stresses are always 

destabilizing identity by creating new performances of gender and therefore changing power-

relations (Watts, 2000). Such external forces can either alter or reinforce gender identities and 

can come in many forms such as income shocks, migration opportunities, or climate change 

(Djoudi & Brockhaus; Gonda, 2019; Wangui, 2014). Nightingale (2006) uses this concept to 
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argue that gender is a process of change in which new performances of gender emerge and 

changes or reinforces what it means to be ‘a man’ or ‘a woman’ in a given area. However, 

while there can be some common gender vulnerabilities, at the individual level agency can be 

used to increase adaptive capacity. 

The concept of performativity will be used to explain how men and women’s identities, 

differences, and power are discursively constructed in language and enacted in practices on the 

farm and in the household; and how this produces gender structures, vulnerability, and adaptive 

capacity. Through this process agricultural labor and responsibilities are coded as masculine or 

feminine, access to resources is determined, and overall decision-making and authority are 

defined (Rao, Mishra, et al., 2019). 

3.4. Agency 

Performative adherence to gender discourses can create the practices and structural barriers 

that place women or men into positions of vulnerability to change or system shocks. However, 

at a micro-level, this vulnerability can be reduced with an individual’s agency and social 

relations. Kabeer’s (1999) understanding of choice revolves around the interaction between 

three dimensions: resources (preconditions), agency (process), and achievements (outcomes).  

Agency can be understood as having the power to choose and make meaningful decisions in 

life (Kabeer, 1999). There can be different types of agency. ‘Power to’ is the ability to make 

important decisions or choices for oneself. ‘Power over’ is the ability to overrule another 

individuals’ agency (Kabeer, 1999). The development of agency requires a certain ‘critical’ 

subjective identity to emerge. This is determined through a mix and interaction of gender 

norms, an individual’s life history, and intra-household dynamics (Kabeer, 1999). 

Kandiyoti (1988) notes that the particular gender regime determines how agency emerges and 

‘the rules of the game’ within gender relations. Gender structures, therefore, determine the 

baselines women negotiate from and how bargaining is conducted (Kandiyoti, 1988; Agarwal, 

1997). The ‘patriarchal bargain’ is a concept in which women accept gender norms to avoid 

confrontation or household fragmentation while maximizing their benefits and decisions from 

within these structures. Kandiyoti (1988) characterizes South and South-East Asian gender 

relations as ‘classic patriarchy’ in that women strategize to externally adhere to cultural 

expectations and appearances of deference but engage in backstage decision-making. This is 

due to the weaker fall-back positions in South and South-East Asian culture due to cultural 
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taboos surrounding divorce or household fragmentation (Agarwal, 1997). Therefore, decision-

making should also be understood as influencing, deception, and manipulation (Kabeer, 1999). 

Through such tactics, women can informally negotiate decisions that they do not have a formal 

say on (Kabeer, 1999). The preferred negotiating position is to use interpersonal strategies that 

ensure long-term security by manipulating their son’s and husband’s affections and 

responsibilities to them (Kandiyoti, 1988). In this way, women can call on and manipulate 

dominant gender or class identities and discourses to their own advantage and agency (Jackson, 

1998; Seregina, 2019). Through using structures as a base for challenging authority, such as by 

claiming rights granted to them within conjugal obligations, gender is both reinforced and 

challenged at the same time (Nightingale, 2006, 2011). In this way, the acceptance of 

subordination within structures is the base from which agency is exercised (Eriksen et al., 

2015). Kandiyoti (1988) notes that while these strategies maintain structural inequalities in 

place, women become skilled at increasing their well-being from inside them. 

3.5. Intersectionality 

Intersectionality is an analytical tool developed within feminist theory to understand how 

different identities and structures of power overlap and interact (Kaisjer and Kronsell, 2014). 

Crenshaw (1989) developed the concept to portray the varied experience of gender across other 

identities and social relations. Intersectionality focuses on how dynamics such as gender, age, 

class, ethnicity, or other inequalities overlap (Lykke, 2011). Through the interaction of various 

identities and categories of social difference, unique power-relations and outcomes are 

produced (Davis, 2008). Individuals are situated in multiple levels of social relations within 

the household and the community (McCall, 2005). These relations determine men and 

women’s agency and resource access (Kawarazuka & Prain, 2019). In addition, Kaijser and 

Kronsell (2014) argue that climate change research should focus on how certain intersectional 

positions enable or limit individual agency to contest these gender structures. In this way, the 

wider social relations available to a person affects their ability to adapt, cope, and respond to 

climate variability and other stressors (Chaplin et al., 2019). The concept can help identify the 

interplay of gender structures and agency. For class and gender analysis this study will avoid a 

material approach, but view class as social relations, status, and human capabilities (Leichenko 

& Silva, 2014). Similarly, age as an intersecting identity with gender can limit or enable 

agency. Leder and Sachs (2019) note an individual’s stage within a life-cycle can determine 

their power in intra-household relations. 
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3.6. Operationalization 

 

Vulnerability and its inverse adaptive capacity will be explored throughout in answering the 

three research questions (RQ) alongside guiding principles from FPE. RQ1 will use gender 

performativity to analyze how community-level gender identity, power relations, and adaptive 

capacities are created and maintained through the performance of discourses found in everyday 

language and practices. RQ2 will use the same concepts to focus on how gender determines 

men’s and women’s experiences of vulnerability through the adaptation and coping strategies 

available to them. RQ3 will employ concepts of agency and intersectionality to analyze 

individual or micro-level experiences of gender vulnerability and adaptation within intra-

household and community-level social relations and negotiation. 
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4. Literature Review 

This chapter identifies key themes and debates in the empirical literature related to gender 

vulnerability, identities and power relations within the rural livelihoods and climate variability 

research. 

4.1. Farming Identities 

Studies have shown that masculine farming identity is shaped in relation to the control of 

machinery, and the endurance against, and domination of nature (Brandth, 1995; Laoire, 2003). 

In contrast, female farming identities are constructed as frail, and unable to complete heavy, 

labour in order to construct masculine farming identity (Saugeres, 2002; Hitchcox, 1992). 

Palmer-Jones and Jackson (1997) observe that when analyzing the gender division of labor, it 

is important to investigate the relationship between energy intensity, technology, and skill 

alongside time considerations. In Bangladesh, the authors found that the introduction of treadle 

pumps saw men shift out of irrigation as it became perceived as unskilled and repetitive work 

despite the strength needed for the task. In Hai Hung province, Vietnam Hitchcox (1992) found 

that the perception of women as suited for unskilled work, and their tasks as ‘light’, diminished 

its value in the eyes of men; leaving women with more labor-intensive work. Similarly, in Phu 

Tho, Vietnam, Bergstedt’s (2016) findings showed that such perceptions were often in contrast 

to a reality in which women engaged in skilled, heavy, and dangerous farm activities despite 

the works’ ‘feminine’ coding. This literature highlights how gender discourses shape gender 

identity, the division of labor, and the valuation of male and female work. 

4.2.  Gender Identity, Vulnerability, and Adaptive Responses 

The following studies highlight how gender identity and power relations shapes how men and 

women respond and cope with climate variability. Studies have found that power relations and 

the coding of livelihood activities as masculine or feminine have allowed men to follow 

adaptation and coping strategies such as occupational change or relocation, while women 

remain in unskilled work that allows little resources for adaptation, or activities that are 

particularly sensitive to climate impacts (Saptkota et al., 2016; Eriksen et al., 2005; Rao, 

Mishra, et al., 2019). 

 

Access to resources such as land, labor, water, or money are key concepts within the literature 

(Djoudi et al., 2016; Resurrección & Huynh, 2017; Goodrich, 2019), however, time is often 
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missing. Reproductive responsibilities place additional burdens on women’s time, leaving them 

more sensitive to shocks (Jost et al., 2016), such as preparing their household for disasters as 

found in Bangladesh (Cannon, 2002). In Thai Binh, Vietnam, it was found that gender norms 

allowed men free time and mobility to play cards or drink alcohol, while such norms alongside 

significant farming responsibilities disallow women’s complacency which created barriers to 

attending political meetings or migrating (Ylipää et al., 2019). Power relations embedded 

within decision-making produces gender vulnerabilities as this can prevent women from 

making meaningful choices to increase adaptive capacity, such as whether to join a farmer’s 

cooperative to access loans as found in Panchkhal, Nepal, (Sapkota et al., 2016), or the ability 

to make important household purchases as shown as in Thai Binh, Vietnam (Ylippaa et al., 

2019). 

Male migration often surfaces in gender and climate change research, however, the evidence 

is mixed (Djoudi & Brockhaus, 2013; Rao et al., 2020; Eriksen et al., 2005). From a review of 

twenty-five case studies across Asia and Africa, Rao, Mishra et al. (2019) found that male 

migration is leaving women with reduced leisure time and wellbeing as they have gained 

increased responsibilities, while their agency remains static as they remain as farm laborers. 

However, other reviews of the empirical literature across Asia have found that male 

outmigration can increase women’s agency within farming decisions, but that this was often 

outweighed by the extra responsibilities gained from the loss of male labor (Rao et al., 2020). 

4.3. Agency and Intersectionality within Rural Livelihoods 

While access to resources emerges as a key factor in gender vulnerability less focus has been 

placed on how access is gained and adaptive capacity is improved through individual agency 

and intersectional social relations (Djoudi et al., 2016; Kaijser & Kronsell, 2014). In a 

qualitative comparative analysis of twenty-five case studies across Asia and Africa Rao, 

Mishra, et al. (2019) found that environmental stress is suppressing women’s agency, even in 

households or conditions that are conducive for their employment or decision-making to 

emerge. For example, in Long Lang, Central Vietnam, Rydström (2020) finds that women’s 

agency was suppressed before and during storms as men enjoy heightened power amid crises. 

However, masculine identities surrounding their role as ‘protector’ led to risk and fatality as 

fishermen ventured out to save boats. Similarly, in a case in Senegal, it was found that women’s 

agency within irrigation decisions decreased as a new irrigation system became controlled by 

men and women lost autonomy over water choices (Nation, 2010). Studies have found that 
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while adaptation and coping strategies such as agricultural diversification, changing 

agricultural practices, and migration are securing the material survival and security of 

households, this can come at the cost of women’s well-being, time and health (Rao et al., 2020; 

Solomon and Rao, 2018). 

4.3.1. Age, Marital Status, and Class 

Age, class, and marital status emerge from the literature as important intersections with gender 

for vulnerability and adaptive capacity. Within intra-household relations, women from various 

stages in a life cycle have different power positions and social relations. Using a life-histories 

approach in Western Nepal, Leder and Sachs (2019) found that the empowerment of elderly 

women with adequate land, powerful husbands, or wealthy sons, can disempower daughters-

in-law. Such dynamics have been found to exclude daughters-in-law from agricultural training 

or water user groups (Leder, 2017; Leder & Sachs, 2019). Similarly, in a study of young 

H’mong women’s lives after marriage in Northern Vietnam, Kawarazuka et al. (2019) found 

that daughters-in-law land into complex social positions, needing to negotiate with both their 

husbands and in-laws over farming and household decisions. Similarly, in Thai Binh, Vietnam 

it was found that young men face greater opportunities for migration while older women enjoy 

few opportunities outside of rice farming (Ylipää et al., 2019). The specific gender 

vulnerabilities and adaptive capacities of men and women change over their lifetime. 

 

The experience of FHH often appears in the gender vulnerability literature. There has been 

limited studies on the agency of FHHs to respond to climate stress (Gabrielson and Ramasar, 

2013), as much of the literature concerns the social isolation of such households, which leaves 

them with few social connections to call on during crises (Cassidy & Barnes, 2012). In a study 

in Ky Nam, Vietnam, Huynh and Resurreción (2014) found that FHHs receive less irrigation 

water into their irrigation channels as they cannot physically complete with married couples 

and they cannot spend as much time pumping water. However, studies have also differentiated 

de facto FHH that have male migration. In studies in Kenya and Tanzania Eriksen et al. (2005) 

and Below et al. (2012) found that the coping or adaptive responses to drought among FHH 

were restricted by time constraints, while de facto FHHs were able to use remittances to 

diversify their coping strategies significantly. 

 

Class and gender intersect to produce unique social and power relations that are relevant for 

gender vulnerability and agency. Agarwal (1986) shows that Indian women from ‘poorer’ 
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households enjoy greater bargaining power than wealthier women as they are more involved 

in income-generating activities. Similarly, in Chhattis Mauja, Nepal it was found that ‘poorer’ 

women successfully manipulated gender and class discourses that paint them as impoverished 

and helpless to bypass and ignore water-user irrigation groups and take extra water 

(Zwarteveen & Neupane, 1996). Conversely, studies that focus on class materially take the 

opposite view. In Orrisa, India higher class women coped with disasters more effectively as 

they had stronger houses and greater access to support networks in recovery (Ray-Bennett, 

2009). Similarly, Thomas et al. (2019) found that wealthier women had more time to buy food 

and prepare their households for storms. Overall, the literature shows that there is not a linear 

relationship between high class and reduced gender vulnerability. Rather than a focus on 

household wealth, Jackson (1996) argues that focus should be placed on contextual transactions 

and transfers within the household, and that this is shaped by individual agency in intra-

household bargaining. 
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5. Methodology 

 

This chapter presents the research design and strategy alongside the ontological and 

epistemological standpoint of the researcher. A description of the research process, methods, 

and sampling are outlined. The chapter concludes with a discussion of the ethical 

considerations and limitations of the study. 

5.1.  Research Design and Strategy 

A qualitative research strategy was chosen for its ability to provide in-depth research on male 

and female smallholder’s everyday practice, identities, and agency alongside the social 

structures and norms that police them (Bryman, 2012). This strategy enables a deep 

understanding of the processes of gender vulnerability rather than a quantification or 

measurement of the phenomenon. The study also uses a feminist research strategy. This 

approach aims to problematize the varied experience of gender as it questions established truths 

and generalizations of the lives of men and women (Creswell, 2013). 

 

To explore gender vulnerability, a case study design was used as this allows a focus on how 

gender vulnerability is rooted in the local norms, discourses, and power structures of a given 

locality (Creswell, 2013). Ky Anh is an exemplifying case as it is currently experiencing 

considerable climate variability, which is projected to increase significantly over the coming 

decades, and as it is also experiencing socio-economic change seen in agricultural and non-

farm diversification, migration, and multi-local livelihood patterns (Bryman, 2012). Therefore, 

the case allows a rich context in order to situate this study. In this way, the unit of analysis is 

not the case itself, but the male and female smallholders that are found within its bounds. 

5.2. Epistemological and Ontological Understandings 

 

This thesis is guided by social constructionism and feminist epistemological and ontological 

perspectives. Social constructionism proposes that reality and truth are subjective to the 

individual as there exists no external reality outside individual understanding. In this way, 

meaning and culture are not stable entities but undergo continual renegotiation and construction 

through interaction with society (Creswell, 2013; Bryman, 2012). Feminist epistemology is 

incorporated which understands that an individual’s understanding is based on their ‘situated 
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knowledge’. An individual’s perception of the world is rooted in their relationships, history, 

and societal position (Elmhirst, 2015). 

5.3.  Data Collection Process 

 

Gaining field access in Vietnam is a difficult process. I had the opportunity to go to the field 

as a representative from my internship organization - The International Council for Research 

in Agroforestry (ICRAF)- under their ongoing research project the ‘Feminization of Farming’. 

ICRAF maintains good relations with the provincial and district level government from past 

projects. This gave me access to key informants (KIs) and the local FU as guides. Two field 

trips to Ky Anh were completed in November 2019 (five days) and January 2020 (three days). 

The local FU hosted me during both trips and helped with transportation, the selection of 

participants, and introductions to local representatives. The first two days of the November trip 

were spent visiting farming systems in Ky Anh and learning about the site’s context through 

KI interviews. During this time a pilot interview was completed. 

 

For translators, I sought individuals with a rural background, and I wanted both male and 

female translators so they could match the gender of the respondents. I was fortunate to find a 

professional female translator from a rural area in Ha Tinh, and a male NGO worker from a 

rural province in Northern Vietnam. Before leaving for Ky Anh the three of us met to discuss 

the interview guide and for both translators to develop a shared understanding of the interview 

questions. 

5.4. Data Collection Methods 

In keeping with the qualitative research strategy, data was collected with individual semi-

structured interviews, focus group discussions, and KI interviews. 

5.4.1. Sampling 

 

As mentioned, Ky Anh was chosen as it is an exemplifying case and was easily accessible due 

to connections between the local government and ICRAF. Initially, the research planned to 

compare Ky Hai and Ky Phu communes, but after reflecting on their proximity to each other, 

close similarities, and representative characteristics within Ky Anh district the scale of analysis 

was raised to the district level. 
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The selection of participants for semi-structured interviews and focus group discussions was 

based on stratified purposeful sampling (Creswell, 2013) focused on the criteria of gender 

(man/woman), class (poor/near-poor/non-poor) and occupation (farmer). Men and women 

were chosen who were currently engaged in farming or had been in the past. Due to time 

limitations and logistics, it was not possible to select equal numbers across each class and 

gender category. 

 

Table 1: Summary of Data Methods 

 

KI interviews were chosen through purposeful and convenience sampling and consisted of 

individuals who were involved in local government at the village and commune level. 

Commune leaders (2) and FU officials (2) were reached as part of the process of gaining field 

access. WU officials were interviewed at the commune (2) and village level (1). 

5.4.2. Semi-Structured Interviews 

 

Seventeen women were interviewed ranging in age from twenty-five to seventy-seven years 

old. Seven women were currently living with their husbands who were the head of their 

respective households. The remainder were ten FHHs, with four being de facto heads due to 

their husband’s migration. Three women were single having never married. Three were 

widowed. Of the twelve men interviewed their ages ranged from thirty to sixty-seven years old 

all were currently living with their wives.3 Each interview took place in private in the 

 
3 A more detailed profile of interview respondents can be found in Appendix A 

Method Description  Number 

Semi-structured 

interviews 

Women  Non-poor 8  

17 Near-Poor 3 

Poor 6 

Men Non-poor 7  

12 Near-Poor 3 

Poor 2 

Focus Group Discussions Women (5 participants) 1 

Men (5 participants) 1 

Key Informant 

Interviews 

Commune Leaders 2 

Farmer’s Union 2 

Women’s Union 3 
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respondents’ home with the expectation that it gave respondents a sense of control and 

confidence in their surroundings. Interviews took between fifty to ninety minutes. 

 

By way of introduction and to help develop some rapport and light conversation before the 

interview, I shared some pictures of my time working and living in Ben Tré, a rural province 

in the Mekong Delta region of Vietnam. The interview guide discussed daily activities on the 

farm and household and how these are changed by climate variability and other stressors. To 

encourage conversation and stimulate shy respondents to discuss the division of labor, cards 

representing various activities were used to (see Photo 1). The questions were open-ended to 

allow individuals to construct their own meaning, and for their answers to show identity 

construction, negotiation, and decision making (Creswell, 2013). These were accompanied 

with detailed follow up questions which expanded upon relevant observations of the 

respondents. 

 

Photo 1. Activity Discussion Cards 

 

 

 

To understand and discuss individual perceptions of agency and intra-household relations, a 

‘ladder of power and freedom’ was used as a qualitative tool (see Figure 2) (Petesch et al., 

2018). Respondents ranked and discussed with examples of their own perceived power position 

within the household and how they perceived this for other adult family members. 
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Figure 2. Ladder of Power and Freedom 

 

 
                                                                                  

                                                                                                                Source: Petesch et al. (2018, p. 89) 

5.4.3. Focus Group Discussions 

Focus group discussions took place in privacy in a local government building in Ky Phu. Five 

men and five women took part in separate group sessions which lasted for approximately ninety 

minutes. The women’s ages ranged from twenty-seven to sixty-three years old, while the men’s 

ages ranged from twenty-nine to sixty-one. The female translator acted as moderator for both 

sessions. She took detailed notes throughout and paused after each answer to relay individual 

respondent’s contributions to the discussion. Questions focused on livelihood challenges and 

coping and adaptation strategies (see Appendix C). 

5.4.4. Key informant Interviews 

Interviews with the commune leaders of Ky Hai and Ky Phu and FU took place in the local 

government offices. The interviews revolved around the challenges facing the district in terms 

of livelihoods, how farming systems were changing, and the specific supports the local 

government and FU supplied. Two interviews were carried out with the WU leaders at the 

commune level Ky Hai and Ky Phu, alongside a WU representative at the village level in Ky 

Hai. The questions asked about the work of the WU in the area and specific challenges for 

female farmers. 

5.4.5. Additional Methods 

The first two days of fieldwork involved visiting different farming systems alongside the local 

FU. Many more informal discussions and interviews were had with my guides during lunches 

 

 Step 5: Power and freedom to make most all major life decisions 

 Step 4:  Power and freedom to make many major life decisions 

 Step 3: Power and freedom to make some major life decisions 

 Step 2: Only a small amount of power and freedom  

 Step 1:  Almost no power or freedom to make decisions 
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and transportation. This allowed some direct observation of the field and for detailed notes to 

be captured. 

5.5. Data Handling and Analysis 

 On the advice of my internship supervisor, a social scientist with extensive experience of 

gender research in Vietnam, none of the interviews were audio-recorded. As respondents were 

being asked to share potentially sensitive intra-household dynamics it was decided that the 

quality of the data would be better if individuals could feel more open to speak. In a 

comparative analysis Rutakumwa et al. (2019)  found that with rigorous note taking and a strong 

understanding with translators in place, the decision to record interviews should be judged 

against whether its inclusion will increase or reduce the overall strength of the findings. I agree 

with this sentiment and therefore do not consider this a limitation of the study. The pilot 

interview validated this decision. A strong rapport and understanding with both translators 

made this possible. They took notes verbatim as they were listening to participants, and I 

similarly wrote word-for-word their interpretation. While this slowed down the interview 

process, it increased the validity of the findings. 

 

To maintain anonymity and organize the data men and women were given either a male 

respondent (MR) or female respondent (FR) number. Thematic analysis was used to 

inductively create codes which were then organized into categories (Bryman, 2012). Following 

a return to theory and empirical literature, the data was deductively coded again using thematic 

analysis. For this process, I used QDA Miner, a qualitative data analysis program. For RQ3 

narrative analysis was used. Narrative analysis emphasizes individual stories rather than 

separating data into codes through which the meaning and context can be lost (Byrman, 2012). 

This approach was important to show both the diversity of experience of gender vulnerability 

and to show the unique and situated ways women can use agency. 

5.6. Ethics and Reflexivity 

As part of a feminist research strategy, a focus on ethical research methods and the power-

dynamics inherent in the process was essential. The lack of audio recording was an attempt to 

reduce the extractive nature of the interviews and increase the respondents’ comfortability 

(Scheyvens & Leslie, 2000). Similarly, having female translators was an important 

consideration to underlying power dynamics. An oral consent was received from each 
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respondent. They were aware of the purpose of the interview and of the confidentiality of it. 

Any names that are used have been changed (see Appendix B). 

 

How research is written is a reflection of the culture, gender, class, and life history of the 

individual (Creswell, 2013). This thesis is a result of my own positionality as a white, male, 

European master’s degree student which cannot be separated from this thesis, but it was 

something I reflected on throughout the process. Research from the ‘Global North’ often 

depicts women from the ‘Global South’ as marginalized and passive in the face of poverty and 

gender structures (Mohanty, 1988). In this way, it was important to remain self-critical when 

using the potentially sensitive concept of gender vulnerability and to find the diversity of its 

experience, and the agency and resistance within gender structures. 

 

5.7. Limitations and Trustworthiness 

The FU was an essential and unavoidable link in accessing the field. Research in Vietnam can 

often face challenges from local government and going through government channels is often 

the only option (Bonnin, 2010). However, such political gatekeepers strongly associated this 

research with a local government body (Hammet et al., 2014). This could have deterred 

respondents from openly talking about certain topics (Sultana, 2007). Similarly, at times FU 

officials were reluctant to select certain ‘poor’ households with the opinion that they would not 

have useful information. The male translator thought that officials were trying to avoid 

selecting households that may be critical about the local government. The reality of this cannot 

be confirmed, but it is worth mentioning. 

 

The credibility of the study is enhanced through the rigorous methods described, alongside a 

triangulation of multiple sources of data (Carter et al., 2014). This study is not trying to 

generalize its empirical findings, but the transferability will be enhanced through the use of 

‘thick descriptions’ about the context and findings (Bryman, 2012). To enhance the 

dependability, internal documents have been placed in the appendices to allow the reader to 

assess the methods. Similarly, by working alongside researchers within ICRAF in Vietnam, 

the overall validity has been improved through their input and advice. 
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6. Analysis and Discussion 

This chapter is divided into three sections to answer the three research questions in a logical 

order. The following section focuses on the first research question which seeks to understand 

how gender identity and power are constructed out of everyday rural practices. This establishes 

the gender regime in Ky Anh. Following that, the discussion moves to how such gender 

identities and power dynamics create gender-differentiated vulnerability, adaptation, and 

coping to climate variability. The final section focuses on the diversity of experiences within 

gender vulnerability and adaptive capacity by looking at agency within intra-household 

relations and using an intersectional lens. 

6.1. Gender Identity and Power in Everyday Practices 

 

As gender vulnerability is a result of social relations, structures, and power (MacGregor, 2010; 

Eriksen, 2015), this section looks at how gender identity and power relations are constructed 

within the division of labor, resource access, decision-making, and mobility. By analyzing 

identity formation in language, and how these identities are performed and embodied in 

farming activities and decision-making, the overarching gender discourses can be illuminated. 

Through this process, the social and power relations between men and women which determine 

adaptive capacity can be made clear (Nightingale, 2009). 

6.1.1. Gendered Farming Practices 

 

Throughout the interviews, discourses emerged that set the social limits of men and women’s 

capabilities and power. One respondent used an old war phrase to describe men and women’s 

positions in marriage, she said that “the wife is the back support. The husband works at the 

front” (FR9). This aptly encapsulates how gender identity and power are constructed in 

language in Ky Anh. Found within descriptions of rural practices is a repeated mantra of ‘big’ 

and ‘little’ work (Bergstedt, 2016). This constructs an image of men and women’s work 

happening in complementary harmony, while masking the power-relations embedded within 

this division. 

 

The power and knowledge created and maintained by gender discourses in farming practices 

have given men greater adaptive capacity. Men’s farming work embodies masculine ideals 

(Brandth, 1995). Their main responsibilities are plowing, harvesting, and spraying chemical 
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herbicide and pesticide. Women aid in all these activities, but they are coded as masculine. In 

addition, men share irrigation pumping with women. In describing these roles, different 

manifestations of ‘big and small’ can be seen in discourses surrounding strength and weakness, 

and skill and simplicity. Men’s suitability for certain tasks is the justification for women’s 

domestic work, “Men work harder with strenuous work. Women do things like housework.” 

(FR1). Discourses of strength also bleed into and support norms surrounding skill and 

simplicity through which men are presented as having superior technical knowledge, “One 

person does the simple, one does the technical. I am stronger so I am best suited for it.” (MR10). 

Men’s activities also construct women’s subsistence roles, “Harvesting my wife can do, but 

she can also do many things at home, so she stays at home” (MR9). While the biological limits 

of different bodies should not be ignored (Jacskon, 1998), the way these activities construct 

men’s farming identity surrounding superior strength and skill, spill over into other spheres of 

activities and justifies women’s work. 

 

Traditionally in Ky Anh, plowing was completed by buffalo, and harvesting was completed by 

hand. However, both have been mechanized over the past five years. The local government 

organizes wealthier farmers to rent their machines for 150,000 VND ($6.4) per sào (360m2). 

This mechanization has facilitated men’s departure from farming into the non-farm economy 

as they can outsource their farming roles to machines and hired labor. This mechanization has 

widened the power gap as men’s work has become less-labor intensive, and more adaptive to 

change, while women’s activities remain static and labor-intensive. 

 

Men and women both justify women’s farming activities in terms of discourses surrounding 

capabilities and knowledge (Saugeres, 2002). Such gender identities are seen in sowing and 

planting. One woman mentioned that a man would never participate in planting or sowing as, 

“Women do the small work, men do not do small work.” (FR16). Alongside supporting in 

plowing and harvesting, women are mainly responsible for planting seeds, weeding, 

fertilization, monitoring for disease, and maintaining rice and irrigation banks. They also dry 

and sell rice after harvest. These activities equate to an inequitable work burden in terms of 

time, energy expenditure, and mobility. This is most clearly seen in weeding. While varying 

with the season, on average women weeded for eighty minutes a day. Many female respondents 

and the female focus group observed that weeding was their most time consuming and 

exhausting activity. It was also quite often selected as the activity that female farmers wished 

to have mechanized in some way as weeding requires continual bending and stooping for long 
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periods in the sun. Apart from the time and labor-intensiveness of weeding, it is also used to 

construct the perceived capacities of men and women. Men often dismissed women’s activities, 

“Plowing takes the most time, spraying and weeding is simple.” (MR6). The perceived 

simplicity of women’s work allowed the time and physical exertion of it to be overlooked 

(Hitchcox, 1992). This discourse also cements women’s position as subsistence providers as 

one man noted, “she does weeding because I am the one who goes out to work and earn 

money.” (MR9). The devaluation of their tasks reduces their perceived economic contribution 

to the household, reducing their decision-making power (Sen, 1990). Similar physical and 

symbolic practices are found within other repetitive or laborious tasks such as irrigation bank 

maintenance, and planting, among others. These embodied gendered farming practices 

construct women as weak, unskilled, and suitable for laborious tasks that are devalued through 

comparison to men’s work. 

 

Through performing internalized discourses in farming practices men and women become 

gendered farmers (Nightingale, 2006; Butler, 1990). Although men and women work together 

in complementary ways to ensure survival, these complementary practices produce unequal 

power relations as they create and maintain a division of labor that places women into 

subordinate relations to men in terms of time, labor intensiveness, and decision-making. This 

is in keeping with literature found in Vietnam (Bergstedt, 2015; Ylipää et al., 2019) and Asia 

(Palmer-Jones and Jackson, 1997; Hansda, 2017). This division devalues women’s time, and 

in doing so their mobility is limited, leading to a reduced adaptive capacity compared to men’s 

more mobile and mechanized farm work. 

6.1.2. Practices at Home 

The practices found within the household are an important arena in creating gender identity 

and power as they associate women with subsistence work and pile an inequitable double 

burden of farming and household tasks on female farmers. Men’s main responsibility is 

repairing the house, while younger men helped more with cleaning or cooking. Women’s main 

responsibilities are childcare, the home garden, food shopping, house cleaning, washing 

clothes, and caring for small animals and livestock. All respondents had gas stoves and wells 

for domestic use, while wealthier households had additional appliances. Even with such labor-

saving machines the double burden of farm and housework significantly constrained time. 

Generally, most women woke one hour before their husband to prepare breakfast at around 
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4.30-5 am. On average, men finished work at 5.30 pm, while women often did not finish until 

7.30-8 pm due to cooking and other domestic tasks. This time use is constructed as a natural 

and fair division due to perceptions of women’s work as unskilled as one woman rationalized, 

“Women work longer, men work harder” (FR6). One male farmer remarked that his wife has 

far less free time than him, but he was entitled to it, “I am a gentleman, I need some time for 

smoking or tea drinking or meeting my friends outside.” (MR6). This highlights the discourse 

that constrains women’s time and allows men free time. These time constraints leave women 

in Ky Anh with a reduced adaptive capacity as their time becomes particularly sensitive to 

shocks or stresses that can increase pressure on already tight schedules (Cannon, 2002; Jost, 

2016).  

6.1.3. Decision-making 

 

The construction of power-relations and identities are most clearly seen in decision-making. 

This defines who can access resources to increase adaptive capacity (Adger, 1999; Rao, 

Lawson, et al., 2019). But beyond access to resources, decision-making within conjugal 

relations can be more widely conceived as having the power to make life choices (Kabeer, 

1999). 

 

The ‘Pillar of the Household’ is an important Vietnamese concept which grants final decision-

making and authoritative power to men. This concept refers to the conjugal contract, or the 

patriarchal bargain (Kandiyoti, 1988) in which men have obligations to their household in 

return for submission or deference. Respondents justified this power discursively through links 

to other masculine discourses of strength and skill, “As my husband works hard, I have to 

respect his decisions.” (FR2). Similarly, one man justified his power as he ‘has the ideas’ or 

that he decides about purchasing household machines as, “I know the technique better, she only 

knows what is more beautiful.” (MR8). Authority is also tied to income. One man noted, 

“money, money makes the decision. If you want to make a decision but have no money you 

can’t.” (MR1). These discourses give male heads of households a monopoly on most important 

decisions.  

 

All respondents were asked to choose how they perceived their own and other adult household 

member’s decision-making power on the LPF. Figure 3 shows an average of how fourteen 



35 
 

women and fifteen men interpreted their own, and their spouses’ decision-making power within 

their household. 

 

Figure 3. Results from the Ladder of Power and Freedom 

 

 
 

 

This illustration (Figure 3) is not meant to quantify specific values, but only to highlight the 

power structure between men and women. The result shows that although husbands have 

greater power to make decisions, there is a gap between how husbands and wives perceive how 

much power wives have within the household. Women perceive that they are making more 

decisions than men perceive them to be. This is the space in which agency operates in unseen 

ways through ‘informal’ decision-making (Kabeer, 1999). When making important decisions 

male and female respondents always noted that they always first discuss and agree on the 

change. However, this was usually followed by the clarification that men will have the final 

say or decision. One woman mentioned that when making decisions, Vietnamese women must 

“know the social hierarchy” (FR1) that respects their husband’s final decision. However, within 

the discussion, women can strategize to influence or manipulate their husbands. As one woman 

noted, “My husband makes more decisions as he is the owner, but I make suggestions.” (FR9).  

Women make strategic choices of when to contest decisions as they are aware of what can be 

contested and what needs to go unchallenged (Kabeer, 1999; Agarwal, 1997). For example, 

one man noted that, “When we have different ideas for big things there is no conflict, for little 

things there is conflict.” (MR7). In many ways, this strategy is a form of agency. 

 

Women reported autonomously making decisions about things considered ‘small’ such as 

childcare, cleaning, and small everyday purchases. They play the role of accountant for the 
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household budget, but do not decide large purchases. Similarly, women had greater power in 

their own activities such as sowing or planting, but meaningful decisions that would change 

farm production needed to be discussed. However, what is considered ‘small’ can vary by 

household with some women having more power over subsistence crops or livestock. 

 

To conclude this section, gender identity and power relations are constructed through the 

performative adherence to discourses of skill, strength, and authority in everyday rural 

practices. This creates differentiated rights, responsibilities, and knowledge within 

environmental and farming relations (Rocheleau et al., 1996; Ylipää et al., 2019). The 

combination of these dynamics within the division of labor, resource access, decision-making, 

mobility, and free time, leaves female smallholder farmers with reduced adaptive capacity and 

define their experience of gender vulnerability and adaptation to climate variability and other 

stressors. 

6.2.  Gender Vulnerability, Adaptation and Coping to Change 

 

Gender vulnerability is constructed as a result of social relations, structures, and power 

(MacGregor, 2010; Eriksen, 2015), and determines the capacity of men and women to adapt 

and cope with economic or climate variations (O’Brien et al., 2007). In this section, the analysis 

will trace these gender identities and power relations to the differential vulnerability, coping 

and adaptive strategies of men and women. 

6.2.1. Feminization of Farming 

 

Gender identity and power relations determine men and women’s role in household adaptation 

strategies. Generally, men are diversifying into the non-farm economy. Men are entering 

construction work, small enterprises, and both domestic and international migration. Although 

some young women have migrated both internationally and domestically, it is predominantly 

a male activity. Women’s role in household diversification is defined by their power position 

and identity which ties them to the household and labor-intensive agricultural activities. By 

contrast, women are entering into low-income activities such as vegetable trading, agricultural 

wage labor, small livestock, or rice-wine production. 
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According to KIs, over the last twenty years (1) agricultural incomes have been decreasing, (2) 

agricultural markets have become harder to find, (3) and increasing climate variability is 

impacting agriculture. These changes are in reaction to multiple stressors, not just climate 

variability. In this way, men entering the non-farm economy is an adaptive response to decrease 

the general vulnerability of the household to many types of shocks or changes (Adger, 1999; 

O’Brien et al., 2007). However, in Ky Anh this adaptation has caused a renegotiation of gender 

roles. While households with non-farm livelihoods have increased adaptive capacity, women 

from these households reported that they are now responsible for organizing male activities 

such as renting plowing and harvest machines, irrigation, spraying chemicals, and preparing 

their house for storms. This has increased their workloads significantly. Men’s adaptive 

strategy has been facilitated through gender discourses surrounding income, strength, and skill.  

One female respondent noted that women cannot follow this strategy as ‘construction workers 

need skills’, and that women must remain in farming as ‘farming activities do not bring income, 

they fulfil basic needs’, and ‘women must raise children and be close to the home’ (RN26). In 

this way, feminine discourses surrounding skill, income, and care work regulate this change as 

much as masculine ideals of strength and household headship. Adaptation, therefore, is a 

power-laden process (Eriksen et al., 2015), completing a cycle between power and practice as 

pre-existing power asymmetries for female farmers are entrenched with increased 

responsibilities (Watts, 2000). While in Ky Anh women experience gender vulnerability due 

to their increased responsibilities, the literature notes that men who migrate often face 

dangerous informal work (Rao et al., 2020). This is beyond the scope of this study, but it is 

worth noting the possibilities that men experience specific vulnerabilities from this adaptation. 

6.2.2. Agricultural Adaptation and Coping Strategies 

 

This section will explore the different agricultural adaptation and coping strategies of men 

and women. Within farming, adaptation is taking place at the district, farm, and individual 

level, and men and women are following different strategies based on their relative power 

and positions in the division of labor. 

 

Shifting Seasons and Schedules 

 

Seasons and farming schedules are being impacted by climate variability; however, this is 

having an inequitable impact on female farmers. Increasing incidences of ‘cold spells’ during 

the autumn or winter months emerged continually as a pressing concern. In response, the 



38 
 

district-level government has shortened the Autumn and Winter-Spring rice season to three 

months to avoid such cold periods, and farmers are using hybrid rice varieties with a shorter 

growth period. Many women noted that this significantly reduced time spent weeding and other 

continual feminine activities. Men have saved time within spraying, but overall, it is a net 

benefit for female farmers. However, other adaptations are having the opposite effect. Due to 

increasingly hot summer months, many women commented that it has become common to shift 

their working schedule. “When it’s hot it’s hard to work. Now we cannot work at two or three, 

it has to be at four.” (FR3). Due to this commonly followed strategy, women reported that they 

are finishing their household activities later in the evening which reduces already constrained 

free time (Jost et al., 2016; Cannon, 2002). 

 

Agricultural Technology 

 

With an increased incidence of climate-related disease and pests, both men and women are 

adapting by increasing the frequency of pesticide and herbicide spraying. The male focus group 

(MFG) observed that frequent variations between hot and rainy weather is causing fungal 

disease in rice and peanut crops. They reported that this is happening more and more and that 

over the last ten years the frequency of spraying has increased from four/five to ten times per 

season. This has mostly impacted men’s labor but also coincides with women spending more 

time monitoring for disease as noted by the FFG. 

 

In addition, in response to droughts, hot spells, and cold spells the FU is organizing agricultural 

training about choosing and using hybrid seeds and transplanting rice seedlings. Men and 

women reported that trainings are attended mostly by women as agriculture was increasingly 

feminized and men do not wish to go. However, in MHH women often had to receive 

permission from their husbands before making changes and using their training knowledge. 

This lack of autonomy over their own farming activities creates gender-specific vulnerabilities, 

as inputs are particularly important for the resilience of women’s farming activities as hybrid 

seeds reduce time spent on weeding and monitoring for diseases, or replanting and reirrigation 

after the death of seedlings from the cold. 

 

Crop Diversification 

 

The results show that drought is having an inequitable impact on women’s labor. Reduced 

rainfall and drought are leading to increased irrigation needs. With men entering the non-farm 
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economy, women have become increasingly responsible for irrigation. Many women noted the 

increased time spent maintaining irrigation channels and pumping water into them during hot 

spells or droughts. Acute water shortages have led to changes in land use from rice to peanut 

farming. FFGs observed that as peanut farming requires significantly more weeding, this 

change increased their workloads significantly. By contrast, men’s activities in plowing, 

harvesting, and spraying remained relatively unchanged. Overall, household adaptive capacity 

has increased, but the extra workloads in response to drought are creating specific 

vulnerabilities for female household members. 

 

Quite recently the Ky Anh government constructed a new mechanized irrigation system. 

Women are responsible for digging and maintaining the earthen channels that guide the 

pumped water along concrete dikes to their fields.  The local government calculates how much 

water to release, however, both focus group discussions commented that there is rarely enough. 

With this system, many farmers switched back to rice cultivation for the summer crop, and the 

FFG confirmed that this reversed the increased weeding burdens of female farmers for peanut 

cultivation. However, the FFG discussed that women are competing to be the first to access the 

water, and that when it runs dry, some women have been stealing water from irrigation 

channels, or even redirecting channels into their own. It was agreed that because of this, women 

are now spending more time monitoring and inspecting their irrigation banks and water-levels. 

Research about gender and irrigation in Asia have come to similar findings about the loss of 

autonomy over water decisions (Nation, 2010), the competition in pumping water among 

women (Huynh & Resurrección, 2014), and even the agency in bypassing rules to steal water 

(Zwarteveen & Neupane, 1996). As noted by Nightingale (2009) gender vulnerability is a 

relational process that emerges in specific contexts. The irrigation project reduced gender 

vulnerability as it allowed a shift back to less-labor intensive rice farming, while in other 

instances it has inadvertently created new forms of gendered time constraints, risk, and even 

agency through the practice of monitoring and potentially stealing water. 

 

Coping Strategies 

 

While these adaptations are to an extent mitigating agricultural losses and damages, they have 

not been completely effective. Generally, compared to men, women face greater increases in 

responsibilities and working time to cope with climate variability. Although herbicides have 

reduced weeding, increased variations in heavy rainfall is removing herbicide after application, 
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and in some cases, women perceive their time spent weeding is increasing as a result. Despite 

cold and flood-resistant rice seeds and shifting to shorter seasons, many female respondents 

reported that cold spells and storms are flooding and killing newly planted rice seedlings. This 

requires replowing, replanting, respraying and reirrigating, which has greater impacts on 

women as they fulfil the more labor-intensive activities, while the male activity of plowing is 

mechanized. 

 

Similarly, increased and unpredictable rainfall is having time and labor impacts. Men’s 

activities remain relatively insulated from the heavy rainfall experienced in Ky Anh. However, 

many women reported the impact heavy rainfall is having on their home gardens. This is an 

important source of non-farm income for women. Increasingly frequent rainfall is leading to 

extra labor spent in draining home gardens, and replanting vegetables. In addition, after harvest, 

the rice crop must dry outside before processing. This activity is increasingly difficult as 

rainfall patterns are unpredictable as they no longer follow the season and change rapidly. One 

woman bemoaned that this is becoming an exhausting activity, “Sometimes it rains suddenly, 

and I have to leave my food. I want to go somewhere but I worry it might rain.” (FR9). Other 

FR noted that their time and labor is increased as they must quickly haul rice undercover or 

raise it above ground. As observed, this is reducing women’s mobility as they must stay near 

their house, reducing their time for other activities or opportunities. 

 

To conclude this section, at the root of the gender-differentiated vulnerability and impacts are 

the gender identities and power relationship that underpins mobility and the division of labor. 

Men’s greater mobility and power has allowed them to adapt by entering the non-farm 

economy, which is leaving women with extra farm responsibilities. This agrees with the wider 

literature (Sapkota et al., 2016; Eriksen et al., 2005), that pre-existing gender vulnerabilities 

determine adaptive responses. Environmental change transforms power relations (Watts, 

2000), but adaptation to economic and climate changes in Ky Anh is not presenting an 

opportunity to ‘undo’ gender identities (Kabeer, 2004; Jerneck 2018), but is reinforcing pre-

existing vulnerabilities found in discourses of strength, skill, and men’s authority as women 

must increasingly perform unskilled and labor-intensive activities in their adaptive and coping 

actions. Through these inequitable impacts, women’s time and mobility are further constrained 

(Resurrección, 2012; Gonda, 2016), which creates new constraints on adaptive capacity. 
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So far, gender has been treated in a structural manner. However, the experience of vulnerability 

and adaptation is a highly individual process due to the intersection of gender with other power 

relationships. The following section will dive into the micro-level experiences of 

vulnerabilities, coping and adaptation, and the power relations within these processes. 

 

6.3. Agency and Intersectionality within Gender Vulnerability and Adaptation 

Kabeer’s (1998) understanding of agency in combination with intersectional perspectives are 

pertinent in analyzing how an individual’s social relations and positions can create both unique 

gender vulnerabilities and responses to it. How an individual is placed in relation to structures 

in the household and community determines their ability to exercise agency and access 

resources in responding to gender vulnerability (Kabeer 1998). As noted by Kabeer (2000) in 

patriarchal systems women avoid confrontation through informal bargaining and manipulation. 

The first section will analyze intra-household bargaining and intersecting relations of gender, 

class, and age within MHH. The LPF will be referenced throughout and it can be found on 

page 35. The second section will analyze the unique gender vulnerabilities and responses of 

FHH. 

6.3.1. Intra-Household Relations 

The following two cases can highlight how female farmers have agency to make choices 

through ‘backstage’ and informal negotiation (Kabeer, 1999). Female farmers can claim 

knowledge from their roles to influence decision-making and reduce vulnerability. Nguyen, 

40, is a rice and peanut farmer from a ‘near-poor’ household. He describes his own activities 

as technical farming, and his wife Ngọc’s as simple or “little work”, despite acknowledging 

the she is constantly busy with farming or housework. Nguyen notes that his wife can buy 

agricultural inputs such as cold-resistant seeds without consulting him because she attends 

training and is skilled at calculating the amounts required. He says that in their household, 

Ngọc plays the role of bookkeeper as she knows best their income and expenditure and ‘what 

is needed’. On the LPF he places himself at four and Ngọc at three. Nguyen recounts that he 

recently decided to buy a plowing machine, but that Ngọc protested by pointing to their overall 

expenses. She argued that they had no collateral for a bank loan and that a plowing machine 

was unaffordable, but then suggested that a washing machine was not. Eventually, Nguyen 

conceded but insisted on choosing it as the details are “too confusing for her”. In this case, 
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Ngọc used her role as bookkeeper to successfully argue her case. By using her gender role this 

way she avoided direct confrontation, and her husbands’ position remains unchallenged 

(Kabeer, 1999; Kandiyoti, 1988). Ngọc’s agency has reduced her vulnerability as she can use 

limited household resources to mechanize her own activities rather than her husbands’, 

increasing her adaptive capacity as her time is more insulated from shocks. In other cases, 

women similarly mentioned using their role of ‘accountant’ to influence their husband’s 

decision such as delaying purchases until after harvest or arguing against what they thought 

was unnecessary purchases such as a large television. In this way, women can slowly expand 

autonomy from within their roles (Kawarazuka & Prain, 2019). 

Hang, 77, is a retired rice-farmer from a ‘poor-household’. Two years ago, she suggested to 

her husband that they rent out their land as they were too old to use it. Initially, her husband 

disagreed but she stressed and persisted that they should not have to borrow things from 

relatives and neighbors as they often do. She repeated that it was a shame on their household 

that they borrowed and had little income. Eventually, he agreed. In this way, Hang is 

strategically manipulating an intersection of her husband’s gender and class identity. She made 

him reflect on their material circumstances and his obligations to her as ‘the pillar of the 

household’ within the ‘patriarchal bargain’ (Kandiyoti, 1988). However, while she has agency 

in this regard, in other domains her husband’s agency can dominate (Kabeer, 1999). Before a 

storm in 2017, Hang’s husband refused to evacuate to their son’s secure house. Hang recounts 

that he said, “if he is going to do die, he will die here in this house” (FR11). During the storm, 

their roof was destroyed, and they made the dangerous journey down the road to their son’s 

house. Gender vulnerability is an evolving process as different manifestations of vulnerability 

emerge contextually (Nightingale, 2009). In this case, Hang has agency to influence her 

husband when there is time to reason with him. In securing rental income, she reduced her 

vulnerability by actively securing herself from future shocks. However, during crises such as 

storms the power-relations between Hang and her husband shift, and her lack of ability to make 

decisions increases her exposure to life-threatening situations. This is in line with evidence that 

environmental stress is reducing women’s agency (Rao, Mishra, et al., 2019). This case is also 

in line with Rydström’s (2020) finding in Vietnam that men gain power during storms, and that 

masculine identities can place men in danger, however, Hang’s husbands’ decision placed them 

both at risk. 
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These two cases highlight how women can develop and use agency through manipulating 

gender structures and discourses to use ‘informal’ decision-making, argue their case, and 

‘choose’ (Kabeer, 1998). The importance of this ability goes beyond material gains as it reflects 

the power-relations within decision-making which is a decisive factor in the production of 

gender vulnerability. 

6.3.2. Vulnerability Across Life Cycles 

 

The responsibilities, opportunities, power, and agency available to women and men change 

over their lifetime (Leder & Sachs, 2019; Kawarazuka et al., 2019). Younger men, and in some 

cases younger women had greater opportunities to leave farming due to their youth, while 

middle-aged and older men were more centered in agriculture. This is in keeping with findings 

from other provinces in Vietnam (Ylipää et al., 2019; Bergstedt, 2016). However, the 

responsibilities of women change over their lifetime. Young women often placed childcare as 

their most time-consuming activity, while older women noted that they were helped by adult 

children or in-laws in farming and household work. In addition, older men and women could 

often rely on family remittances and support networks. Both focus groups noted that having 

children was important for older populations during storms as it gave them a place of shelter. 

In this way, being an older woman did not necessarily equate to increased gender vulnerability, 

but often depended on motherhood and marital status. 

 

In some ways, older women held distinct advantages in terms of adaptive capacity. Mother-in-

laws hold significant power as matriarchs and their presence can complicate intra-household 

dynamics and social relations through creating another realm of negotiation for ‘choice’. Thuy, 

25, is the youngest woman interviewed. She is from a ‘non-poor’ household with large 

landholdings. She lives with her husband, a local welder, her three children, and her mother-

in-law who owns the land and house. Alongside her domestic tasks, Thuy is responsible for 

rice, maize, peanuts, sweet potato, home garden vegetables, pigs, chickens, and ducks. 

However, despite a heavy mandate of tasks, she remains a laborer and not a decision-maker in 

the household. Her mother-in-law has been able to mostly withdraw from farm work as Thuy 

now supplies the main labor force. On the LPF she ranks herself at two, and husband and 

mother-in-law at four and five. Thuy makes decisions about childcare and cleaning but explains 

that her mother-in-law makes farm decisions as it is her land. Her father-in-law died two years 

ago, he would make all final decisions and Thuy was reluctant to ask for anything. Despite 
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attending agricultural training, her mother-in-law tells Thuy which seeds to buy. In one instance 

Thuy wanted to buy a rice cooker. She knew she first must convince her husband, and only 

after this approval did, she approach her mother-in-law. Kabeer (1999) notes that both 

resources and agency are needed to make meaningful choices. Thuy comes from a wealthy 

household, but specific household dynamics and transactions reduce her power to access 

resources and make choices (Jackson, 1996). Her time is stretched thin, and she cannot make 

decisions about her own labor or use her knowledge from training. However, she is learning to 

strategically negotiate, and feels more confident to make requests than when her father-in-law 

was alive (Kawarazuka et al., 2019). In this way, younger women in Ky Anh can experience 

reduced adaptive capacities in relation to their age and household position as their ability to 

access resources and make decisions are reduced (Leder & Sachs, 2019). 

6.3.3. Class and Gender 

As noted in the literature review, there is inconclusive evidence that higher class or wealth 

reduces gender vulnerability to system shocks or stresses such as climate variability. The 

‘feminization of farming’ discussed in section two is mostly affecting ‘non-poor’ or wealthier 

‘near-poor’ households that can secure construction jobs or afford the initial investment of 

migration. In these households, women take on extra labor in irrigation and spraying among 

others (Rao, Mishra, et al., 2019). However, in ‘poor’ or ‘near-poor’ households there were 

more shared activities between men and women such as irrigation and fertilizing, while men 

sometimes lent labor to weeding. Similarly, men in such non-diversified households remain 

completely responsible for spraying chemicals due to concerns for women’s reproductive 

health. In this way, the ‘feminization of farming’ is particularly affecting wealthier women’s 

labor time and leaving them at greater exposure to climate variability than other women.  

Also, the literature notes that it is women’s control of assets and perceived income 

contributions that shape their power within intra-household relations rather than how wealthy 

their household is (Sen, 1990; Solomon & Rao, 2018). In wealthier diversified households in 

Ky Anh, rice cultivation often returned to a subsistence base. This separates women’s labor 

from income-generating activities and further devalues their contribution, which can reduce 

their decision-making. However, in ‘poorer’ households almost entirely reliant on agriculture, 

women’s labor has a higher valuation due to its greater importance and contribution to the 

household. One male respondent from such a household noted that while his wife can contest 

decisions because he is just a farmer, in other households it is different. He notes that  
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“In other households, the husband is at the fifth level (of the LPF) because other households 

do not work in the farm sector. He has ten million, he has thirty million, he goes abroad and 

gets one hundred million. When he returns he decides to build a big house, and his wife can’t 

say anything.” (MR2)  

This is in keeping with Sen (1990) and Agarwal’s (1986) findings about women, class, and 

bargaining power. Increased decision-making is not tied to overall household wealth, but to 

specific household dynamics such as whose work is increasing household wealth (Jackson, 

1996). 

6.3.4. Female-Headed Households 

This section will explore the different experiences of FHHs in terms of gender vulnerability 

and adaptation. 

Phuong, 73, has been a widow for five years. In the past, she relied on a small income from 

pigs and chickens, but they died in a drought in 2016. The following year a storm destroyed 

her roof and many of her belongings. In response, she started making rice-wine. For this she 

needs firewood so she has organized two traders to come to her twice a week to sell her some, 

and she also collects what she cannot buy. Last year she sold part of her unused farmland and 

combined this income with remittances from her daughter in South Korea to build a new 

concrete house. Although Phuong has been impacted by climate variability and faces specific 

vulnerabilities due to her age, her wider social relations and family network has given her 

resources and agency to build adaptive capacity with this small enterprise. While women within 

MHHs can negotiate with their husbands to access resources, for FHH such small income-

making activities and support from wider intergenerational family networks were often the 

most important factor in determining their relative vulnerability or adaptive capacity. 

However, unmarried female heads of households with young children can face unique 

vulnerabilities due to stigmatization and as without other adult household members, their time 

and resources are stretched. Ngan, 42, is from a ‘poor’ household. She has never been married 

and lives with her fourteen-year-old son. To diversify her income, she has an enterprise selling 

vegetables in the local market. Ngan says many people support her by buying her vegetables, 

however, beyond this, she does not have many social connections in the community. She also 

sometimes works as an agricultural laborer. However, her diversification activities have 

impacted her time significantly. In order to sell vegetables in the market she wakes an hour 
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early at 4.30 am. Similarly, she also must go back outside after dinner at 7 pm to buy vegetables 

from other women to sell in the morning market. She then returns home to do housework before 

heading to bed at 10 pm. Ngan says that she is constantly busy and does not have time to go to 

agricultural training. She wishes that someone from the FU could come help her with this. 

Ngan is actively diversifying her household with her vegetable enterprise and wage labor, but 

her combined responsibilities are reducing her wellbeing and pushing her into ‘time poverty’. 

As found by Rao et al. (2020), while coping strategies can maintain material survival, they can 

come at the cost of women’s wellbeing and agency. These time constraints create specific 

vulnerabilities as she cannot access important information from training such as methods to 

protect her rice crop or seedlings from cold spells, and her livelihood remains highly sensitive 

to further stresses on her time.  

Like Hang, Ngan also mentions that that storms have taken off and damaged her roof. ‘Poor’ 

households are often made from weak materials and are not built on higher concrete blocks 

like wealthier households. Because of this such households often face significant damage from 

storms and the floods that follow them. Men’s storm recovery roles involve repairing the 

household structure, however, FFG noted that women face greater burdens due to the 

combination of recovery work and their domestic activities. Women from ‘poor’ households 

whose roofs were destroyed from storms noted the time taken in cleaning the house and drying 

out household objects after the storm. As appliances such as gas cookers are often damaged 

from storms, they spend extra labor collecting firewood and cooking meals until they can 

replace it. Conversely, wealthier women in concrete households have little preparation or 

recovery work for storms. 

However, FHHs can face specific gender vulnerabilities during storms. FFGs mentioned that 

FHH households often do not have time or the labor to prepare for storms or stock provisions. 

Ngan mentioned that she feels particularly vulnerable as she cannot prepare her house like 

other households in which men weigh down the roof with heavy objects. KIs noted that there 

is a storm recovery team that checks on households considered vulnerable. However, 

respondents from FHH raised the point that this is only after a storm, and not before when labor 

is needed to prepare. While some FHHs have family networks or neighbors to help them. Ngan 

and other unmarried women either lived alone, or with their elderly parents and did not have 

the time or social connections to help them prepare their house. 
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However, women who were de facto FHH due to male out-migration had a very different 

experience of vulnerability and adaptation. In some cases, in Ky Anh, migration has allowed 

agency to emerge despite the increased responsibilities this leaves for women. Thu, 43, is from 

a ‘non-poor’ household. Her husband is a long-term migrant, he is currently in South Korea. 

On the LPF she places herself at 3 and her husband at 4, “We both have power, but I am a bit 

lower, I have to respect his decisions. But sometimes if I feel that we do not have enough 

money, I can convince him.” (FR9). Similarly, for large investments or purchases she can 

convince her husband. “I will try to convince him. It takes time. Slowly slowly. My husband 

is higher in the household, I have to respect it.” She believes that her husband’s migration has 

given her more power, ‘When he is at home, he makes the final decisions. Now I make 

decisions’. Thu convinced her husband that they should begin growing fruit trees. She observes 

the extra irrigation labor this creates, but the income she gets from fruit trees is high. Thu 

believes that through gaining income her decision-making has increased significantly since 

when she was first married:  

“I have more power now… More than when I was just married. I was shy and couldn’t make 

decisions. Now I have money I can decide this or that. It is mostly the economic situation. There 

is more money than when we were first married.” (FR9). 

Through both the resources from migration and her ability to convince her husband, Thu was 

able to choose to grow fruit trees (Kabeer, 1999). She believes that this has given her further 

decision-making power as now she ‘has money’ and controls this asset (Sen, 1990). Likewise, 

at 43 years old, she has become more confident and skilled at negotiating with her husband 

than earlier in her marriage (Kandiyoti, 1988).  As such, her agency and diversification have 

increased her decision-making and adaptive capacity, and are situated in factors surrounding 

age, class, household structure, and migration. Thu’s case exemplifies the experience of many 

other de facto female household heads. While many women observed like Thu, that some of 

this power recedes when their husbands’ return, they said the feeling of confidence remains. 

The cases show that women are skilled at negotiating access to resources such as rents, 

household machines, or the ability to make important farming decisions, all of which can 

reduce gender vulnerability and improve adaptive capacity. These cases have also shown how 

age, class, intersect with gender to create specific vulnerabilities, power relations and social 

positions that either foster or reduce agency and adaptive capacity (Djoudi et al., 2016). These 

intersections are made further complex when mixed with different household structures, 
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motherhood, marital status, and wider family networks. In all these instances agency and 

vulnerability were determined by a specific mix of these ‘ingredients’ which shaped 

individuals’ social relationships within their household and communities (Kawarazuka et al., 

2019). The cases show that higher-class allows greater storm resilience due to their stronger 

houses (Ray-Bennett, 2009, Thomas et al., 2019), while FHHs face labor shortage in preparing 

for storms. However, the findings also highlight that the ability of women to access resources 

is not defined by class but is shaped by agency, social relations, and their perceived wealth 

contribution (Jackson, 1996; Agarwal, 1986). Furthermore, for FHHs material survival can 

come at the cost of women’s time and well-being, which leaves little space to adapt to future 

shocks (Rao et al., 2020). Additionally, while the literature shows conflicting evidence about 

migration and gender vulnerability (Rao, Mishra, et al., 2019; Djoudi et al., 2016), in Ky Anh 

this male adaptation strategy is allowing the possibility of agency to emerge despite increased 

farming responsibilities. 
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7. Conclusion 

Using gender analysis, this case study explored the lives and practices of men and women 

living and farming in Ky Anh district. The study aimed to understand the role of gender identity 

and agency within the production of vulnerability and adaptive responses to change in Ky Anh 

district. 

In answering RQ1 the results showed that gender identity and power is constructed through the 

performance of gender discourses surrounding strength, skill, and authority, in language and 

practices on the farming and in the household. This construction of gender identity and power 

devalues women’s time and gives men a monopoly of household decision making. This results 

in gender-differentiated rights, responsibilities, and adaptive capacities within mobility, 

decision-making, resource access, and the division of labor. 

RQ2 analyzed how these gender identities and power relations define men and women’s 

adaptive strategies and experiences of gender vulnerability. The results showed that in response 

to both economic and climate stressors men’s higher adaptive capacity have allowed them to 

diversify into the non-farm economy and migration, while women’s relative vulnerability 

marks their diversification into low-income activities. The findings showed that in Ky Anh pre-

existing gender vulnerabilities are being reinforced through adaptation and coping strategies 

that negatively impact women’s time and mobility. The findings showed that men’s adaptation 

contributes to the feminization of farming, increasing women’s agricultural responsibilities. 

Although both men and women are actively adapting and coping with climate variability, 

women’s farming activities face larger impacts due to their greater responsibilities and the 

labor-intensiveness of their work. 

However, with a focus on intra-household relations and intersectionality, the findings from 

RQ3 show that there is a more complex story of gender vulnerability within Ky Anh. While 

facing some common vulnerabilities, women were found to creatively and strategically use 

agency within ‘informal decision-making’ to manipulate and bargain with gender structures 

(Kabeer, 1999). Through this, women can expand their choices in order to access resources and 

increase their individual adaptive capacity to multiple stressors (Kabeer, 1999). Age and class 

emerged as important intersections with gender. The results showed that being an older or 

younger woman, or of a higher or lower class, does not necessarily equate to higher or lower 

gender vulnerability, but it showed how gender vulnerability emerges in different contexts as 
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varied opportunities and constraints emerged. Nevertheless, older women often had greater 

agency within the household due to higher social positions and more years of experience of 

household negotiation. The findings show that FHHs had a wide range of experiences of 

vulnerability and adaptation, with a greater importance placed on the presence of children and 

wider family networks. 

7.1. Research Implications 

The study has highlighted the importance of gender vulnerability approaches that focus on 

social relations. It is important to build on this evidence as the wider literature continues to 

focus on the biophysical impacts of vulnerability rather than its origin in social relations. 

Furthermore, this study highlights that engagement with feminist theory that focuses on gender 

identity can help explore how men and women’s vulnerabilities are constructed in everyday 

power relations and practices. Any attempt at adaptation that does not aim to transform core 

gender-relations will continue to enforce discourses that contribute to gender inequalities. 

This study has contributed to the growing, but still underrepresented, intersectional literature 

on gender and climate change. The results show that there exists a wide range of experiences 

of gender vulnerability and that for the formulation of policies and projects that can effectively 

target the diverse needs of various men and women, greater engagement with the intersectional 

experience of gender within climate change is needed. Similarly, the findings highlight that 

vulnerability approaches must focus on both gender structures and agency - both society and 

the individual (Jerneck, 2018). Agency is often missing, but without its consideration women 

will be incorrectly portrayed as passive victims of change. This study has therefore shone a 

light on how women use agency strategically, and in unseen ways to work on the cracks and 

gaps within gender structures and slowly chip away at their foundation. To conclude, it is 

important to reflect on the fact that while certain individuals or social groups may be victims 

of environmental change, that does not mean they are passive. In reality, they are actively 

engaging with and contesting such changes. This distinction is a meaningful one. 
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Appendix A: List of Informants 

Semi-structured Interviews with Male and Female Farmers 

 

 

 

 

 

Respondent 

Number Date Gender Age Class Commune Marital Status 

Relation to 

Head of 

Household 

MR1 24/11/2019 M 37 non-poor Ky Hai married head 

MR2 24/11/2019 M 39 non-poor Ky Hai married head 

MR3 25/11/2019 M 40 near-poor Ky Hai married head 

MR4 25/11/2019 M 30 near-poor Ky Hai married head 

MR5 25/11/2019 M 59 non-poor Ky Hai married head 

MR6 25/11/2019 M 46 near-poor Ky Hai married head 

MR7 25/11/2019 M 35 near-poor Ky Hai married head 

MR8 26/11/2019 M 45 non-poor Ky Hai married head 

MR9 26/11/2019 M 50 non-poor Ky Hai married head 

MR10 26/11/2019 M 51 non-poor Ky Hai married head 

FR1 26/11/2019 F 57 poor Ky Hai single head 

FR2 26/11/2019 F 26 near-poor Ky Hai married spouse 

FR3 26/11/2019 F 45 poor Ky Hai single head 

FR4 27/11/2019 F 46 poor Ky Hai married spouse 

FR5 27/11/2019 F 26 non-poor Ky Hai married spouse 

FR6 27/11/2019 F 39 non-poor Ky Hai married de facto head 

FR7 27/11/2019 F 27 non-poor Ky Hai married de facto head 

FR8 27/11/2019 F 25 non-poor Ky Hai married spouse 

FR9 27/11/2019 F 43 non-poor Ky Hai married de facto head 

FR10 11/01/2020 F 73 poor Ky Phu widowed head 

FR11 11/01/2020 F 77 poor Ky Phu married spouse 

FR12 11/01/2020 F 42 poor Ky Phu single head 

FR13 11/01/2020 F 57 near-poor Ky Phu widowed head 

FR14 11/01/2020 F 76 near-poor Ky Phu widowed head 

FR15 12/11/2020 F 69 non-poor Ky Phu married spouse 

FR16 12/11/2020 F 55 non-poor Ky Phu married spouse 

FR17 12/11/2020 F 25 non-poor Ky Phu married de facto head 

MR11 12/11/2020 M 30 poor Ky Phu married head 

MR12 12/11/2020 M 67 non-poor Ky Phu married head 
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Key Informant Interviews 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Female Focus Group Discussion 

Date Respondent 

Number 

Location Age 

10/01/2020 FR18 Ky Phu 36 

10/01/2020 FR19 Ky Phu 43 

10/01/2020 FR20 Ky Phu 27 

10/01/2020 FR21 Ky Phu 58 

10/01/2020 FR22 Ky Phu 63 

 

 

Male Focus Group Discussion 

Date Respondent 

Number 

Location Age 

10/01/2020 MR13 Ky Phu 29 

10/01/2020 MR14 Ky Phu 57 

10/01/2020 MR15 Ky Phu 33 

10/01/2020 MR16 Ky Phu 61 

10/01/2020 MR17 Ky Phu 39 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Date Organization Level Location Position 

23/11/19 Local Government Commune Ky Hai Leader 

23/11/19 Farmer’s Union Commune Ky Hai Leader 

24/11/19 Women’s Union Commune Ky Hai Leader 

24/11/19 Women’s Union Village Bac Hai Leader 

10/01/20 Local Government Commune Ky Phu Leader 

10/01/20 Farmer’s Union Commune Ky Phu Representative 

10/01/20 Women’s Union Commune Ky Phu Leader 



62 
 

Appendix B: Semi-Structured Interview Guide 

Good morning/good afternoon. Thank you for speaking with me today. My name is Eoin 

O’Dwyer. I am a student from a university in Sweden. Although I have been working with a 

Vietnamese agricultural organization for the last few months. I am interested in the changing 

climate and in women and men’s different roles and activities in farming and in the household. 

This is (translator’s name). He/she has been working with me and interpreting Vietnamese for 

my study.  (translator introduces themselves) 

I want to talk to you today as you have knowledge and experience of living and farming in Ky 

Hai. Some questions will be about general farming life, while others will be specifically about 

how decisions are made in your household. Your participation today is confidential. Your 

names will not be used or published in any way. Your views and experiences are very important 

to us please feel free to express your opinion, there are no good or bad answers. You are of 

course free to leave the conversation at any time. It is okay if you do not wish to answer a 

question, and we can return to a question later if you wish. 

I cannot say that you and your community will benefit from this study, but the information that 

we discuss can help gather important knowledge about farming, climate change, and men and 

women’s experiences of living and working in Vietnam. The interview should take around 

seventy minutes. 

Do you have any questions before we begin? 

Do you wish to participate? 

Verbal consent: Yes  No 

 

 

Part One: Respondent and Household Demographic and Socio-economic Information 

 

Can you give me information about your: 

o Age 

o Crops 

o Livestock 

o Non-farm livelihoods 

o Area: Farm, house, home garden 

o Household members (gender, age, occupation, location) 

o Time spent living in village 
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Part Two:  Guiding Questions 

1 Farming Work 

1.1. What farming activities are you more responsible for?  

(use activity cards) 

• Probe 

o Why are you best suited for these activities? 

o Does somebody help you with this? Who? 

1.2. What farming activities are other household members more responsible for? 

(use activity cards to separate by household members) 

• Probe 

o Why are they best suited for these activities? 

1.3 What farming activities take the most time? 

• Probe: 

o Most exhausting? 

o Dislike doing? 

o Swap labor family and neighbors? 

 

2 Household Activities 

2.1. What important roles do you play in your household and home garden? Important roles 

mean that you know the best and you are responsible for that 

(use activity cards to separate by household members) 

Probe: 

Why are you best suited for these activities? 

2.2. What important roles do other household members complete in the house and home 

garden? 

Probe: 

• Why are you best suited for these activities? 

2.3. Please describe a typical day from waking up in the morning going to sleep  at night. 

Probe: 

• Spouses day 

• Who in your household starts/finishes daily activities first? 

• What do you do during free time? 

 

3 Technology 

3.1. What machines do you use at home or on the farm? 

(use activity cards) 

Probe: 

• Which of your activities would most benefit from mechanization? Why? 

3.2. Are there machines that your spouses uses that you would not use? Why? 

 

4 Farming Systems and Diversification 

4.1. How has your crops and home garden changed over the last five to ten years? 

Probe: 

• Why? 

• How did you feel about this change? 

• Whose labor was most affected by this change? 

4.2. Apart from farming, do you have other livelihood sources? 

Probe: 

• Why did you start this activity? 
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• How has this changed over the last ten years? 

4.3. Do you feel you are that your life has become better or worse over the last ten years? 

Probe: 

• What caused this change? 

• How does this make you feel about the future? 

 

5 Climate Variability 

5.1. Do you feel that the climate has changed over the last ten years? 

Probe: 

• How has it changed? 

• Intensity and frequency of storms, floods, hot spells, cold spells, heavy rain, 

drought 

5.2. What type of weather do you worry most about? (Examples: storms, floods, hot spells, 

cold spells, heavy rain, drought) 

Probe: 

• Why?  

5.3. How is your livelihood affected by ____? (Examples: storms, floods, hot spells, cold 

spells, heavy rain, drought) 

5.4. Which farming activities are most affected by _____ ? (Examples: storms/drought/hot 

spell/cold spell/ floods/ heavy rain?  

(use activity cards to discuss different activities and effects) 

Probe: 

• How has your farming practices changed in response to this? 

• Have these changes been effective? 

• How does this affect your schedule? 

5.5. What bad weather events have you experienced over the last three years? 

5.6. Can you describe to me your experience of the last very bad storm in your area? 

Probe: 

• Actions during storm 

• Physical and emotional experience 

• How was your house/farm/livestock/home garden damaged by these storms 

and floods? 

• How long did it take to recover? 

• Do you receive help from non-household members or community 

organizations after storms? 

5.7. Before a storm what extra work or responsibilities do you have to prepare your house? 

Probe: 

• What do other household members do to prepare? 

5.8. What extra responsibilities or work do you have at home or in the field after a bad storm? 

Probe: 

• How does other household members' work change after a storm? 

 

6 Decision-making 

This tool can help us talk about household decision making. 

(show Ladder of Power and Freedom and describe the steps) 

6.1. What step of the ladder do you feel reflects your decisions? 

Probe: 

• Why do you feel that you are on this step (examples) 

• Is this the same for other (men/women) in your village? 

• What step are other adult household (spouse/parents/in-laws) members on? 
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• Is this household decision making system similar or different from other 

households in your village? 

(Use these results as basis for discussing changes and decisions previously discussed) 

6.2. For what farming and household activities can you make autonomous decisions? 

(Use activity cards to separate activities by household member’s decisions) 

Probe: 

• Why do (you/they) make decisions for this activity? 

6.2. When your farm changed from (peanut) to (sweet potato), who made this decision? 

Probe: 

• Why did (you/they) make this decision? 

• Was there a discussion before? 

• Who started the conversation? 

• Who made the final decision? 

• Decisions: farming inputs purchase and selection 

6.3. When you began (previously discussed non-farm activity), how was this decided? 

6.4. How do you resolve disagreements over large decisions? 

6.5. If you really wish to do something or buy something but your (husband/wife) does not 

agree, how could you convince them? (try ground this in examples from a previous question) 

6.6. Do you feel you can make more decisions since earlier in your marriage? 

Probe: 

• How and why has this changed? 

Ask this if husband is currently migrated or has so in the past: 

6.7. Do you feel that decision-making changes when (you are/your husband is) away? 

Probe: 

• Did this change any of your household members positions on the ladder? 

 

Ending: 

• Do you feel that there are any important topics that we did not discuss? 

• Do you have any questions about the interview or my study? 

 

Thank you very much for giving me your time and sharing your thoughts. 
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Appendix C: Focus Group Guiding Questions 

 

Same introduction and verbal consent as seen in Semi-structured Interview Guide found in 

Appendix B 

 

1. What are the biggest challenges for farming livelihoods in this community? 

 

2. How do you cope with events such as flooding, drought, hot spells, cold spells, heavy 

rainfall and storms? 

a. What support does the government supply for these different types of weather? 

b. Who has to work longer after a storm in this community? 

 

 

3. Who is most vulnerable to these weather events? Think about the last bad weather event, 

who was most affected? 

a. Discuss different livelihood sectors/gender/age/disability 

b. What are the differences in how poor households and wealthier households are 

affected by   storms/ droughts/ and hot and cold spells? 

 . 

4. What agricultural activity is the most time consuming for rice farming?  

(rank activities using activity cards by discussion and debate) 

(rank for after a storm to recover). 

a. What activities do you have to repeat because of storms/hot spells/ droughts/ cold 

spells? 

 

5. Before a storm how are different choices and preparations prioritized? 

a. How are these decisions made and who makes them? 

b. Have pre- storm decisions ever negatively affected what happened during or after a 

storm? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


