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A large number of agricultural households in sub-Saharan Africa rely on rainfed agriculture as 

their primary source of income. However, if a household’s primary source of income consists of 

weather-dependent farm activities, then their income may potentially be sensitive to weather 

outcomes. Diversification into income-generating activities that are less dependent on weather 

patterns may allow households to smooth consumption over time. When making their livelihood 

decisions, households consider information from a wide variety of sources including but not 

limited to, extension, media, lead farmer, and/or co-ops. While diversification as a strategy for 

managing risk, smoothing consumption, and mitigating the impacts of shocks has received ample 

attention within the development economics literature, the mechanisms in which information 

receipt shapes household decisions with respect to diversification is relatively understudied.  

 

In this paper we aim to investigate the effect of the receipt of various types of information on: 1) 

crop diversification and 2) livelihood diversification. We examine this effect within the context 

of Malawi, a country that is expected to see an increase in the variability of rainfall. Using the 

nationally representative 2010-2013-2016 Integrated Household Panel Survey (IHPS) data from 

the World Bank Living Standards Measurement Study-Integrated Surveys on Agriculture 

(LSMS-ISA), we estimate fixed effects and correlated random effects models to account for 

unobserved household heterogeneity. Our findings indicate that receipt of extension services, in 

general, is associated with an increase in income and labor diversification and a decrease in crop 

diversification. The decrease in crop diversification associated with information receipt may, in 

part, be explained by the widespread encouragement of hybrid maize cultivation in Malawi. We 

also explore the differential effects of different types of information sources and find that receipt 

of information from almost every source is associated with a decrease in crop diversification. 

From a policy perspective, this suggests that we should consider the relative magnitudes of the 

risk-increasing effect of monoculture and the risk-reducing effect of off-farm diversification. 

Such considerations may be especially important when analyzing agricultural specialization 

which may increase income variability if the potentially risk-increasing effect of specialization 

outweighs the risk-reducing effect of off-farm diversification.


