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Exploring the relationship between poverty reduction and resilience has been a 

key area of sustainability research. “Traps”, in particular, rigidity and poverty traps, have been 

discussed widely in the development literature. The most common meaning of the term is a 

situation in which people are impoverished by circumstances beyond their control. Studies have 

shown that the existence of self-reinforcing patterns of poverty leads to the creation and 

perpetuation of such traps. Therefore, poverty traps rest on the notion that households, 

communities, and societies at larger scales can possess multiple dynamic (welfare) equilibria in 

the growth function. Poverty traps are understood as a situation in which connectedness and 

resilience are low, and the potential for change is not realized. Hence, raw materials and ideas or 

possibilities may be abundant when systems are caught in poverty traps, but there is no capacity 

to focus resources on a promising idea to move the system forward. To escape the persistent 

poverty traps, investments (in terms of financial assets, as well as social and institutional 

resources) would be needed simultaneously across all scales to develop the adaptive capacity of 

the system. This will serve to prevent the occurrence of strategies and feedbacks that re-enforce 

each other to push the system over the critical threshold and into economic and social decline. 

Exploring the notion of poverty traps in the context of subsistence farmers in North India, this 

study aims to unpack the relationship between adaptive capacity and poverty traps. Through an 

ethnographic modality of fieldwork, a combination of participant observations, key informant 

and semi-structured interviews with farmers and related stakeholders in the agricultural system in 

Uttarakhand, North India; the study aims to discuss with respect to perceptions of farmers, a) the 

importance of components of adaptive capacity; such as knowledge, technology, ability to invest 

in the productivity of their land, etc.; in helping farmers avoid or move away from poverty traps 

in responding to climatic and non-climatic impacts and, b) corresponding investments required at 

higher levels to ensure that farming households can move into a state of higher welfare 

equilibrium, where the feedbacks re-enforce growth.


