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In rural areas, especially in low and middle-income countries, livelihoods have to diversify to include new on- and off-farm activities. 

However, sustainable livelihood concepts have so far not sufficiently accommodated transition dynamics. Mostly, rural livelihoods 

and sustainability transitions are addressed separately in the scientific literature. The aim of this review paper is to explore opportunities 

to integrate the Sustainable Livelihoods Approach (SLA) and the Multi-Level Perspective (MLP) on transitions. We provide an 

overview of the SLA and MLP. We then focus on the conceptual linkages between SLA and MLP, in particular regarding livelihood 

diversification strategies. Our review shows that the conceptual overlaps of the SLA and the MLP allow for a meaningful combination 

of both approaches to harness their respective strengths. Vulnerabilities from the SLA perspective (e.g. shocks, trends, changes) are 

considered at the landscape level in MLP. Policies, institutions, processes in SLA are part of ‘regime’ in the MLP heuristic. The 

livelihood diversification in SLA, e.g. the development of new on- and off-farm activities, can be described as niches in MLP. Some 

empirical work on agricultural transitions from the MLP perspective has adopted a territorial approach to take into consideration the 

pluri-activity of farms and the interactions between different subsystems (food, energy and tourism). This resonates well with the idea 

of livelihood diversification as a strategy in SLA. We conclude that integrating SLA and MLP will help to better understand livelihood 

diversification processes and we provide a preliminary proposal for a livelihood transition framework. 

 

Keywords: Livelihood diversification, Multi-Level Perspective, Sustainable Livelihoods Framework, Sustainability transitions. 

 
INTRODUCTION 
 

Despite its declining contribution to the gross domestic product (GDP), agriculture continues to have an important 

influence on the rural economy (OECD, 2006; UNEP, 2010; FAO, 2017a). The agriculture sector provides livelihoods 

for 40% of the world’s population (CGIAR, 2012). Nevertheless, as an economy grows the non-farm economy also grows 

in importance within the rural economy (Valdés et al., 2008). The rural non-farm economy has grown rapidly in middle 

and some low-income countries in last decades; as for the period 1990s-2000s, Reardon et al. (2007) estimate the 

contribution of non-farm earnings being about 50% in Latin America and Asia and about 35% in Africa. Widespread 

rural-urban migration will further reduce the number of people living in rural areas. The share of the world population 

living in rural areas decreased from 70% in 1950 to 46% in 2015, and is likely to reach 34% in 2050 (UN-DESA, 2014). 

Yet, rural economies remain crucially important. A recent report by FAO (2017:v) concluded that “fulfilling the 2030 

Agenda depends crucially on progress in rural areas, which is where most of the poor and hungry live”. In other words, 

there will be no sustainable development without the development of rural areas. 

Urbanisation is a driver of rural transformation; a process that is embedded in structural transformation and leads 

to increases in agricultural productivity as well as to the diversification of production patterns and livelihoods, by 

developing off-farm and non-farm employment (IFAD, 2016). Rural transformations in many countries are driven by 

agricultural productivity growth, leading to a shift of resources and people from agriculture towards industry and services 

(FAO, 2017). A vast literature confirms that in most rural areas, livelihoods diversification is the norm, rather than the 

exception (e.g. OECD, 2006; World Bank, 2007; Haggblade et al., 2007; IFAD, 2016; FAO, 2017). The literature also 
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suggests that rural households participating in non-farm activities have higher income (e.g. Davis et al., 2010; Möllers 

and Buchenrieder, 2011; Bezu et al., 2012; Davis et al., 2017; FAO, 2017) and that inclusive rural transformation requires 

the development of the non-farm economy (IFAD, 2016). 

Many frameworks have been proposed to understand livelihood diversification at different levels (household, farm, 

territory / region). One of the most prominent frameworks is the Sustainable Livelihoods Framework (Scoones, 1998; DFID, 

1999; Ellis, 2000). Furthermore, OECD (2009) provided a farm household income diversification framework. It 

differentiates between activities in terms of resources (factors of production: land, labour or capital), location (on-farm or 

off-farm) and output (agricultural or non-agricultural / non-farm). Many factors influence the diversification of farm 

households into non-farm activities, including government intervention. Providing the services needed to foster business in 

rural areas also helps creating an environment conducive to diversification (OECD, 2009; IFAD, 2010). However, the 

challenges of income diversification for agricultural holdings have a strong regional character and lie in the characteristics 

of the farm or farm household (DEFRA, 2007). The size and type of farm operations are important factors in determining 

engagement in livelihood diversification endeavours. In general, off-farm diversification activities are undertaken largely by 

smaller farmers, for whom they are more financially important. The location of the farm, especially distance to urban areas, 

also plays an important role in determining the extent of diversification activities (OECD, 2009; Nagler and Naudé, 2014).  

Taking into consideration rural livelihoods diversification, many scholars dealing with sustainability transitions in 

agriculture – mainly using the Multi-Level Perspective (MLP) on transitions – highlighted that it is important to adopt a 

territorial approach that allows taking into consideration the interactions between niches linked to different sectors (e.g. 

food, energy and recreation). In general, analysing transitions in farming pose several conceptual challenges due, among 

others, to multi-functionality and pluri-activity of farms (Sutherland et al., 2014). Many rural development initiatives are 

the sites of novelties and niches development, but it is not clear under which conditions they induce a transition, which is 

the core issue in research on sustainability transitions (Darnhofer, 2015). In the framework of studies on rural 

development, the term ‘transition’ has been used to indicate a farm level reconfiguration and diversification of income-

generating activities (Wilson, 2007; Milone, 2009; Lamine and Bellon, 2009) but often without paying attention to 

changes in dominant practices at larger scales (cf. regional, national). The work on endogenous rural development (e.g. 

van der Ploeg and Marsden, 2008) generally does not refer to any transition conceptual framework. Likewise, work on 

livelihood diversification even in transition contexts (e.g. Huber et al., 2014) or referring explicitly to rural livelihood 

change (e.g. Bhandari, 2013; Mushongah and Scoones, 2012; Liu and Liu, 2016), overlooks transition – and sustainability 

transitions (Markard et al., 2012; Lachman, 2013) – literature.  

Therefore, this review paper explores the integration of the Sustainable Livelihoods Framework and the Multi-

Level Perspective to better understand dynamics and processes of rural livelihoods diversification.  

 

SUSTAINABLE LIVELIHOODS FRAMEWORK  
 

Besides economic activities, livelihoods include the political and cultural context of rural household sustenance as 

well as natural, human and social resources of households. According to (DFID, 1999) “A livelihood comprises the 

capabilities, assets and activities required for a means of living. A livelihood is sustainable when it can cope with and 

recover from stresses and shocks and maintain or enhance its capabilities and assets both now and in the future, while 

not undermining the natural resource base.” 

 

 
Source: DFID, 1999:1. 

Figure 1. Sustainable Livelihoods Framework. 

 

The Sustainable Livelihoods Framework (Scoones, 1998; DFID, 1999; Ellis, 2000; GLOPP, 2008) highlights the 

multiple dimensions of livelihoods and the inherently complex systems of human–environmental interactions. According 

to DFID (1999), the Sustainable Livelihoods Framework (SLF) summarises the main components of and influences on 

livelihoods. It presents the main factors that affect people’s livelihoods and relationships between them. The main 
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components of the SLF are vulnerability context, livelihoods assets, transforming structures and processes (cf. policies, 

institutions and processes – PIPs – in other framework versions), livelihoods strategies and livelihoods outcomes (Figure 

1). Livelihoods are shaped by different factors and forces that are themselves constantly shifting. There are also important 

feedback loops between the SLF components (e.g. PIPs - vulnerability context; livelihood outcomes - livelihood assets).  

Scoones (1998) distinguishes between different livelihood strategies: agricultural intensification (increasing productivity 

per area unit), extensification (putting additional land under cultivation), diversification (development of off-farm 

activities), and migration. Many studies have examined household livelihood transition from farming to non-farm 

activities (Barrett et al., 2001; Reardon et al., 2006; Bhandari, 2013; Davis et al., 2017) also called ‘farm exit’ (Bhandari, 

2013). Natural (natural resources such as land, flora and fauna, water), human (skills, knowledge, health), financial 

(savings, ownership of livestock, remittances), physical (roads, infrastructure, equipment, tools), and social (networks 

and connections, membership of groups, relationships of trust and reciprocity) capitals/assets (DFID, 1999) affect the 

capacity of rural households to develop successful livelihood transition and diversification strategies (Bhandari, 2013). 

 

MULTI-LEVEL PERSPECTIVE (MLP) ON TRANSITIONS  

 

MLP is a heuristic to analyse the development trajectory of socio‐ technical transformations. According to the 

MLP (Rip and Kemp, 1998; Geels, 2002; Smith et al., 2005; Geels, 2010; Schot and Geels, 2008; Smith et al., 2010) 

transitions come about through interacting processes within and between three analytical levels: niches (micro level; locus 

of radical innovations); socio-technical regimes (meso level; locus of established practices and associated rules); and an 

exogenous socio-technical landscape (macro level).  

 
Source: Adapted by Geels (2011) from Geels (2002:1263). 

Figure 2. Transition in the Multi-Level Perspective (MLP). 

 

Niches or novelties are vital for sustainability transitions (Hinrichs, 2014; Lachman, 2013). The aim of a niche is 

to bring about change in socio-technical systems (e.g. agro-food system) by focusing on new technologies and practices, 

actor groups’ configurations, networks, policies, etc. (Darnhofer, 2015). The elements of a regime include the network of 

actors and social groups involved in a socio-technical system, the set of formal and informal rules that guide the activities 

of these actors, and material and technical elements in the system (Geels, 2004). Sterrenberg et al. (2013) distinguish 

between regulative, normative and cognitive rules and institutions as components of a socio-technical regime. These rules 

and institutions - that determine, in general, resistance to change or even a lock-in of the system – may relate to markets 

and consumer preferences, policy, science and education, culture, and practices and technologies (Geels, 2002; Geels, 

2011). The landscape encompasses external trends, changes and exogenous factors that create pressure or opportunities 

in socio-technical systems (Geels, 2002; Geels and Schot, 2007). For instance, in the case of agro-food systems these 

external trends may regard demography, economy, trade, climate change, politics, shocks and crises (Darnhofer, 2014). 

In MLP, transitions are defined as shifts from one regime to another regime and they result from the interaction between 

processes at niche-regime-landscape levels (Figure 2): niche-innovations build up internal momentum; changes at the 

landscape level create destabilising pressure on the regime; and regime destabilisation creates windows of opportunity 

for radical niche innovations (Markard and Truffer, 2008; Geels, 2011). MLP emphasises that processes at niche, regime 

and landscape levels should be aligned for a transition to be successful (Geels, 2011). MLP scholars have identified the 

following transition pathways or patterns (Geels and Schot, 2007): reproduction process (stable regime in absence of 
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landscape pressure); transformation pathway; de-alignment and re-alignment pathway; technological substitution; and 

reconfiguration. However, transition pathways can start in following one path but later shift to another. 

 

PROPOSAL FOR A RURAL LIVELIHOOD TRANSITION FRAMEWORK 

 

Scrutiny of the MLP and the SLF shows that there are many similarities between them. In fact, even if literature 

on MLP does not make any reference to SLF (which may be due to the fact that the two frameworks were developed in 

different periods and contexts), the key concepts of MLP (cf. niche, regime, landscape) can be easily integrated – and are 

implicitly present  –  in the SLF especially when it comes to livelihood diversification. Niches or novelties can be used 

to refer to livelihood diversification in terms of the development of new activities at farm level or off-farm. Surprisingly, 

also the elements of landscape in MLP are quite similar to those of the vulnerability box in SLF (cf. trends, shocks, 

changes). Both of them refer to external factors that cannot be controlled by niche actors (e.g. a household that tries to 

diversify its livelihoods) but have an impact on the success of transition or diversification endeavours. The regime in the 

MLP refers to the dominant/incumbent socio-technical system, whose interaction with the niche determines the impact 

of transition initiatives. Similarly, one can say that it is interaction with the dominant livelihood system (i.e. agriculture) 

that determines the possibility to develop livelihood diversification strategies and affects their success. In fact, established 

policies, institutions (both hard and soft ones as rules and behaviours) and processes in agriculture – as well as in other 

socio-technical systems such as energy and tourism – play a crucial role in delimiting the portfolio of diversification 

activities in each rural context and for each rural household. According to DFID (1999), the SLF is dynamic (cf. transition) 

and links micro-macro levels (cf. multilevel) and this resonates well with the logic of MLP. 

Given the above-described similarities and complementarities between the two frameworks, we explore hereafter 

their integration by proposing a rural livelihood transition framework (Figure 3).  

The proposed framework highlights interactions between different factors and elements that determine the 

possibility and success of rural livelihood diversification endeavours as well as their potential for scaling up in each rural 

area. Although the framework is represented in a linear diagram that does not mean that the starting point is landscape 

and context and the ending one is rural livelihood outcomes. There are at least two different ways to apprehend the notion 

of transition in this framework; the first is that the concept of livelihood diversification implies the idea of shift or 

transformation in the livelihood system, while the second, is that the interactions and interfaces between the components 

of the system are constantly shifting and that determine also changes in rural livelihoods over time.  

 

 
Legend:  

- Bold: New elements of the rural livelihood transition framework; 

- CAPITALS AND UNDERLINED: Elements of the MLP; 

- Italics: Elements of the SLF. 

Figure 3. Proposed rural livelihoods transition framework. 
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As per the MLP, the proposed framework assumes that a rural livelihood transition, so development of niches or 

diversification, comes about through complex and multi-level interactions between the different components of the 

livelihood system. It also admits that there should be an alignment between landscape and context, dominant rural 

livelihood system and rural livelihood diversification niche to have such a transition. Landscape and context – that cannot 

be changed by rural households – can create opportunities for rural niches but also exert pressure on the dominant rural 

livelihood system (cf. agriculture) to change. For instance, climate change is pushing many rural people to exit agriculture 

and to diversify their livelihoods. Landscape and context as well as dominant rural livelihood system have an impact on 

rural livelihood assets. These two components determine also the range of diversification strategies (cf. rural livelihood 

diversification niches) that can be pursued in each rural context. Although many niches can be present in a rural area, 

they do not become mainstream livelihood strategy as far as the dominant livelihood system (cf. agriculture) is strong and 

viable. Moreover, the success of a livelihood niche (e.g. rural tourism) depends also on its viability, opportunities created 

by landscape and context as well as attitude of the dominant rural livelihood system and its actors. The engagement, or 

not, of a rural household in livelihood diversification niches determine its livelihood outcomes, and, as per the SLF, these 

have an impact on livelihood assets.  

It should be pointed out that in real-life context it is often not a question of clear-cut and distinct transition from a 

livelihood strategy to another; rather, it is a long-term dynamic process in which rural households combine activities and 

livelihoods strategies to meet their various needs. This may imply inclusion of a new niche activity in their livelihoods 

portfolio and the new activity might become over time the most important one in terms of income generation.  

Although the proposed framework addresses principally the core notion of transition, we think that it can be used 

also in sustainability transitions studies. In fact, assessment of the sustainability of a livelihood transition (cf. sustainability 

transitions) can be performed by comparing the current livelihood assets state to the previous one (cf. longitudinal 

analysis) or by comparing it to that of rural households in the same territory (cf. in the same landscape and context) that 

are not engaged in the diversification endeavour (cf. horizontal analysis). 

An obvious advantage of this proposed framework is the possibility to use the rich and multifaceted literature on 

transition in general and sustainability transitions in particular in the analysis of rural livelihoods diversification pathways. 

Although the proposed framework is more adapted to understand livelihood transition dynamics at household level, as in 

the case of the SLF, its integration of the MLP approach and setting makes it appropriate to analyse livelihood transitions 

also at larger rural scales (cf. community, local, regional). 

 

CONCLUSIONS 

 

During socio-economic transitions in rural areas, livelihoods integrate new off-farm and on-farm activities. This 

diversification affects in turn the rural economy, which underlines the linkages between diversification at household level 

(that is better understood using the Sustainable Livelihoods Framework) and transitions in rural economies at local and 

regional scales (that are better analysed using the Multi-Level Perspective). To our best knowledge, no heuristic framework 

has been proposed that allows analysing processes across these multiple levels of transition. We therefore suggest an 

integration of the MLP and the SLF and argue that this integration will help to better understand rural livelihood transition 

and diversification processes at household and territorial level. Based on that, we propose a livelihood transition framework 

for further development, testing and validation in different rural settings and contexts particularly in the Global South. A 

further step in the process of bridging the gap between approaches of sustainable livelihoods and sustainability transitions 

can be to test how other concepts, such as Transition Management and Strategic Niche Management, could be integrated.  
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