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Livelihood diversification is considered to play an important role in rural development.  
However, in the context of smallholder coffee production, little is known about which forms of di-
versification are likely to yield most sustainable results. As part of a three-year, participatory action 
research (PAR) project,  our research team conducted 167 household surveys with member farm-
ers of the Campesinos Ecologicos de la Sierra Madre de Chiapas S. C (CESMACH) cooperative. 
In this baseline study, conducted in 2017, we analyzed characteristics and outcomes of livelihood 
diversification activities. We then looked at selected ‘livelihood strategies’ or combinations of these 
activities including: (1) coffee, (2) coffee and staple crops (corn and/or beans), (3) coffee and bee-
keeping, (4) coffee, staple crops and beekeeping. Our findings show that farmers combining coffee 
with beekeeping and production of staple crops reported the fewest food insecure months and 
were more likely to perceive their annual income as sufficient. Our findings are relevant for coffee 
farmer organizations as well as for other actors along the coffee value chain who seek to support 
sustainable livelihoods for smallholder coffee producers.

ABSTRACT

DIVERSIFIED FARMS
• Farmers had on average 3.9 on-farm activities in addition to coffee. Nearly all households had fruit trees (98.2 %), and 87.4 % of the re-

spondents reported having poultry. Aquaculture and livestock (6% and 13.8%, respectively) were among the least common activities.

• There was a positive correlation between the number of on-farm activities and the number of productive adults (15-64 years) in the 

household (r_s = .31, p <0.05). Moreover, we found a positive correlation between the number of on-farm activities and total hectares of 

land (r_s = .23, p <0.01).

SUFFICIENCY OF INCOME

• The probability of perceiving the household income as ‘sufficient’ 

increases for all groups as  the number of on-farm sources of in-

come increases (Fig. 4). Farmers who grow staple crops and manage 

bees (G4) had the highest probability of perceiving their income as 

sufficient. 

KEY ACTIVITIES
• Prior studies suggest that, in addition to coffee, producing staple crops and bee-

keeping make important contributions to farmer households’ livelihood and 

food security. In our research, we explored livelihood diversification through 

the lens of three key on-farm activities - coffee, staple crop production 

and beekeeping.  We sought to identify potential differences and similar-

ities between farmer households’ whose livelihood portfolios vary by their 

engagement in these three key activities (Fig. 1).

Figure 4. Probability of perceiving income as sufficient by group as the number  
of on-farm sources of income changes

FOOD INSECURE MONTHS
• 71.9% of all respondents reported suffering at least one month of food insecurity. On average, farmers suffer 2.5 months of ‘thin months’ 

per year with some participants reporting up to 8 months. Thin months overlap with the rainy and corn/coffee pre-harvest season (Fig. 2). 

• Farmers in G4 reported having the least number of thin months (mean 1.3 months, median 0 months). Tukey’s HSD test showed a difference 

between G4 and G1 as well as between G4 and G2 (p= .069 and p=.081 respectively) (Fig. 3).  

INTRODUCTION

RESEARCH APPROACH AND METHODS

research questions

1.What does livelihood diversification in smallholder coffee systems look like?

2. What characteristics vary among the farmer households having different 
types of livelihood strategies ?

3. hoW are these farmer characteristics and livelihood strategies associated 
With interacting outcomes of seasonal food security and perceived income suf-
ficiency?

Figure 1. Livelihood diversification strategies

• Coffee farmers manage several livelihood activities on their 

farms. The most common activities are the least resource- and 

knowledge-intensive. Land and labor are important assets that 

can enable more diversified farming systems.

• Seasonal food insecurity and other livelihood challenges contin-

ue to be a reality for many smallholder coffee farmers.  

Combining coffee production with of subsistence production 

(corn, beans) and income-generating activities (such as bee-

keeping) may be the best strategy to decrease the duration of 

seasonal food insecurity and help farmers have a more sustain-

able income.

• Further research is needed to better understand livelihood  

diversification as part of the social-ecological systems that cof-

fee farmers are embedded in. More importantly, it is import-

ant to generate actionable knowledge for more strategic deci-

sion-making on livelihood diversification. Agroecology and  

Participatory Action Research offer useful tools for this type of 

research.

 Figure 3. Number of thin months by groupFigure 2. Seasonal incidence of food lean months
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Smallholder coffee farmers in Mesoamerica conserve and produce important ecosystem services 

and are key actors in the global coffee commodity chain. Despite their valuable contributions, 

these farmers face persistent livelihood challenges common to many smallholder farmers around 

the globe. These include high risk of seasonal food insecurity and other obstacles associated with 

household poverty, as well as production challenges, which have been further complicated by 

changing climatic conditions. Diversification is a key principle in agroecology-based transitions; for 

smallholder coffee farmers, livelihood diversification is an option in response to  the shocks and 

stressors emerging in their dynamic socio-ecological context.

• Participatory Action  Research (PAR) approach that integrates the knowledge and 

perspectives of multiple actors in the research design, execution, data analysis, interpretation 

and dissemination of results.  

• Transdisciplinary agroecological approach that integrates ecological and social science 

concepts and methods with local knowledge and practice.

• Household surveys (N=167) with member farmers of the Campesinos Ecológicos de la 

Sierra Madre de Chiapas S. C (CESMACH) cooperative in 30 communities of Southwestern  

Chiapas, Mexico. Surveys were conducted in June and July, 2017. 

• The survey data were summarized and analyzed in R version 3.5.1. In the analysis, Kruskal-Wal-

lis test, Tukey’s HSD test, Spearman correlation and binomial regressions were used.  
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