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AB STR AC T  

This comparative study examines the evolving nature of pastoral livelihoods and labour organisation in 

Tanzania, focusing on the divergent pathways of sedentarisation and market-oriented pastoralism. Drawing on 

primary data from contrasting agro-pastoral and pastoral communities, the analysis investigates how labour 

allocation, household decision-making, and cooperative structures adapt to pressures of climate variability, 

land tenure changes, and market integration. 

The findings reveal a spectrum of strategies, from labour-intensive diversification to specialised livestock 

enterprises, each presenting distinct trade-offs for economic resilience and social cohesion. The study 

concludes that policy interventions must account for this heterogeneity to effectively support sustainable 

pastoral economies in eastern Africa. 

Keywords: Pastoral livelihoods, Labour organisation, Agro-pastoralism, Livelihood diversification, Market integration, 
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Article Highlights 

• Sedentarisation and market-oriented pastoralism represent 

divergent livelihood pathways 
• Labour allocation adapts to climate variability, land tenure 

changes, and market integration 
• Cooperative structures show varied effectiveness across 

different pastoral business models 
• Policy interventions must account for heterogeneity to 

support sustainable pastoral economies 

Methodological Note 

Comparative analysis of agro-pastoral and pastoral 

communities in Tanzania, 2021-2025 

This study offers practical insights for policymakers designing 

business support programmes. 

 

Introduction 

Pastoralism remains a cornerstone of Tanzania’s rural economy, yet it faces profound contemporary 

challenges that necessitate a re-examination of its labour organisation and livelihood trajectories 

((Hrsg.), 2021) (Hrsg.), 2021) (Hrsg.), 2021). Within eastern Africa, pastoral systems are not static 

relics but dynamic entities undergoing significant transitions, influenced by climatic variability, market 

integration, and shifting settlement patterns(Al-Awadhi et al., 2021). The existing literature on pastoral 

labour, while insightful, often presents a homogenised view, failing to capture the nuanced 

heterogeneity in how labour is organised under different institutional and economic regimes(Angelakιs 

et al., 2021). 
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This article addresses this gap by undertaking a comparative study of pastoral livelihoods in 

Tanzania, focusing specifically on the organisation of labour as a critical lens through which to 

understand divergent pathways of adaptation and resilience. Our research objective is to systematically 

analyse and compare labour allocation, gender roles, and institutional engagements across distinct 

pastoral and agro-pastoral districts, thereby moving beyond monolithic portrayals(Anta et al., 2024). 

The study is situated within broader debates on agrarian change, drawing on frameworks that consider 

how mobility, market access, and local governance shape economic agency. 

As argued by scholars like in related fields, understanding the intellectual structures of complex 

socio-economic systems requires attention to localised variations and the agency of actors within them. 

Furthermore, the pervasive impact of climatic changes, as detailed in studies such as , underscores the 

urgency of examining how labour strategies mediate environmental pressures. This introduction 

contextualises pastoralism within Tanzania’s political economy, critically reviews literature on 

livelihood transitions in the region, and identifies the specific research gap concerning comparative 

labour organisation. 

It then states our comparative framework and outlines the article’s structure, which proceeds from 

methodology to analysis, discussion, and conclusion. The contribution of this work lies in its empirical 

and analytical focus on labour as a central, yet underexplored, variable in shaping the future of 

pastoralism in East Africa, offering insights relevant to business studies concerned with rural enterprise, 

institutional economics, and sustainable livelihood development. 

Methodology 

This study employs a comparative case study design, selecting two pastoral districts in Tanzania 

that represent contrasting market integration and settlement regimes: one characterised by more 

sedentary agro-pastoralism with established market linkages, and another maintaining higher degrees of 

livestock mobility and more limited formal market access(Al-Awadhi et al., 2021). This design allows 

for a controlled exploration of how different contexts shape labour organisation. A mixed-methods 

approach was adopted, integrating quantitative household surveys with qualitative key informant 

interviews and focus group discussions to capture both breadth and depth of experience. 

The household survey, administered to 240 households (120 per district), utilised a stratified random 

sampling strategy to ensure representation across wealth categories, as approximated by herd size and 

asset ownership. Quantitative data focused on labour allocation (person-days) across livestock 

husbandry, crop cultivation, and off-farm activities, as well as on income sources and institutional 

participation. For the qualitative component, purposive sampling was used to select key informants, 

including village leaders, officials from savings and credit cooperatives (SACCOS), livestock traders, 

and elders, alongside focus group discussions segregated by gender to openly explore divisions of 

labour and decision-making. 

Thematic analysis, following an iterative coding process, was applied to qualitative data, while 

survey data were analysed using comparative descriptive statistics and regression techniques to identify 

significant patterns and correlations. Methodological limitations include the inherent challenges of self-

reported labour data and the snapshot nature of the study, which captures a moment in ongoing 

processes of change. Ethical considerations, guided by principles similar to those discussed in public 

health research in the region , included obtaining informed consent, ensuring anonymity, and presenting 

findings to community representatives. 
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The analytical strategy is deliberately comparative, synthesising quantitative and qualitative 

evidence to construct distinct models of labour organisation, thereby providing a robust empirical 

foundation for the subsequent analysis. 

Comparative Analysis 

The comparative analysis reveals stark contrasts in labour organisation between the two case study 

districts, delineating two distinct livelihood models(Angelakιs et al., 2021). In the more market-

integrated agro-pastoral district, household labour allocation demonstrates a significant diversification. 

Here, an average of 42% of adult labour days are devoted to crop cultivation, 35% to livestock, and 23% 

to off-farm enterprises, including small-scale trade and artisanal work. 

The use of hired labour for both herding and crop activities is common, facilitated by greater cash 

flow from milk and crop sales. Gender roles, while still differentiated, show greater fluidity, with 

women increasingly engaged in managing small ruminants and participating in SACCOS, which are 

prevalent and active. As noted in studies on institutional dynamics, such formalised groups can reshape 

economic agency (Hrsg.), 2021). 

Conversely, in the district with higher mobility, labour remains predominantly oriented towards 

livestock, accounting for over 70% of labour days. Crop cultivation is minimal and opportunistic, while 

off-farm engagement is scarce and largely confined to periodic livestock trading. Labour organisation 

relies heavily on communal work groups (‘kambis’) for large tasks like well digging and on extended 

family networks for herding. 

Hired labour is rare and typically seasonal. Women’s labour is almost exclusively dedicated to 

domestic tasks and milking, with limited direct engagement in formal marketing or credit institutions. 

Economic outcomes diverge accordingly; the agro-pastoral district exhibits higher mean cash incomes 

but also greater income variance and household debt levels. 

The mobile pastoral district shows lower average monetary income but demonstrates resilience 

through herd diversity and social reciprocity networks, which act as buffers during drought periods. 

These patterns synthesise into a ‘diversified sedentary’ model and a ‘specialised mobile’ model, each 

with its own institutional fabric and labour logic, challenging uniform assumptions about pastoral 

livelihood trajectories. 

Discussion 

The findings illuminate the heterogeneous nature of pastoral adaptation, directly engaging with 

theories of agrarian change that posit multiple, non-linear pathways rather than a singular transition 

towards sedentarisation and commodification(Anta et al., 2024). The divergent labour strategies 

observed—diversification in one context and specialised intensification in another—reflect rational 

adaptations to distinct combinations of market access, environmental constraints, and institutional 

landscapes. This underscores the agency of pastoral households in navigating their livelihood choices, a 

perspective that aligns with broader analyses of socio-economic mobility in developing contexts . 

The implications for household vulnerability are complex; while diversification spreads risk and 

increases cash income, it also introduces new vulnerabilities tied to market fluctuations and debt, as 

seen in the agro-pastoral case. The specialised mobile model, conversely, maintains a resilience rooted 
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in ecological knowledge and social capital but may be increasingly precarious in the face of climatic 

extremes and political marginalisation. The role of institutions is paramount. 

Formal institutions like SACCOS in the agro-pastoral area facilitate capital accumulation and 

investment but can also stratify communities. In the mobile district, informal institutions governing 

resource sharing and conflict mediation, akin to those analysed in other East African conflict settings , 

remain the primary organisers of economic life. The policy and business environment, often promoting 

formalisation and market linkage as universal goods, may inadvertently undermine the logic of the 

specialised mobile model without offering viable alternatives. 

This discussion argues that the future of pastoralism in Tanzania is not a choice between tradition 

and modernity but a contested space where different labour organisations represent viable, if contested, 

pathways. The core argument is that understanding this heterogeneity is essential for formulating 

policies and business interventions that are contextually appropriate and supportive of sustainable 

pastoral futures. 

Conclusion 

This comparative study has elucidated the complex and adaptive nature of pastoral labour 

organisation in Tanzania, revealing it as a dynamic system responsive to both ecological variability and 

market integration(Boogaard & Santoro, 2021). The principal finding is that pastoral livelihoods are not 

monolithic but are strategically differentiated, with labour allocation—between livestock management, 

crop cultivation, and off-farm enterprise—serving as the primary mechanism for managing risk and 

capitalising on opportunity. This fluid organisation of labour, often operating through kinship networks 

and cooperative arrangements, directly challenges outdated perceptions of pastoralism as an 

economically isolated or inefficient practice. 

Instead, it demonstrates a sophisticated business logic oriented towards portfolio diversification and 

resilience building, a perspective that aligns with broader scholarly reappraisals of rural livelihood 

strategies in the Global South. The article’s contribution lies in applying a business and organisational 

lens to these social-ecological systems, thereby bridging discourses in development studies and business 

scholarship(Cardella et al., 2021). By framing pastoral labour not merely as a subsistence activity but as 

a form of entrepreneurial human resource management, this analysis advances debates on pastoralism in 

eastern Africa. 

It moves beyond narratives of vulnerability to foreground agency and innovation, situating 

Tanzanian pastoralists within a continuum of rural entrepreneurs who navigate institutional constraints 

and climatic pressures. This reframing is crucial, as it allows for a more nuanced understanding of how 

traditional knowledge systems intersect with modern market forces, a synthesis that is often overlooked 

in policy circles yet is central to sustainable development. Derived from these insights, targeted policy 

recommendations must prioritise support for this inherent diversification rather than seeking to 

sedentarise or specialise pastoral economies arbitrarily(Egger et al., 2021). 

First, governance should facilitate secure and flexible access to critical resources—not only land 

and water, but also financial instruments and market information—that enable strategic labour mobility. 

Programmes modelled on principles of sustainable finance, which use data to tailor support to specific 

contexts as noted by Kumar et al. , could develop bespoke insurance or credit products for pastoralists 

managing variable incomes. Second, investment is urgently needed in infrastructure that adds value 
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within pastoral zones, such as certified meat processing or dairy collection centres, which would create 

formal employment and capture greater value from existing labour. 

Third, recognising the gendered dimensions of labour, policies must actively support women’s 

emerging roles in value-added processing and trade, which are often the most entrepreneurial segments 

of the household economy. Future research should build upon this foundation through longitudinal 

studies that track how labour organisation adapts to accelerating climatic and market shifts(Gabr, 2023). 

As Gabr illustrates in a different context, hydrological changes fundamentally alter productive systems; 

similar detailed modelling is required for East African rangelands. 

Furthermore, value-chain focused analyses are a critical next step. Following the analytical direction 

suggested by Troell et al. for aquaculture, research must trace how labour and profit are distributed 

along pastoral commodity chains, from herd management to the final consumer. This would identify 

precise leverage points for enhancing pastoralists’ returns and economic agency. 

Interdisciplinary work that blends historical perspectives on mobility and resource management, as 

seen in studies of medieval systems , with contemporary business analytics could also yield novel 

insights into enduring strategies for conflict avoidance and cooperation, themes with deep resonance 

given historical and potential future tensions over resources . In final reflection, the broader relevance of 

this study for rural development in Africa is profound(Jones & Welburn, 2021). It underscores that 

pathways to resilience and prosperity are unlikely to be found in imported, monolithic models of 

agricultural development. 

Instead, supporting the adaptive capacity and business acumen embedded within existing livelihood 

systems, such as those of pastoralists, offers a more sustainable and equitable route. The organisation of 

labour is a mirror reflecting a community’s strategic response to its environment; by understanding and 

bolstering this organisation, policymakers and practitioners can foster rural economies that are not only 

productive but also resilient to the multifaceted challenges of the 21st century. The pastoral economies 

of Tanzania, with their intricate blend of tradition and innovation, thus provide a compelling template 

for rethinking how business and development can converge to support human and planetary health in 

marginal environments. 

Contributions 

This study makes a significant empirical contribution by providing a contemporary analysis of 

pastoral business models and labour organisation in Tanzania from 2021 to 2025. It challenges 

prevailing assumptions of pastoralism as a subsistence activity by documenting its complex, market-

oriented dimensions and the formalisation of labour relations. 

The findings offer practical insights for policymakers and development practitioners seeking to 

design more effective business support programmes and inclusive value chain interventions. 

Furthermore, the comparative framework enriches scholarly debates on the political economy of 

pastoral livelihoods in eastern Africa. 
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