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More Kenyans have  
access to cellphones (72%)  
than to clean water (65%)  

or electricity (34%). 



Average Annual Rainfall  
(UNDP, 2006) 

Kenyan climate change? 
Material & narrative phenomenon 

+1.0°C since 1960  
(0.21°C per decade) 

 
+1.0 to 2.8°C by 2060 

+20% rainfall variability  

(Kabubo-Mariara, 2007) 



• How are migrants “involved” in a rural 
home (agricultural & household 
decisions)? 

• What information is shared or withheld? 

 

 

• Multi-sited surveys and ethnographies 
(rural “anchors” with migrants in various 
destinations) 

• Repeated visits across different seasons 

• Two sites in productive environments: 

– Vihiga: western Kenya, less market access 

– Kiambu: near Nairobi, high market access  

   Research Questions 

Methods 



Vihiga 

Kiambu 

NAIROBI 



Vihiga 
• Most families talk 

weekly (34%) or 
monthly (23%) 

• Visit yearly (32%) 

Kiambu 
• Most families talk 

every 1-3 days 
(64%) 

• Visit weekly (33%) 
or monthly (24%) 

More talk than physical contact 

347 days 
43 days 

69 days 

10 days 



    Migrants (talking about home) 

1. We don’t really talk about the farm. If we 
do, we start to quarrel… my son never helps 
my wife enough. 

2. We share a lot of information, whatever we 
need. If mama needs fertilizer, or pesticides, 
we talk about it and if she needs money I 
send it. 

3. We talk about so many things. I can’t 
remember any specific story about the 
farm. It’s just there, mama takes care of it. 



   Rural folk (about migrants) 

4. Dad mostly talks to Mama. He’ll always 
ask about the farm but only wants to 
hear that “it’s doing fine”. If there are 
problems, or the yield is low, he quarrels 
with her. 

5. My husband sends money to cover inputs 
and sent us certified seeds this past year.  

6. We usually try to send food to my 
children in town whenever we can. They 
are working hard there, but truly, what 
can they tell us about the farm? 



Main “problems” discussed?    

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

Vihiga Kiambu

Business

Health

School

Food

Farm

Farm problems = 11% in Vihiga, 4% in Kiambu 



      What problems are shared? 

• Health issues were most common, 
followed by school matters 

• Nearly all respondents described 
talking about the farm & its 
performance but …  

• Farm issues* were considered the 
lowest scoring category of problem 

* Crop failures or theft, pest outbreaks 
(i.e. framed as things needing urgent 
attention) 



Types of farm information shared 

• Any environmental information tends 
to be extreme or exceptional events 

• Rainfall-related 
– Onset, end or interruptions of rains 

– Extreme events (hail, flooding, winds) 

• Temperature-related 
– Extreme events (drought, heat, frost) 

• Soil-related 
– Low fertility, weed-infestation (Striga) 

– Erosion (terrace collapses, washouts) 



          Migrants more worried than rural? 

• Migrants generally had less favourable 
opinion than the rural family (!), 
especially for rainfall and temperature 
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% reporting “poor” or “very poor” 



• More frequent calls = more likely to  
send money (or return home) 

• Money replaces visits (especially for Kiambu) 
• Migrants often felt “advice” was not enough 

  Migrants’ responses  
(by frequency of calls) 
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• Rural respondents were more likely than 
migrants to mention requests for advice 

• Less frequent contact = more likely to request 
money or a return visit (especially in Vihiga) 

Requests by rural family  
(by frequency of calls) 

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

Ask for money

Ask advice

Ask to come

Vihiga Kiambu 



What types of information do  
rural family withhold? 

• Embarrassing or disappointing 
(misused / sold inputs, broken tools, 
casual labour on others’ farms, orders 
from migrants that were not followed) 
 

• Complex 
(full explanations about how or why 
resources were or weren’t used) 
 

• Slow-changing, contextual 
(gradually declining or improving 
resources) 



Phone as a social technology 

• Maintaining social relationships is key 
• Rural respondents described framing 

problems so as not to “overwhelm”: 
– If all I do is ask for money, he won’t answer 

my calls 
– I don’t want to sound like I’m always 

complaining, even if there is a problem 
– He only wants to help when he thinks things 

are too hard for us to cope 

• Or they recognized migrants had problems 
too 
– He doesn’t have a steady job. One day we 

have to help him, one day he helps us. 



Be wary of climate claims 

• Extreme events may be over-reported 
both by migrants and rural  

– Useful for “opening the purse” 

– Rainfall and temperature bias 

• Long-term processes are likely under-
reported  

• Migrants believe they are familiar with 
local contexts (because of frequent 
calls) but lack physical continuity 



Uses of ICTs (phones) 

• Primarily voice calls > SMS or internet 
– WhatsApp groups becoming important in Kiambu 

but still minimal penetration 

• Maintaining social relationships 
– Even for markets (especially Kiambu), daily social 

contact with potential buyers is more important 
than prices 

• Knowledge sharing (of farm or the environment) 
is shaped by discussion of extremes 
– Disconnected events > continuity? 
– Very few migrants explicitly offered knowledge 

gained in other settings  
– TV, newspapers, and migrants’ social contacts 

reinforce perceptions of home, rural environment 



• Climate knowledge is shaped by  
social dynamic of communication 
– Disconnection = simplification 
– “Bad news travels faster than good” 
– Some evidence for migrants sharing solutions 

& insights from elsewhere 

• Migrants’ roles are increasingly 
financialized 

• Adaptation remains in the hands of 
women, elderly, and more marginalized 
actors 
 

• For more information, visit 
http://multilocationality.wordpress.com 

Conclusions 

Thank you! 
 

Asante 
sana! 

 
Merci! 

http://multilocationality.wordpress.com/

