
 

The social construction of risk among 
adolescent girls: A case study of 

Ntcheu and Salima Districts in Malawi  
 

 

 

N Zambara 

Student number 

25817655 

 
 

 

 

Mini-thesis submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for 
the degree Master of Arts in Development and Management 

(Disaster Studies) at the Potchefstroom Campus of the North-
West University 

 

 

 

Supervisor: Prof. Dewald Van Nierkerk 

 

 

 

November 2015 year of submission  

May 2016 year of graduation  



i 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

First of all I would like to thank God for giving me the grace and intuition to finish this 

research.  

I would like to extend my sincere gratitude to professor extraordinaire, Prof Dewald Van 

Niekerk for guiding me as I wrote this dissertation. The guidance offered was world 

class.  

I would also like to thank the African Centre for Disaster Studies at North West 

University, under the leadership of Professor Dewald Van Niekierk, particularly Mrs. 

Kyla Forbes-Biggs for doing the ground work and collecting the data that was central to 

this study. Also for trusting me with the primary data collected. 

A special thank you to the adolescent girls and their families in the Ntcheu and Salima 

districts of Malawi for availing themselves to take part in this research. 

To Mr. Antony Reeler, the headmaster of Pretoria Boys High School, who generously 

and whole heartedly afforded me the time away from work even during critical times so 

that I can attend to personal academic work.  

My family members, friends and student colleagues who offered encouragement and 

support that enabled me to focus on this assignment. Thank you all. To Mr Mbuso 

Ncube Jama, for introducing me to the world of disaster studies. 

 

 It would be thoughtless not to acknowledge the contribution of Mrs Farzanah Loonate 

who coordinated and arranged various communication I had with my academic 

Supervisors as well as her motherly support in times of despair.   

  



ii 

KEY WORDS 

Adolescent, disaster, disaster risk, Malawi, social construct of risk, vulnerability, gender. 

 

  



iii 

ABSTRACT 

The issue of gender has been a much talked about topic in spheres of relief and by 

disaster risk reduction practitioners. Disasters tend to affect the poorest and most 

marginalised people the hardest. Women and children are likely to suffer higher rates of 

death, loss and economic damage.  

Gender is a socially constructed phenomena anchored in cultural norms and beliefs. It 

is therefore widely considered socially appropriate for individuals to behave in a specific 

way. These societal expectations tend to increase the disaster risk of some unique 

segments of society, especially adolescent girls. 

The aim of this research was to find the social factors contributing to the gendered 

construction of risk among adolescent girls in the Ntcheu and Salima districts in Malawi. 

This was done in order to highlight the plight of this unique sub-group in society within a 

Southern Africa context and to build onto research based knowledge that is cropping 

up. This research involved qualitative secondary data analysis of transcribed scripts.  

Thematic analysis was used to come up with basic, organising and global themes and 

these were used as units of analysis. 

Analysis of themes highlighted the major determinates contributing to the gendered 

construct of risk. These could be explained using seven extracted attributes, viz:  

gendered educational opportunities, gendered poverty, gendered value of life, gendered 

social justice, gendered empowerment,  gendered food security and gendered labour 

opportunities. 

The most important attribute was that of gendered educational opportunities as it cut 

across other factors and appeared to close most avenues through which adolescent 

girls can build their capacity  

The results of this study highlighted the need to confront the gendered plight of 

adolescent girls by engagement of all stakeholders in communities. This, coupled with 

education, involving adolescent girls in decision making and community development 

projects can go a long way in building their capacity and thus reducing their risk to 

disasters. 
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CHAPTER 1: ORIENTATION AND PROBLEM STATEMENT 

1.1 INTRODUCTION 

Today, more than ever, the United Nations, national governments, research institutions 

and civil society have become more concerned about the causes and impact of natural 

hazards on communities.  This has seen the prioritisation of programmes and strategies 

aimed at reducing the causes and impact of natural hazards. Natural hazards do not 

affect people and communities equally, it is the most marginalised that are affected the 

worst (Neumayer and Plumper, 2007). Literature (Anderson, 2000, WHO, 2002, 

Fordham, 2004) points out that, inequalities in access to resources, capabilities and 

opportunities disadvantage certain groups making them more vulnerable to the impact 

of hazards.   

This research uses Malawi as a case study to establish the social factors contributing to 

the construction of risk among adolescent girls in rural southern African countries. Much 

attention has been put on women and children, however adolescent girls seem to lie in 

the gap between children and adulthood and thus present a unique subgroup within 

communities. This may result in them being overlooked in disaster risk initiatives and 

consequently increase their vulnerability to hazards. This chapter will provides an 

orientation and problem statement as to the phenomenon under investigation. 

Objectives of the research will be highlighted as well as research objectives and 

questions. The method of investigation, the significance of the study as well as the 

contributions of this research to the body of knowledge pertaining to disaster risk 

reduction will be discussed.       

1.1 ORIENTATION 

Wisner et al. (2012) posit that the past decades have born witness to the evolution of 

our understanding of the origins of disasters. Certain scholars (Blaike et al., 2014; 

Wisner et al., 2012; Twigg, 2004; UNISDR, 2008) assert that “a disaster is an 

overwhelming disruption that affects the ability for people to live a normal life due to 

environmental and or material losses that exceed the ability of the affected community 

to cope using their own resources”. Historically, disasters have been perceived as acts 
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of God, over which humankind has had little or no control (Drabek, 1991). In some 

cultures, losses, injuries and deaths have been regarded as punishment from a divine, 

unknown supernatural being, according to McEntire (2001). Adopting this way of 

thinking has downplayed the role of humankind in contributing to catastrophic events, as 

it does not consider the human culpability with regard to hazards. 

Lately the prominent perspective in disaster studies is that people have the ability to 

avoid, deal with and live normal lives in the face of natural hazards, thereby avoiding or 

mitigating the effects of disastrous situations (Wisner et al., 2012; Gaillard et al., 2005). 

Twigg (2004:12) defines a hazard as “a potential threat to humans and their welfare”. 

These threats include latent conditions that may represent future threats. This assertion 

favours “a holistic perspective of disaster, one that takes into account multiple causal 

sources” (McEntire, 2001:190), and challenges the premise that disasters are entirely 

natural occurrences. Wisner et al. (2012) posit that there is a close relationship between 

disaster risk and vulnerability, and more specifically for the purpose of this study, 

between disaster risk and social vulnerability. Thus, disaster risk can be explained by 

the notation:  

Disaster risk = Hazard x Vulnerability 

Social vulnerability is defined as “the degree to which one’s social status influences 

differential impact by natural hazards and the social processes that led there and 

maintain the status” (Wisner et al., 2012). Social status implies “culturally and socially 

constructed roles, responsibilities, rights, duties and expectations concerning behaviour” 

(Wisner et al., 2012:22). Lorber (2007:55) argues that “social construction is how 

society groups people and how it privileges certain groups over others”. She further 

asserts that one’s gender at birth somehow seems to set up the blueprint for social 

expectations: “you are a woman or a man because society tells you that you are, not 

because you choose to be. The gender process of social construction starts when a 

baby is born and the doctor pronounces whether one is a boy or girl based on the 

baby’s genitalia” (Lorber, 2007:55). This is then perpetuated by the fact that “parents 

become part of this societal process as they start dressing them with colours that 

identify their gender” (Lorber, 2007:55), and children then grow up by observing and 

imitating people of the same gender. These behaviours then lead to stereotypes. 
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According to Johnson (1997:160), common stereotypes of men include “control, 

strength, efficiency, competitiveness, toughness, coolness under pressure”. This 

creates the blueprint for what is considered normal for men, and for how they should act 

and portray themselves. Women are also associated with specific characteristics, for 

example, “inefficiency, cooperation, mutuality, equality, sharing compassion, 

caring...emotional expressiveness” (Johnson, 1997:160). This contributes to the social 

construction of gender, by making men seem to have more power and privilege than 

women. From the viewpoint that social vulnerability has differential impact on different 

members of society, it can be argued that adolescent girls comprise one stratum in 

society whose plight is worth investigating. Wisner et al. (2012) present a model that 

can be adopted in order to investigate the social construct of risk.  

This model is illustrated in Figure 1.1 below. 

 

Figure 1.1 The social construct of disasters (Wisner et al., 2012:21) 
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Figure 1.1 shows the dual nature of disaster risk in the natural environment, and how it 

is modified by gender. This presents both opportunities and hazards. Therefore the 

“natural” environment is not entirely natural but is influenced by activities such as 

economic and political decisions, as shown in boxes 5-8 in Figure 1.1 (Wisner et al., 

2012:20). Boxes 6-8 show how “political, economic and social processes foster 

differential access to specific groups of people” (Wisner et al., 2012:20). Therefore, 

understanding the social construct of risk can be used to minimise risk. 

Informed by the assertion that the impact is not uniform, one can infer that certain 

groups are negatively affected by disasters more than others because they are more 

vulnerable. It is further argued that social status is influenced by culture and results in 

different roles, responsibilities, rights and duties that are socially constructed (Wisner et 

al., 2012). These different roles, according to Wisner et al. (2012: 22), “may have a 

bearing on potential loss, injury or death in the face of a hazard”. The progression to 

vulnerability (see Figure 2.1) can be used in the disaster risk reduction framework to 

explain the vulnerability of adolescent girls due to social constructs.  

Within the African context, adolescent girls are uniquely vulnerable because social 

characteristics such as gender, (Jabry, 2005); age, (Bradshaw & Fordham, 2013); 

physical and mental health status, (Wisner et al., 2012); and ethnicity. The following 

paragraphs seek to explain the significance of adolescence and how it presents double-

jeopardy situation for girls (Van der Gaag, 2013).  

Plan (2011) argues that adolescence is an important time in the development of 

humans. It is characterised by key changes such as “the transition from girlhood to 

womanhood, from primary to secondary education, from education to work and to family 

life”. There are 500 million adolescent girls aged between 10 and 19 years globally 

(UNFPA, 2005); yet this stage is still marked by high dropout rates from school (75 

million in 2008 (UNESCO, 2011)); exposure to violence and abuse (globally 25.3% of 

adolescent girls experience sexual violence (UNFPA, 2005)); high mortality rates (due 

to pregnancy before physical maturity (World Population Foundation, 2011)); and HIV 

infections (76% of people aged between 15 and 24 years in sub-Saharan Africa living 

with HIV are female). One in every three girls in the developing world is married by the 

age of 18 (IPCC, 2011).  
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As children age, especially female children, gender roles become more entrenched and 

their lives in some countries become limited, for example, to domestic chores (IPCC, 

2011). Van der Gaag (2013) argues that this seclusion brings with it greater exposure to 

a range of risks. Exploring the social construct of risk will contribute to reducing 

individual vulnerability, because people actually need to understand and perceive that 

they are susceptible to threats in order to change their behaviour or how they treat 

others.  

Bradshaw and Fordham (2013) also posit that there is not enough gender- and age-

based evidence to provide solid substantiation for the gendered nature of disasters in 

Africa. The available information is on adolescent girls in other parts of the world and 

not on African adolescent girls (such as studies by Plan (2011) on adolescent girls and 

climate change in the Philippines). Furthermore, because disaster risk is contextual and 

specific to location, among other attributes, research carried out in Asia, Europe and 

Australia cannot be applied to adolescent girls in Africa. This therefore justifies the need 

for research-based information relevant to the African context. A focus on sub-Saharan 

Africa and in particular Malawi can be seen as a worthwhile venture, considering the 

natural hazards such as flash floods and drought that recently (2012-2015) affected the 

country. Political instability as well as other socio-economic structures are root causes 

that may exacerbate the plight of adolescent girls.  

Malawi is a landlocked, multiracial country in Africa. According to the Office of the 

President and Cabinet in Malawi (2005), the country has a population of more than    17 

million people spread across 28 administrative districts. A massive 50.7% of the 

population of Malawi is considered to be living in poverty. Approximately 23.9% of the 

population is between the ages of 10 and 19 years old. The majority of the population is 

dependent on agriculture for its livelihood. This dependence on natural resources for 

income means that Malawians are susceptible to the effects of hazards such as floods, 

drought, flash floods, hail storms, mealybugs and army worm infestations (Misomali, 

2014). 

 

1.2 PROBLEM STATEMENT 

Central to this research is the understanding of socially constructed vulnerabilities. This 

is important in order to establish the social construct of risk perceptions, in communities 
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and individuals. Risk is contextual and tends to be connected to race, location and 

cultural beliefs (Solvic, 1987). This study proposes that there is a need to focus on 

subgroups that will enable the establishment of new development initiatives aimed at 

helping reduce vulnerability, thus building capacity and resilient communities. 

It can be argued from literature (Wisner et al., 2012; Neumayer & Plumper, 2007; 

Forbes-Biggs & Maartens, 2012;  Blaike et al., 2014) that there is rising concern due to 

the realisation that people in different social strata as well as of different genders, 

experience different exposure and exhibit differential capacity to cope with risk. 

Addressing disaster risk from this point of view could help build more resilient 

communities.  

According to Forbes-Biggs and Maartens (2012:235), “females and children are often 

considered the most vulnerable members in societies, based on their typical lack of 

access to essential resources”. Adolescent girls fall within the broad group of women 

and yet they are also children: this increases their vulnerability. Bradshaw and Fordham 

(2013) argue that unlike women, who benefit from this broad category of gender either 

due to “their productive (income generating) or reproductive (mothering) roles”, girls 

tend to fall in between the gaps of disaster risk initiatives. Furthermore, research in 

disaster studies has thus far excluded them from the attention that they deserve and 

only a few studies are beginning to emerge in this field (Bradshaw & Fordham, 2013; 

Wisner et al., 2012; Plan, 2011; Van der Gaag, 2013; Forbes-Biggs & Maartens, 2012).  

According to Van der Gaag (2013:9), adolescent girls “need to be included in reducing 

risk”. She further states that adolescent girls are “hidden from view, prevented from 

interacting with others and getting the opportunity to express themselves” (Van der 

Gaag, 2013:9). 

In light of the above orientation, the problem under investigation in this study is 

therefore which aspects contribute to determining the social construction of risk among 

adolescent girls in the Ntcheu and Salima districts of Malawi.  

 

 

1.3 RESEARCH OBJECTIVES         
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The objectives of this research were to: 

1. Define and explain the theoretical grounding of the social construction of risk. 

2. Determine the elements of the social construction of risk among adolescent girls 

in two selected rural communities in Malawi. 

3. Make recommendations regarding the understanding of the social construction of 

risk by adolescent girls for disaster risk reduction. 

 

1.4 RESEARCH QUESTIONS          

In order to investigate the problem in a coherent manner, the study sought to answer 

the following questions: 

1. What is the theoretical grounding of the social construct of risk?  

2. What are the elements of the social construct of risk among adolescent girls in 

the Ntcheu and Salima districts of Malawi? 

3. What recommendations can be made regarding the social construction of risk by 

adolescent girls for disaster risk reduction?  

 

1.5 CENTRAL THEORETICAL STATEMENT 

This research was informed by central theoretical statements as proposed in the 

disaster risk reduction framework of Wisner et al. (2012:20). Wisner et al. present the 

disaster risk reduction framework according to six variations, namely: 

 Resources and hazards ( the social construct of resource and hazard); 

 Vulnerability and capacity; 

 Livelihood and location; 

 Access and marginalization; 

 Disaster and recovery; and 

 The progression to safety. 

 

Central theoretical statements relevant to this study were drawn from the social 

construct and the vulnerability aspects of the six aforementioned variations. 
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Fordham (cited in Wisner et al., 2012:433) argues that there is an “inequitable impact of 

disasters on women, based on the understanding that gender-based inequalities are not 

innate or biological but socially constructed”. Goulds (2011) further asserts that 

“adolescence is also a time when gender roles for girls become more entrenched”, 

implying that the disaster risk of adolescent girls is amplified by “demanding household 

and family tasks, lack of access to information and resources, lack of knowledge of their 

rights and of lifesaving skills, lack of power in decision making” (Goulds, 2011). It can be 

argued, according to Bradshaw and Fordham (2013) that due to the social values that 

deny adolescent girls opportunities to actively manage their own situations, 

adolescence is a key factor to understanding social vulnerability. 

Van Der Gaag (2013:66) propounds that “adolescent girls, especially if separated from 

their families, may not know how to protect themselves...girls who are in the care of a 

relative or an adult… or an institution are even more at risk”. Informed by this notion, it 

can be argued that “disaster risk is socially distributed in ways that reflect the social 

divisions that already exist in society” (Enarson et al., 2004; cited in Rodriguez et al., 

2007:130). They continue to state that “social vulnerability to disaster is a social 

dynamic rooted in gender [and] age”. The contributions of these authors, among others 

(Jabry, 2005; Van der Gaag, 2013; Wisner et al., 2012; Goulds, 2011; Enarson et al., 

2004) provide the basis on which this research is founded. 

 

1.6 RESEARCH METHODOLOGY  

Secondary analysis of data were conducted on a data set that has already been 

collected as part of the Integrating Adolescent Girls (IAG) Project. The IAG Project was 

a collaborative project implemented across four countries (Malawi, Zimbabwe, Lesotho 

and Zambia) during 2012 and 2013 by the Cooperative for Assistance and Relief 

Everywhere (CARE) and the African Centre for Disaster Studies. The IAG Project 

focused on adolescent girls as the most vulnerable and highly marginalised group in 

society (UNISDR, 2008) and sought to use capacity building and empowerment 

programmes based on the original Girls in Risk Reduction Leadership (GIRRL) project 

design. The GIRRL project design focused on traditionally marginalised girls in South 

Africa and made use of participatory action research to gather data. 



9 

Bryman (2012:35) explains that “research methodology is the collection of tools and 

methods required for the systematic, accurate and methodical execution of the research 

design”. Put differently, it is a “technique for collecting data” (Bryman, 2012:46). This 

study followed a qualitative research methodology, because the focus of the study was 

to gain a holistic understanding of the risk perceptions among adolescent girls in the 

Ntcheu and Salima districts of Malawi. Gathering knowledge from their points of view 

therefore relied on the characteristics of qualitative research. These characteristics as 

pointed out by Bryman (2012) include interpreting meaning from what they say and 

constructing meaning without predetermined categories or direction.  

 

1.6.1 Literature review   

Literature review is the study of work already done in the field of the study that is being 

conducted. According to Mouton (2008:87), it is scholarly analysis of the most recent, 

credible and relevant information on the topic under research. It is important for a 

number of reasons, which are explained in the following paragraphs. 

Bryman (2012) explains that a literature review firstly explores what is already known 

about the intended area of research. Secondly, it investigates the concepts and theories 

that are relevant to the area. The third import aspect of a literature review is that it 

examines the research methods and research strategies that have been employed in 

the study area. Lastly, it explores and provides a good basis for the investigation of any 

unanswered research questions in the area. By so doing, a literature review evaluates 

information found in the literature related to the area being studied.  

This study will describe, summarise and evaluate literature on the social construct of 

risk among adolescent girls and how this is important in disaster risk reduction. Journal 

articles were used as sources of information because they tend to undergo peer review, 

and as such present acceptable and credible knowledge in the field of disaster risk 

reduction and risk perception. Reports published by non-governmental organisations, 

for example World Vision, the United Nations and CARE International, were also used 

in the research.  
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Emphasis were placed on the advantages and disadvantages of methods and 

strategies used by other researchers in the field. The review identified gaps in 

knowledge in other studies, which assisted in the development of the knowledge base 

for the topic at hand and prevented the repetition of research already conducted. 

   

1.6.2 Research design           

Research design differs from research methodology, in that research design is an 

umbrella term describing the overall plan, whereas research methodology describes the 

collection of methods and tools required for a systematic execution of the design. 

(Mouton, 2008:55). 

This research followed a case study design. A case study is associated with a location 

such as a community or organisation. Emphasis is usually placed on intensive 

examination of a setting. Bryman (2012:68) argues that in a case study, “participation 

[and] observation is helpful in the generation of an intensive, detailed examination of a 

case”. The case study under discussion is the AIG Project in Malawi, specifically in the 

Ntcheu and Salima districts. A total of 20 girls from each district participated in this 

research. The research generated ample data for secondary analysis, as will be 

discussed in section 3.2.4. 

 

1.6.3 Population and sampling            

The research sample in this study is comprised of the adolescent girls who participated 

in the IAG Project in 2012 and 2013 in the Salima and Ntcheu districts of Malawi. The 

IAG Project is an application of the GIRRL Project (see section 3.2.4 for a detailed 

description of the IAG and GIRRL Projects). The aim of the projects (GIRRL and AIG), 

is “to address some of the inherent problems related to the social vulnerability of 

adolescent girls living in both peri-urban informal settlements and poor, rural 

communities through the provision of concise, locally relevant information and the 

encouraged development of effective decision-making skills” (Forbes-Biggs & Maartens, 

2012). The girls were selected from each district based on specifically identified criteria 

guided by the GIRRL Project and implemented by CARE Malawi. CARE is a 
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humanitarian organisation fighting global poverty and its aim is to serve individuals and 

families in the poorest communities in the world (CARE, 2005).   

 

1.6.4 Instrumentation and data collection 

The study made use of focus groups in order to obtain sufficient data on the research 

topic. The reason focus groups were chosen is because adolescent girls are a fairly 

homogeneous group. The advantage of using focus groups in a homogeneous setting is 

that it allows the free flow of conversation between participants. They are less afraid to 

say what they feel compared to if, for example, a boy were to be amongst them. 

This method of data collection was chosen to allow the participants to share their own 

stories in their own words, rather than being forced to comply with pre-established lines 

of thinking developed by the researcher (Bryman, 2012). Focus group interviews are 

also regarded as the best way for exploring and gathering experiential narrative material 

that may serve as a resource for developing a richer and deeper understanding of a 

human phenomenon (Munhall, 2001:156; Streubert & Carpenter, 1999:59). 

Furthermore, focus groups are accepted as valid methods for studying experiences and 

perceptions of adolescent girls, as they have been used in many qualitative studies on 

gender and disaster risk reduction (Bryman, 2012). 

 

1.6.5 Data analysis 

Qualitative data analysis of the case study in question involved four steps, namely 

transcription of focus group interviews, coding the feedback into themes, interpreting (as 

explained in chapter 3), and then organising the feedback in such a way that it can be 

used to draw meaningful conclusions (see chapter 5).  

The coding procedure used involved looking at themes in passages of transcribed text 

obtained from the focus group interviews. Labels were applied to the coded text to 

indicate themes and patterns. This enabled the quick retrieval and collection of text that 

is associated so that it can be examined and different ideas could be compared.  

Interpretation, according to King (2004), is a process where coded text is summarised. 

Template analysis were used in this research. Template analysis, as King (2004) posits, 
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involves developing a template of themes that emerge from the data collected and then 

organising it in a comprehensive manner. The template is then used to analyse the 

whole data set. This is so that it can be analysed in order to reach meaningful 

conclusions.  

 

1.6.6 Limitations and delimitations  

Limitations according to Wiersma (2000) are the influences that the researcher cannot 

control. They are the unavoidable shortcomings that place restrictions on a researcher’s 

methodology and conclusions. Delimitations are choices made by the researcher, which 

should be mentioned. They describe the boundaries that have been set for the study.   

The outcomes of this study cannot be generalised to apply to all adolescent rural girls 

because risk is highly contextual and the contextual factors that prevail in Malawi may 

be different to those in other settings. This research and its findings are therefore 

applicable to the Salima and Ntcheu districts, within the context of the IAG project. 

However, as alluded to in the final chapter, the study reached conclusions and makes 

recommendations valuable in understanding the social construct of disaster risk in the 

target audience. 

 

1.7 ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS         

Polit & Beck (2004:717) explain that ethics “is a branch of philosophy that deals with 

morality”. Although the definition of morality is a highly contested one, and tends to be 

subjective, in this context, ethical morality refers to the quality of research procedures 

with regard to adherence to professional , legal and social obligations to the research 

participants (Burns & Grove, 2001:196). 

This research involves minors and therefore ethical clearance for the research were 

obtained from the Research Ethics Committee of the Faculty of Arts of the North-West 

University under the ethics number NWU-00113-13-57.  

The researcher maintained the privacy in all personal matters arising from information 

obtained from the participants. This was in the form of feelings, beliefs or attitudes, and 



13 

opinions. Raw data was protected from unauthorised persons, and was not shared, and 

no names were linked to the data.  

 

1.8 SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY        

It is anticipated that this study will contribute to the existing knowledge of risk perception 

and disaster risk reduction studies by documenting the risk perception among 

adolescent girls in the Salima and Ntcheu districts of Malawi. By developing research-

based understanding of perceived risk, government, policy makers and decision makers 

as well as other stakeholders will be able to develop a solid foundation and a tangible 

reason to consider the plight of adolescent rural girls. 

The adolescent girls’ opinions about their perceptions of risk that are highlighted can be 

conveyed to decision makers and used to encourage the inclusion of adolescent girls in 

disaster risk reduction initiatives. This should lead to the inclusion of adolescent girls in 

disaster risk reduction initiatives where girls participate as fully-fledged members of 

society within the context of the Ntcheu and Salima communities of Malawi.  

 

1.9 LAYOUT OF THE STUDY       

Chapter one seeks to explain the context of risk perception and its contributions to 

disaster risk reduction. A presentation of the gaps that leave vulnerable groups 

(particularly adolescent girls) unaccounted for is made. It essentially summarises these 

gaps and the justification for this research, as well as detailing how it will be carried out. 

Chapter two is a review of relevant literature in terms of disaster risk reduction and risk 

perception among adolescent girls. It seeks to identify gaps in existing studies on 

disaster risk reduction, focusing on subgroups in communities and information from 

similar studies. 

Chapter three presents the research design, the research processes and the methods 

of data analysis employed in the study.  

In Chapter four the results is presented, followed by a discussion of the results.  

Chapter five concludes the research, followed by implications and recommendations. 
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1.10 CONCLUSION 

In conclusion, this chapter aimed to achieve the objective of providing a wide overview 

of the study as well as its significance. It also informed the reader of what to expect in 

the chapters that follow.   
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 

 
2.1  INTRODUCTION 
 

This chapter aims to provide an extensive and analytical evaluation of the social 

construct of risk. It seeks to give an in-depth evaluation of gender, gendered risk and 

how the concepts combine to increase disaster risk among adolescent girls. 

This chapter also presents the review of literature pertaining to key concepts and issues 

that contribute to the social construction of risk and the social construction of risk based 

on gender. This is done with the view of reducing disaster risk among adolescent girls in 

rural and peri-urban southern African countries. It seeks to provide an in-depth 

investigation and evaluation of the components of disaster risk and how these can be 

linked to social settings within communities. This chapter investigates the theoretical 

grounding of the social construction of risk by exploring relevant literature relating to 

risk, disaster risk, disaster risk reduction, vulnerability and the engendered nature of 

disaster risk, with particular reference to adolescent girls. This is important, as it gives a 

picture of the current position regarding the body of knowledge used to support, validate 

and advance knowledge of the social construct of risk among adolescent girls. 

 

2.2 THE SOCIAL CONSTRUCTION OF GENDER  

Lorber (1994:54) suggests that “gender is not bred into genes but is constantly created 

and recreated out of human interaction, out of social life, and is the texture and order of 

that social life”. Unlike sex, which is genetic and is determined by chromosomes, as 

posited by Campbell and Reece (2010), gender is not natural. It is an act of nurture.  

Social constructivist theory conceptualises gender as a system of social classification 

that influences access to power, status and material resources (Crawford, 2005; 

Marecek, Crawford & Popp, 2004). It can be inferred therefore that gender is a social 

institution by means of which people organise themselves; this institution (gender) does 

not flow automatically from the main physiological differences of males and females but 

comprises “social statuses carefully constructed through prescribed processes of 

teaching, learning, emulation and reinforcement” (Lorber, 1994:54).  Freud (1994:100) 

agrees with Lorber and is of the opinion that “sex category becomes a gender status 
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through naming, dressing and the use of gender markers”; it is at this time that gender 

construction starts. Lorber (1994) further adds that once gender is established, children 

start being treated according to their orientation. Chodorow (1978:165) concurs with 

Lorber (1994), and further adds that “for boys the major goal is the achievement of 

personal masculine identification with their father and sense of secure masculine self-

achieved through superego formation and disparagement of women”. Gilmore (1990) 

argues that, because of culture, boys tend to separate their identity as much as possible 

from that of their mothers. 

Researchers in social construction (Martin, 2000; Morris, 2005; West & Zimmerman, 

1987; Lorber 1994), put forward arguments to support the notion of the social 

construction of gender. Martin (1988) studied the unnaturalness of gendered bodies in 

preschool children. In her study, she focused on children between the ages of three and 

five. Her findings concluded that males and females display gender differences in 

everyday movements. She further asserted that five-year-old boys sat in more open 

positions and tended to take more space for themselves as compared to girls. Martin 

(1988) is of the opinion that younger children are less concerned about and are less 

aware of gender norms, but as they grow older, gender normative behaviour increases. 

Morin and Maxfield (2010) concur with Morris (2005) in stating that social institutions, for 

example schools, reinforce gender differences. 

To further support the notion that gender is not biological but is a social construct, West 

and Zimmerman (1987) came up with a concept called “doing gender”. Put briefly, this 

concept argues that gender is an accomplishment that is achieved. From one 

perspective, people tend to believe that they are born gendered. On the contrary, Lorber 

(1994:4) posits that “individuals are born sexed but not gendered and have to be taught 

to become masculine”.   

Adding more literature to bolster the arguments put forward thus far, it is further 

asserted by Neumayer and Plumper (2007:1) that “biological and physiological 

differences between sexes are unlikely to explain large-scale gender differences in 

disaster risk between males and females”. They further suggest that “what is likely to 

matter is the everyday socio-economic status of women” (Neumayer & Plumper, 

2007:1). Along the same line of thought, Neumayer and Plumper (2007:1) continue to 

state that women occupying higher social strata in communities tend to be less affected 

by hazards, thus they posit that “socially constructed gender-specific vulnerability of 
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females built into everyday socio-economic patterns lead to the relatively higher female 

disaster mortality compared to men”. This assertion will be further explored in the next 

section of this literature review, which looks specifically at the social construction of risk, 

based on gender. To summarise, the section above has argued that: 

 Gender is not genetic. 

 Gender is socially constructed and is a contextual term. 

 It can be acknowledged that physiological differences exist between women and 

men; however these cannot account for the situation in which women find 

themselves. 

Since gender is a social phenomenon, its relationship with disaster risk will now now be 

argued.  

 

2.3 THE SOCIAL CONSTRUCTION OF RISK BASED ON GENDER 

Having established that sex alone cannot account for disaster risk among women, it can 

be asserted that disaster risk is socially constructed based on gender. Bantebya et al. 

(2013) are of the opinion that the situation in which adolescent girls find themselves is 

highly contextual. This implies that an adolescent girl in America has different 

challenges to one in the United Kingdom and one in Africa. Even within Africa this will 

vary from country to country: a closer look within a country will show that those 

adolescent girls who reside in urban areas have different issues to deal with compared 

to those in the rural areas. It is argued by Bantebya et al. (2013:10) that a diverse 

“range of factors will influence the specific experiences of adolescent girls and their 

resulting capabilities, from their household income to their ethnicity and from their 

location to their religion”. Consequently, it is imperative to come up with contextual, 

research-based evidence that uncovers the factors that influence disaster risk among 

adolescent girls, in order to provide the support that offers the greatest potential and 

empowerment for these girls. There is widespread recognition that HIV is gendered and 

that it is an extensive risk for marginalised girls (Baylies, 2004:71; Seckinelgin, 

2008:147). 
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HIV/AIDS is one disease affecting humankind that causes an enormous amount of loss, 

both economic and social, resulting in devastating consequences (WHO, 2009). 

According to Anderson (2015), 71% of the global population living with HIV are in sub-

Saharan Africa. Anderson (2015:2) further posits that “the challenges remain in 

addressing the gender dynamics of the pandemic”. It is well established that the spread 

of HIV is embedded in socio-economic context (Gillespie, 2006; Kalipeni et al., 2004). It 

can be argued therefore that to address these gender disparities, social and structural 

determinants thereof need to be challenged (Anderson, 2015; WHO, 2009; Graham, 

2000). Many countries that are signatories to the United Nations have adopted policy 

changes and have “heighted gender as one of the key drivers” to disaster risk, 

especially HIV risk (USAID Malawi, 2008:70). Further to this, there have been wide calls 

for women to be empowered to mitigate their particular risk (Fordham, 2011; Forbes-

Biggs & Maartens, 2012; Global Coalition on Women and AIDS, 2008). 

Adamchak et al. (2000) explain that adolescents live in communities in which cultural, 

religious and traditional influences are important motivators of behaviour. This 

environment, which influences human behaviours, includes individuals, peers, partners, 

family and households, institutions and communities, policies and social norms. This 

environment is also intricately interwoven with the economic and political environment 

which cannot be separated from the factors above (Enarson, 2001). The sporting 

fraternity is one area in which gender inequality is manifest. The notion of male 

superiority was however seriously challenged by Michelle Payne when she became the 

first female jockey to win the Melbourne Cup in its 155-year history (Sunday Times, 

2015). In her post victory interview she states that “it is such a chauvinistic sport, a lot of 

the owners wanted to kick me off” (Sunday Times, 2015). This statement is heavily 

laced with the marginalisation women face in trying to access a sustainable livelihood. 

Had she given up on her dreams and paid attention to the cultural norms that 

undermine girls based on gender, she would have limited her options in life and 

because of the economic pressure, diverted to means of survival that would increase 

her risk to hazards. Winning this tournament means she has the financial resources 

needed to build her capacity. Fortunately it also offers practitioners in disaster risk 

reduction an opportunity to argue that as within the field of sport, and possibly other 

fields, the place for girls is not behind the white line cheering boys. Instead it call for an 

end to the “defeatist attitude among girls and women who are taught to believe they do 

not have the ability to compete alongside men because of their biology…yet the truth is 
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that the difference between men and women is culturally created” (Sunday Times, 2015, 

Baylies, 2004).  

A relationship between gender and power is evident in the findings of Anderson (2015) 

and Umberson (2001), who pronounce that the issues of power, powerlessness and 

control are central to the construction of risk among women. They go on to say that men 

restrict the movements of women and this limits their ability to work and consequently 

increases their reliability on men. The death of a breadwinner, who in most cases is the 

man, results in women facing a catastrophic situation of having to fend for themselves 

and the family. Apart from “women’s’ sexuality as a site for male control”. Boonzaier and 

De la Ray (2004:456) argue that it appears women have accepted what the community 

says about them. Most adolescent girls appear to have assimilated negative 

perceptions about themselves because the community continues to undermine them 

(Anderson, 2015). They have come to accept that nothing good can come out of a girl 

child and that they should look up to males for everything including as a source of 

livelihood. This sexual subordination of girls in “gender-segregated spaces is not logical, 

natural or biological” (Sunday Times, November 2015). 

Adolescent girls are seen as a means to food and financial security for the family 

(Fordham, 2011). Anderson (2015:650) ascertains that “marriage for the daughter is 

believed to be of greater benefit for the family and the daughter than her education”. It 

can be inferred from this statement that, adolescent girls are taken as a survival 

strategy to preserve the family networks and repay debts (Phiri, 1983, Anderson, 2015, 

Leach et al., 2015, West and Zimmerman, 1987, Wisner et al., 2012, Greene et al., 

2013). The consequences of this present a myriad of risks to adolescent girls. In these 

marriages, they cannot negotiate schooling because they are considered as married 

women whose responsibility is to bear children and look after the house (Anderson, 

2015). Again, their bodies are not ready for child bearing hence the high percentage 

mortality rates for pregnant girls in Malawi (World Disaster Report, 2007). The Malawi 

Constitution’s provision that girls could enter into marriage as young as 15 years 

(Malawi Government, 2004) and also allows parents to consent to their daughters 

entering into marriage at the age of 13 years further worsens the jeopardy of adolescent 

girls (Jabry, 2005). Though the constitution (Malawian Government, 2004) stipulates 

that the State shall discourage marriage of those under fifteen, there is no reinforcement 
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as marriages are traditionally organised and hence there is no tracking of people’s ages 

at marriage. As a result, some girls can be married at an even younger age.  

Malawi has been one of the worlds’ poorest countries and the link between poverty and 

disaster risk is pertinent. Boeslen and Poku (2009:6), assert that “poverty and sexual 

behaviour matter to individuals’ HIV risk but in gendered ways”. Anderson (2015:62) 

concurs with this notion and adds that, “despite knowledge of the risks, due to lack of 

access, women in particular engage in risk-taking in sex to bring about immediate 

security”. The implication here is that adolescent girls feel they have no other means to 

get rid of poverty other than engaging in transactional sex. They therefore risk getting 

HIV in order to temporarily relieve the effects of poverty. In doing so, they attract more 

problems later on in life when HIV becomes a more life threatening situation compared 

to poverty which could have been dealt with by education which is instrumental in 

fighting poverty.  

Where gendered inequality is present, Farmer et al. (2006) argue that people or specific 

groups of people are prevented from reaching their full potential. Swarup (2011) 

contends that adolescent girls are one such group who tend to “weather the storm”. She 

goes on to suggest that, in the face of climate change, justice will not be met until “girls 

themselves, their skills, knowledge and energy be part of the search for solutions” 

(Swarup, 2011:3).  

Climate change is not the only risk that adolescent girls face. Considering that 

adolescence starts while they are still at school, the school can be an institution that 

fosters gender disparities. According to Leach (2003:1), “gender violence is a major 

feature of school life” among adolescent girls in Malawi. This, they argue, includes not 

only sexual violence, but also harassment by elder men who solicit sex by offering gifts 

and who sometimes make use of threats. These elderly men have been documented to 

include teachers (Scott, 1990:7). The school thus no longer provides a safe haven for 

adolescent girls but becomes “breeding grounds for potentially damaging gendered 

practices which remain with pupils into adult life” (Leach, 2003:3). Schools can 

perpetuate harmful engendered practices by “not reporting or prosecuting teachers in 

an effort to protect the reputation and image of the institution” (Leach, 2003:3). Girls 

therefore feel powerless and sometimes are afraid to report abuse, as they may end up 

“ridiculed, victimised and stigmatised by pupils and teachers” (Mirembe & Davies, 

2001). This practice fosters an authoritarian culture, where the behaviour of those in 
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charge cannot be questioned, and girls come to accept such conditions as part of their 

lives. It can be argued that those girls who are of high morality and who cannot cope 

with these social ills drop out of school (Mensch et al., 1999). This results in them being 

at greater risk later on in life because they close the academic route to empowering 

themselves, which may have led to better job opportunities. They then become more 

prone to male domination later on in life, thus rendering themselves prone to disaster 

risk (Dunne et al., 2003; Mirsky, 2003). The factors discussed above inevitably lead to 

lack of access, which results in girls being vulnerable to disaster risk. This leads to the 

next aspect: access and vulnerability. 

Disaster risk can be analysed from a lack of access and a vulnerability point of view. 

Wisner et al. (2012) and Anderson (2015) argue that when disasters occur, they do so 

indiscriminately. However, people are not all affected equally: “a vulnerability approach 

to disasters suggests that inequalities in exposure and sensitivity disadvantages certain 

groups of people rendering them more vulnerable” (Neumayer & Plumper, 2007:1). 

Several pieces of literature (Bantebya et al., 2013; Van der Gaag, 2007; International 

Federation of Red Cross Crescent Societies, 2007) exist that support Wisner et al. 

(2012). 

Among other studies conducted on adolescent girls, Bantebya et al. (2013), establish 

the following key findings within the Uganda context: 

 There is an enabling legal and policy environment for gender empowerment and 

adolescent girls’ development, but there are large gaps in application and 

practice. 

 Positive changes include growing educational opportunities for girls, as well as 

changes in practices related to marriage and household roles and 

responsibilities. 

 Adolescent girls lack a voice in the matters that concern them and there are limits 

on their earning potential and skills, their reproductive and sexual health and their 

legal and physical protection. 

 Adolescent girls are still entrenched in discriminatory norms and practices; this, 

combined with high levels of poverty and limited service provision, limits their 
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development and capabilities, consequently fostering their isolation and imposing 

strict boundaries that circumscribe their life trajectories. 

 Gender discrimination spans every aspect of girls’ lives.  

Considering that adolescent girls are poised at the intersection between childhood and 

adulthood, it is important to invest in adolescent girls because they are seen “as critical 

in efforts to break the inter-generational transmission of poverty”, according to Bantebya 

et al. (2013:2). There is therefore a need to develop research-based evidence aimed at 

making adolescent girls more visible in policy and planning processes. In an effort to 

establish this, Bantebya et al. (2013:2) argue for the need to “pinpoint the social and 

cultural forces that shape their lives”. 

Within the Malawian context, Leach (2003:2-5) gives the following reasons for the 

increased vulnerability of adolescent girls: 

 They occupy a subordinate status in society. 

 Girls who make allegations of sexual abuse are often not believed. 

 Girls have fewer opportunities to earn casual income compared to boys; as a 

result poverty pushes them into having sex as a means of paying school fees 

and meeting living expenses. 

 Schooling is important in increasing adolescent knowledge of HIV/AIDS, but if the 

school is a site of sexual abuse, it can increase the risk of infection. 

 Boys learn that masculine behaviour involves being aggressive towards females. 

Greene et al. (2013) suggest that in order to address some of the issues above, a 

holistic approach starting at national level and continuing right down to the family unit is 

important to curb the impact of institutionalised violence against girls. At national level, 

this involves the formulation and dissemination of legislation on abuse of adolescents 

and of girls in particular. In South Africa, legislation has been passed to publicise names 

of abusive teachers so that they are not allowed to practice, and the public has access 

to information on such teachers (Mahlase, 2015). Schools and institutions working with 

adolescent girls must be empowered and should work in collaboration with social 

workers and communities, as well as teacher associations. This not only facilitates 
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efficient prosecution of offenders but also acts as a deterrent to those who would 

otherwise commit sexual crimes (Leach et al., 2014).  

The restoration of the family unit is also important and parents must be encouraged to 

listen to their children and “refrain from entering into negotiations for compensation with 

teachers who have made their daughter pregnant”, as stated by Leach et al. (2014:5). 

Such acts seem to condone moral decadence and perpetuate the plight of adolescent 

girls (Oyĕwùmí, 2002). 

In summary, it is argued above that: 

 Nothing puts men in a better position than women apart from social structures. 

 These social structures marginalise women and girls and reduce their access to 

better livelihoods. 

 This increases their vulnerability and consequently their disaster risk. 

 Because of gender, adolescent girls are less able to survive in disaster 

situations. 

Having established the link between gender and risk, this research will now turn to 

models of vulnerability; as has already been alluded to in Chapter one, there is a 

relationship between risk and vulnerability. 

 

2.4 MODELS OF VULNERABILITY 

The Pressure and Release model, the Access model and the Sustainable Livelihood 

model will be discussed in the sections that follow because they provide a theoretical 

foundation from which the key aspects of the social construction of risk can be 

investigated.  

 

2.4.1 The Pressure and Release Model 

The Pressure and Release (PAR) framework is a tool “that provides an analysis that 

traces unsafe locations and fragile livelihoods through dynamic pressures and root 

causes, it ties vulnerability to access, marginalization, capacity and recovery through an 
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original suite of diagrams” (Wisner et al., 2012:11). It comprises a set of twin-diagrams, 

namely the pressure model and the release model. 

The pressure model, according to Van Niekerk (2005:75), “indicates that there are 

certain underlying causes, dynamic pressures and unsafe conditions which contribute to 

vulnerability”. The intersection of the above with a hazard can lead to increased disaster 

risk within a community.  

The PAR model explains how risk can be reduced so as to promote safe communities. 

Wisner et al. (2012:31) argue that the pressure release model illustrates how “policy 

and practice... confronts and encounters dynamic pressures and occasionally even 

addresses some of the root causes of vulnerability”. The PAR model seeks to 

addresses risk reduction within communities that are facing risk. 

 

Figure 2.1 The progression of vulnerability (Pressure Model) (Wisner et al., 

2012:23)  
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Figure 2.2 The Progression to safety (Release Model) (Wisner et al., 2012:23)  

Van Niekerk (2012:75) contends that “the disaster pressure model (PAR) has become 

the internationally accepted model for the explanation of the pregression to vulnerability 

and the progression to safety (risk reduction)”. The UNISDR (2008:71)  further posits 

that even though this model was first published by Blaike et al. (2014:23), “its relevance 

has become even more significant today”. 

The PAR model illustrates important attributes needed in order to address disaster risk, 

and by so doing, to achieve safe conditions (Van Niekerk, 2012:75). The PAR model is 

an important point of reference in this research because it seeks to address how risk 

within communities can be reduced. Seven risk reduction objectives are identified within 

this model. These are: 

i. C - community understanding of vulnerability 

ii. A - analysis of vulnerability 

iii. R - focus on the reverse of the PAR model 

iv. D - emphasis of sustainable development 

v. I - improving livelihood 
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vi. A - add recovery  

vii. C - extent of culture 

(Wisner et al., 2004:330) 

 

Van Niekerk (2005) further elaborates that the objectives shown above can be used to 

reduce vulnerability and hence disaster risk. Table 2.1 provides greater insight into the 

link between the above objectives and disaster risk reduction. 

 

Table 2.1 Risk reduction components of the PAR model (Van Niekerk, 2005:77) 

Objective Aspect of disaster risk reduction 

Communicate understanding of 

vulnerability (Wisner et al., 2004:330-

332) 

 Training and education 

 Aquisition of knowledge 

 Capacity building 

 Public awareness 

 Public participation 

 Risk communication 

 Governance 

 Self-regualation and actions by 

civil society 

 Risk perception 

 Local knowledge and trust 

 Regional networks 

Analyse vulnerability (Wisner et al., 

2004:333-342) 

 Hazard assessment 

 Capacity vulnerability analysis 

 Risk assessment  

 Hazard mapping 

 Interdisciplinary research 

Focus on reverse of PAR model 

(Wisner et al., 2004:342-348) 

 Acces to resources 

 Political will 
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 Mitigation efforts 

 Structural measures (building 

codes and retrofitting) 

 Economic development 

 Conflict prevention 

 Governance 

Empasis on sustainable development 

(Wisner et al., 2004:348-350) 

 Land use planning 

 Environmental proctection 

 Improve service delivery 

Improve livelihoods (Wisner et al., 

2004:351-353) 

 Local investment 

 Gender sensitivity 

 Collective action 

 Community self-protection 

 Diversification (income sources 

and production) 

 Review livelihood activities in 

terms of disaster risk 

 Land reform and access to 

resources 

 Increased food security 

 Facilitating local networks 

 Developing buffers and safety 

nets 

Add recovery (Wisner et al., 2004:352-

366) 

 Linking relief and development 

 Business continuity 

 Sustainable development 

 Increased resilience and building 

enhanced capacity 

 Micro-credit and financial 

instruments 

 Address vulnerbility 

 Indigenous coping mechanisms 

Extend to culture (Wisner et al.,  Cost/benefit anlysis  
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2004:367-374)  Environmnetal protection 

 Community involvement and 

participation 

 Mitigation 

    

The triangle of vulnerability, discussed next, makes it abundantly clear that elements of 

the pressure model can impact on adolescent girls in various ways.   

 

2.4.2 The triangle of vulnerability  

The weight of the various aspects of vulnerability becomes more apparent when a 

hazard strikes (Wisner et al., 2012). Root causes and dynamic pressures can form a 

triangle of forces, which traps adolescent girls in the centre. This is shown in Figure 2.3. 

The factors combine and people are deprived of access to a sustainable livelihood, 

ending up at high risk and prone to disasters. Social structures including gender are 

seen to contribute to the demise of these disadvantaged individuals, because of their 

gender (Swarup et al., 2011). 
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Figure 2.3 The triangle of vulnerability (Wisner et al., 2012:27) 

Wisner et al. (2012) argue that root causes and dynamic pressures are found in the 

three large circles at the triangle’s corners, and act as structural limitations, which 

determine people’s access. The vulnerability of adolescent girls can be seen at the 

centre of the triangle, and this illustrates their position in society.  

Considering the fact that the elements within the triangle of vulnerability lead to lack of 

access, the Access model will be discussed below. 

 

2.4.3 The Access model 

According to Wisner et al. (2004:50), the Access model is “an expanded analysis of the 

principal factors in the PAR model that relate to human vulnerability and exposure to 

physical hazard and focuses on the process by which the natural event impact upon 
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people and their responses”. Put differently, the Access model is a detailed analysis of 

how vulnerability is created and propagated by socio-economic and political processes, 

and the results of these processes, as disasters unfold. Wisner et al. (2004) further posit 

that the point of application of the Access model is indicated by the magnifying lens in 

Figure 2.1. A close scrutiny of the Access model illustrates how conditions need to 

change to reduce vulnerability. When vulnerability is reduced, Wisner et al. (2004) are 

of the opinion that capacity and protection also increase. The PAR model and the 

Access model can therefore be seen to work together, complementing each other. 

As previously alluded to in Figure 2.2, disasters occur as a result of the impact of 

hazards on vulnerable people. However, vulnerability is not uniform within communities. 

“The Access model explains differential vulnerability at the ‘pressure point’ where 

hazards and vulnerability interact and the disaster starts to unfold” (Wisner et al., 

2004:87). It is imperative to note at this point, as postulated by Wisner et al. (2004), that 

the Access model deals with the amount of access that people have to the capacities , 

assets and livelihood opportunities that will enable them in (or deprive them from) 

reducing their vulnerability and avoiding a disaster situation. The vulnerability approach, 

as adopted by this research, takes the position that disasters cannot be approached 

from the point of view of the hazard; but rather by looking at the shared characteristics 

of a group, which characteristics render them vulnerable and consequently unable to 

cope in the face of such hazards. Wisner et al. (2003) argue that not much can be done 

about natural hazards, but communities, or groups within communities, can increase 

their capacity to cope with the effects of a hazard in order to prevent a disaster situation. 

The Access model is shown in Figure 2.4 below. 
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Figure 2.4 The Access model: access to resources for normal life (Wisner et al., 

2004:94) 

2.4.3.1 Explanation of the Access model 

The “normal life”, is an ideal point of departure in explaining the Access model. At this 

point, Wisner et al. (2004) argue that people earn a livelihood with differential access to 

materials, social and political resources. In this regard, the Access model incorporates 

hazards into social systems and alludes to the fact that the two cannot be separated. 

From this point of view, unsafe conditions come about as a result of   these socio-

economic and political processes that differentially impact on various societies, and 

groups within society. Wisner et al. (2004:93) further argue that “differential access 

progression of vulnerability and the idea of access is central to understanding how 

distribution is structured in normal life”. This is because “access involves the ability of an 

individual , family, class or community to use  resources which are directly required to 

secure a livelihood in normal, pre-disaster times and their ability to adopt to new 

threatening situations” (Wisner et al., 2004:94). These characteristics can be rooted in 

gender, age, ethnicity, and the social relations of production, rights, etc.; with the 

implication that distribution is not equal among all people. Figure 2.4 shows a 

diagrammatic representation of access to resources under normal conditions. 
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The Access model as presented by Wisner et al. (2004:94) is modelled according to two 

connected systems, namely, “social relations and … structures of domination”. Box 1a, 

in Figure 2.4, shows how social relations influence the flow of goods, money and 

surplus between different actors. Box 1b shows the structures of domination and refers 

to the politics of relations between people at different levels. Included in these are 

“relations between people in a household, between men and women, children and 

adults , seniors and juniors…these relations shape, and are shaped by existing rights, 

obligations and expectations that exist within the house and which affect the allocation 

of work and rewards” (Wisner et al., 2004:94). The structures of domination also include 

the relationship between citizens and the state. In times of shock and stress, structures 

of domination are crucial in terms of disaster risk. This is because “structures of 

dominance may draw on dominant and shared ideologies, world views and beliefs for 

legitimacy” (Wisner et al., 2004:95). Wisner et al. further posit that these ideologies and 

world views may be the root causes of vulnerability, and are represented at the extreme 

left of the of the PAR model. 

The Access model posits that households are central to understanding and examining 

vulnerability. Households in this context are “units that share labour and other inputs 

and consume meals together under one roof” (Wisner et al., 2004:98). Box 2a in Figure 

2.4 shows that households have a profile of resources and assets that is related in a 

way to their level of access. Each individual within each household has a “state of well-

being primarily defined by physical abilities to withstand shocks, prolonged periods of 

stress and deprivation specific to the disaster being addressed” (Wisner et al., 2004:99). 

It therefore follows that each individual in a household has a collective claim, which may 

be termed as access to resources. Box 2b shows access to resources “can be land of 

various qualities, livestock, tools and equipment, capital, labour power and specialist 

knowledge and skills” (Wisner et al., 2004:98). Wisner et al. (2003) further argue that 

ethnicity, class, gender, and political orientation are some attributes that constitute non-

material resources and should be taken into consideration, because they can act as 

either enablers or may exclude a person from networks of support, or facilitate or 

prevent access to resources and their utilisation.  

Box 3a in Figure 2.4 shows that each household takes up opportunities by making 

choices within their constraints. It should be highlighted however that each income 

opportunity has a set of access qualifications, as is shown in Box 3b.These 
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qualifications are defined by a set of resources and social characteristics such as 

gender, caste, tribe, and religion, which are a prerequisite before one can take up an 

income opportunity. Wisner et al. (2003:100) go onto argue that “some income 

opportunities have high access qualifications such as capital, rare skills and bar most 

people from taking them up”; considering that not all people have the same access 

profile (all the resources that each individual or household possesses), and that some 

have a much wider access than others. This wide access allows such individuals 

flexibility in securing a livelihood under adverse conditions like disaster situations, 

because they have a good resource profile. Contrary to this, those with limited 

resources have limited choices and consequently limited access, and tend to select 

“over-subscribed and lowest paying options” (Wisner et al., 2004:101) because they 

have the least flexibility in adverse conditions. 

Box 6 explores the aspect of livelihood. According to Wisner et al. (2004:101), a 

livelihood is “the sum of the pay offs of the household’s constituent income 

opportunities”. Structuring income in such a way as to avert risk is important in order to 

secure one’s livelihood. Inherent to this is the ability to use survival strategies and 

coping mechanisms for how to cope once a threat presents itself. Decisions made as a 

result of these coping mechanisms greatly influence one’s access profile and may 

change the social relations between groups, shown in Box 1. 

The PAR model presents root causes of vulnerability that lead to shifts in access to 

resources and disaster risk. The structures of domination and social relations at local 

level in Boxes 1 and 4 are of specific importance, because they involve the allocation of 

food, determine who benefits first, who receives medical treatment, etc. Wisner et al. 

(2004:102) are of the opinion that “gender politics within the household are of great 

importance and show how inadequate it is to treat the household as a homogenous 

unit”. They go on to assert that “women and children sometimes bear the brunt of 

disasters because of the power of male members of the household to allocate food” 

(Wisner et al., 2004:102). It can be inferred from this assertion that conditions of 

vulnerability are shaped by individual households. “Their decisions about income 

opportunities (or ignorance of risk), may place them in a dangerous time-space” (Wisner 

et al., 2004:102) which affects the choices they make. The Access model provides a 

dynamic framework of socio-economic change in which people of different identities, 

castes, genders, ethnic groups, and classes avail themselves of the means of securing 
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a livelihood. Considering the fact that access and livelihood seem to be interlinked, the 

next section describes livelihood in greater detail.  

 

2.4.4 The livelihood framework 

Several livelihood frameworks have been developed by different non-governmental 

organisations (CARE, World Vision international, UNICEF, and United Nations). The 

core fundamentals are generally similar, with cosmetic changes made to each of the 

frameworks, which are designed to meet the specific needs of these organisations. 

Chambers and Conway (1992) define livelihoods based on presence of economic 

activity, ownership of human capabilities (education, skills, psychological orientation and 

health) and access to tangible and intangible assets. The interface of these elements 

outlines how a household advances its livelihood approaches. It is worth noting that 

these frameworks tend to be broad, and overlook unique subgroups with particular 

needs that have to be met in order to reduce their risk of disasters. 

Adolescent girls form part of households. The fact that a household is doing well does 

not necessarily mean that all the individuals within that household are all equally 

resilient to hazards, Leach et al. (2014). Adolescent girls may be cushioned from 

disaster risk due to the presence of a capable male breadwinner. Research on this 

topic, (Enarlson and Chakrabarti, 2010), Dankelman, 2010) reveals that death of 

breadwinner usually results in dire consequences for those who remain. 

Chambers (1989) and Scoones (1998) put forward that most literature on sustainable 

livelihoods currently available can be credited to the Institute of development at the 

University of Sussex in the United Kingdom. From a livelihood point of view, 

vulnerability is considered as the chance that livelihood strain will occur (Chambers, 

1989). Scoones (1998) further argues that vulnerability can be internal or external. By 

internal vulnerability is meant lack of means to cope without incurring losses and 

external vulnerability refers to shocks, stress and risks.   

Different orgainsations use different livelihood frameworks depending on the particular 

aspects they need to serve in disaster relief. This research identified four main 

agencies, viz. The Department For international Development (DFID), UNDP, CARE 

and Oxfam.  
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Cooperative for Relief and Assistance Everywhere (CARE), focuses on helping the poor 

and most vulnerable in society. The livelihood framework adopted by CARE aims to 

foster inter-sectorial coordination in order to maximise the impact of development relief. 

Figure 2.6 shows CARE’s livelihood model and linkage of capitals. Households are at 

the core of programming and drives its definition of livelihoods (Chambers and Conway, 

1992).  

Briefly put, the White Paper on International Development of 1997 states that the 

Department for International Development (DFID) aims to rid poor countries of poverty. 

Its livelihood approach puts forward three attributes namely assets, activities to make a 

living and capabilities. This is similar to version presented by Chambers and Conway 

(1992) and thus adopts the definitions and livelihood principles. Figure 2.5 shows 

DFID’s Sustainable Livelihoods Framework, central to its understanding is the fact that it 

is rooted in physical, natural, financial and human capitals.  

Figure 2.5 depicts DFID’s Sustainable Livelihoods framework. 

 

Figure 2.5 DFID’s Sustainable Livelihoods framework (DFID, 1999) 

 

The DFID’s sustainable livelihood framework shares important commonalities with   

CARE’s model. Firstly they both highlight the significance of the extent of vulnerability in 



36 

relation to the context. Secondly, they both visibly and soundly offer livelihood outcomes 

and strategies.  Furthermore, the DFID’s framework integrates the significance of 

access and power as important attributes in swaying assets into livelihood strategies. 

This framework strives to offer a way of thinking about livelihoods for poor households 

in their current social, organizational and institutional setting. 

 

 

Figure 2.6 CARE's Livelihood model (Krantz, 2001) 

 

A close analysis of these frameworks reveals that organisations make use of different 

approaches for the sole mandate of trying to eliminate poverty. CARE’s framework 

appears to focus on the activities for eliminating poverty whilst DFID’s livelihood 

approaches provides a podium for analysing poverty. These organisations use 

livelihood frameworks informed by the organisations mission and goals.  

The use of Livelihood frameworks give oranisations strategic strength as they enable 

them to offer a multidimensional analysis of resources and how these impact on a 

household’s ability to respond to disasters, earn a living and shocks. They do this by 
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tracing and identifying root causes that hinder people from accessing a basic quality of 

life. 

The current study aims to identify how social factors contribute to disaster risk. This 

calls for understanding targeting mechanisms applied to identify those adolescent girls 

who require assistance. These targeting mechanisms need to address the variables that 

contribute to the social construction of risk. 

 

2.5 VARIABLES CONTRIBUTING TO SOCIAL CONSTRUCTION OF 

RISK 

From the literature above, it is clear that a number of factors contribute to the social 

construction of risk. The need to address these factors has become urgent, because 

“the promotion of gender equality is critical for the realisation of the post-2015 

development agenda” (70th United Nations (UN) summit, 2015). In his presentation, 

Mugabe (2015) argues that “the African Union has declared 2015 the year of the 

development of women empowerment and development towards agenda 2063 and this 

requires mobilisation of both individual and collective action around this key issue”. 

Agenda 2063 seeks to eliminate the scourge of poverty and deprivation by building on 

the fourth (1995) UN summit and the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action 

(Mugabe, 2015). Achievement of this goal requires that gender stereotypes be 

eliminated. Several studies have documented the development of gender stereotypes 

and attitudes (Martin & Ruble, 2004; Ward & Friedman, 2006; Leaper & Friedman, 

2007). According to Leaper and Brown (2008:685), “these gender stereotyped beliefs 

reflect and perpetuate gender inequalities”. Figure 2.7 shows some of the variables that 

contribute to the social construction of risk. 
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Figure 2.7 Variables contributing to the social construction of risk  

 

Researchers in sexism (Freedman-Doan et al., 2000; Hyde & Kling, 2001) argue that 

girls tend to internalise the low expectations bestowed on them by society, and this 

tends to affect their self-concepts, socio-emotional adjustment, achievement and career 

choices negatively.  

Literature reveals a number of other attributes that contribute to the gendered social 

construction of risk. These include:  

 Politics and power (Mascarenhas & Wisner, 2012); 

 Human rights (Carmalt , 2011); 

 Culture (Hewitt and Burton, 1971); 

 Knowledge (Mercer et al., 2007); 

 Religious interpretations of disaster (Chester et al., 2008); 

 Age (Ngo, 2012); 

 Caste, ethnicity and religion (Galliard, 2012); 

 Poverty (Wisner et al.,2012); 

 Disease ( Anderson, 2015); 

 Access (Wisner et al., 2012); and 

 Marginalisation and discrimination (Fordham, 2011). 

 

Having identified these, it is the aim of this research to identify the variables that 

contribute to the social construction of risk in the Salima and Ntcheu districts of Malawi. 
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2.6 CONCLUSION 

The underpinning conceptual framework of this study is that gender is socially 

constructed. Furthermore, there is a relationship between risk and gender. Considering 

that risk can be understood in terms of vulnerability, lack of access and livelihood, 

relevant models will be used to illustrate this relationship. These models include the 

PAR model, the Access model and the Sustainable Livelihood model. 

When root causes are identified, adolescent girls can move from “high” vulnerability to 

“low” vulnerability levels (Wisner et al., 2012). This can go a long way to reducing 

disaster risk among adolescent girls. 

The review of literature has shown that disaster risk among adolescent girls is not 

genetic, but instead is socially constructed. Key theoretical statements derived from the 

PAR model, the Access model as well the livelihood framework can be used to identify 

some of the constructs that breed, foster and perpetuate disaster risk among adolescent 

girls.  

The literature review has also shown that adolescent girls are a subgroup whose plight 

is worth investigating. Addressing issues that increase their vulnerability can go a long 

way to increasing the capacity of communities to face hazardous situations successfully 

and to prevent future disasters from occurring.   

It was also established that not much research on adolescent girls has been conducted 

in Africa; as such there is a need to broaden the knowledge base pertaining to disaster 

risk among adolescent girls in southern Africa. This will provide research-based truths to 

replace commonly accepted myths, which truths authorities can use to formulate 

policies for risk reduction. This research aimed to be integral to filling in the existing gap 

in knowledge. In conclusion, this chapter aimed to achieve the research objective of 

defining and explaining the theoretical grounding of the social construction of risk. 
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CHAPTER 3: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

 

3.1 INTRODUCTION 

The review of literature presented recurring themes, emphasising the factors leading to 

the social construction of risk among adolescent girls in different settings. This chapter 

narrows the focus to the case under discussion and explains how data will be analysed. 

It therefore functions as the first step to understanding the complexities of gender in 

terms of risk, specifically among adolescent girls in the Ntcheu and Salima districts of 

Malawi. These complexities reveal how risk is socially produced, experienced and 

responded to by the research participants. Given the context-specific nature of the 

study, a case study was chosen as an appropriate design because it “aims to generate 

an intensive examination of a single case” (Bryman, 2012:71). The research is guided 

by an inductive theory. The epistemological orientation is interpretivist. This means that 

theory is generated out of research, and acceptable knowledge is that which is 

generated through an examination of the interpretation of the world by research 

participants. In this research, the adolescent girls’ views of the world are therefore key. 

For this reason, focus group interviews were chosen as data collection instruments 

because “they are explicitly concerned to reveal how the group participants view the 

issues with which they are confronted” (Bryman, 2012:501). Since the research is based 

on data already collected, this chapter will explain how both primary data and secondary 

data were analysed.  

 

3.2 RESEARCH METHODOLOGY  

A research methodology is a strategy of inquiry, which spans from the underlying 

philosophical assumptions of the research, to research designs and data collection 

(Myes, 2009). Burns and Grove (2003:19) describe a qualitative approach as “a 

systematic subjective approach used to describe life experiences and situations to give 

them meaning”. Qualitative methodology was deemed appropriate for this study, given 

the concern for understanding the gendered context of adolescent girls’ social 

constructions of risk. It was used to explore the adolescent girls’ subjective experiences 

of gendered attributes. As Semu and Chande-Binauli (1997:69) argue, “Statistical 
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measures do not present complete pictures of specific country situations, they are just 

concerned with the figures and not the true dynamics” that can lead to disaster risk. 

Charmes and Wierenga (2003:434) add weight to the choice of qualitative research 

designs by saying “there are many issues related to women…that escape 

quantification”. Again, qualitative methods allow for the advantage of negotiated and 

context-specific results derived from active social interactions among people (Anderson, 

2015). This was an important consideration concerning the choice of the methodology, 

as understanding the world views of adolescent girls and how they make sense of 

multiple and sometimes conflicting “truths” about gender and risk are central to this 

research. According to Maxwell (as cited in Van Niekerk & Roos, 2007) the purpose of a 

qualitative design is to: 

 Understand the meaning of events, situations and actions; 

 Understand the particular context and the influence of this context on actions; 

 Identify unanticipated phenomena and influences; 

 Understand the process through which events and actions take place; and 

 Develop causal explanations. 

 

The above factors influenced the choice of a case study method, as it “allows the 

investigation of complex and integrated systems” (Van Niekerk & Roos, 2007:19). 

 

3.2.1 Description of study area 

The study was carried out in the Ntcheu and Salima districts of Malawi. Figure 3.1 is a 

map showing the Ntcheu and Salima districts of Malawi. 
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Figure 3.1 Map showing the Ntcheu and Salima districts of Malawi (Source: 

http://www.mapsofworld./malawi.html)                                                                                                  

Malawi is a landlocked country located in central southeast Africa. Its neighbours are 

Tanzania to the northeast, Zambia to the northwest, and Mozambique, which surrounds 

Malawi from the southeast to the southwest. Malawi spreads over 118 480 square 

kilometres; 79% of which is land, and 21% of the total area consists of bodies of water 

(the largest of which is Lake Malawi). Malawi is a democratic country with a strong 

national government. The country is divided into 28 administrative localities, or districts, 

each overseen by a district commissioner, who is the chief executive for the district 

(Office of the President and Cabinet, 2005). There are three major cities in Malawi:  

Blantyre (Blantyre District), located in the southern region; Lilongwe (Lilongwe District), 

the capital of the country, located in the central region; and Mzuzu (Mzimba District), 

located in the northern region. Malawi’s economy is heavily reliant on agriculture, which 

accounts for approximately 90% of its export earnings and 45% of its gross domestic 

product (Office of the President and Cabinet, 2005). 

Malawi has a subtropical climate. The rainy season occurs between November and 

May. The topography of Malawi is characterised by rolling hills and plateaus. The 

highest peak is Mount Mulanje, reaching 3 002 metres, in southern Malawi 

(International Monetary Fund, 2007).  
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Malawi’s development statistics rank among some of the worst in the world, considering 

the fact that it is not a country at war (Scheper-Hughes, 1993). According to The World 

Bank Report (2010), with a gross national income per capita fluctuating between US 

$150 and US $280, this puts 40% of the population below the poverty line, with 

approximately 5 million people surviving on less than US $1 per day. Parts of Malawi 

experience a “hunger season” from November to March (MVAC, 2012; WPF, 2011).  

According to the 2012 UN Gender Inequality Index (United Nations Development 

Programme, 2009), Malawi ranks 124 out of 148 countries in terms of gender inequality. 

Inequality is most evident in rural areas, where female-headed households are more 

likely to be poor and less educated than male-headed households (IFPRI, 2011). 

According to Anderson (2015:2), the major challenge in Malawi is “addressing the 

gender dynamics” of risk, especially the risk of HIV. In a period of ten years (1994-

2005), women have moved from the periphery of the HIV pandemic to become the 

centre of concern (UNIFEM, 2004; Nath, 2004; UN, 2004). 

 

3.2.2 Research approach 

The research adopted a constructivist, ontological position: “social properties are the 

outcomes of the interaction between individuals rather than phenomena ‘out there’ 

separate from those involved in its construction” (Bryman, 2012:381). The theory 

generated by this research is grounded in the fact that it is “derived from data 

systematically gathered and analysed through the research process” (Strauss & Corbin, 

1990:12). Figure 3.2 illustrates how grounded theory is generated. By this, it is meant 

that the contributions of the adolescent girls were instrumental in obtaining knowledge 

of the social construction of risk within the context of the case study. The world views of 

the adolescent girls provided the data necessary to create a theory that reflected only 

the participants in the Salima and Ntcheu districts of Malawi. For this reason, the results 

obtained and the conclusions reached in this study cannot be generalised to other 

settings. 
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Figure 3.2 Stages of grounded theory (Kluge, 2000) 

 

Through this process, social phenomena and categories were sought and an 

understanding of how they come to be through social interaction was established. 

Grounded theory was deemed an appropriate theoretical framework because it was 

important to understand action from the point of view of the respondents. It also allowed 

focus to be concentrated on the specific area of study. Thematic analysis was used to 

identify recurring factors raised by the respondents; these reflected their world views 

and formed the basis for analysis in Chapter four. 

 

3.2.3 Research design 

According to Bryman (2012:45), a research design is “a structure that guides the 

execution of a research method and the analysis of the subsequent data”. The research 

design is summarised in Table 3.1. 

 

Table 3.1 Summary of research design 

Research process Strategy 

Research design Qualitative method 
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Research paradigm Constructivism 

Data collection Case study/focus group interviews 

Data interpretation Thematic analysis 

Validity From research instruments 

Ethical issues (i) Informed consent 

(ii) Ethics clearance from North-

West University 

(iii) Permission from parents 

 

3.2.4 Data analysis   

As alluded to in Chapter one, this research is based on primary data collected by 

Forbes-Biggs, as part of the IAG project in Malawi. For coherent interpretation, data 

analysis in this chapter will be divided into two sections: primary data analysis and 

secondary data analysis. The former details how data was collected and the latter 

details the analysis of the collected data for the purposes of this study. 

3.2.4.1 Primary data analysis 

Primary data analysis is where “the researcher(s) who were responsible for the 

collection of the data do the analysis” (Bryman, 2012:13). In this case, data was 

collected, but was not analysed. Therefore, primary data analysis was limited to 

sampling, data collection and recording. 

3.2.4.1.1 Sampling 

A sample is “the segment of the population that is selected for investigation and is a 

subset of the population” (Bryman, 2012:187). This research used convenience 

sampling. According to Bryman (2012:201), “convenience sampling is one that is simply 

available to the researcher by virtue of its accessibility”. Only girls who were available, 

had the time and were granted permission by their parents/guardians were able to take 

part as research participants. In total, 40 adolescent girls (20 from the Salima District 

and 20 from the Ntcheu District) participated in the study. Convenience sampling, 
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according to Bryman (2012:201), has both advantages and disadvantages. The 

advantages include the following: 

 Participants are easily accessible. 

 It allows the researcher to take advantage of all the opportunities available to 

gather data. 

 Participants are more likely to cooperate, considering that they chose to 

participate, and thus there will be a good response rate. 

 

Disadvantages are mainly due to the following:  

 Such a sampling strategy makes it impossible to generalise findings. 

 The sample that is obtained is not representative (in this case, of all adolescent 

girls). 

 

3.2.4.1.2  Data collection 

Through focus group interviews, the IAG researchers elicited the experiences of the 

adolescent girls from the two sites of the case study. A focus group “is a method of 

interviewing that involves more than one, usually at least four, interviewees” (Bryman, 

2012:501). As the interviews progressed, the researchers paraphrased, probed and 

reflected on participant feedback to develop the discussions, so that these proceeded in 

line with the research context and objectives. According to Parahoo (1997:298), a focus 

group discussion has the following advantages:  

 It is a cheaper and quicker way of obtaining valuable data. 

 Colleagues and friends are more comfortable with voicing opinions in each 

other’s company than on their own with the researcher. 

 Participants are provided an opportunity to reflect on or react to the opinions of 

others, with which they may disagree or of which they were unaware. 

 

Holloway and Wheeler (2002:117) list the following strengths of focus group 

discussions: 
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 The dynamic interaction among participants stimulates their thoughts and 

reminds them of their own feelings about the research topic. 

 All participants including the researcher have an opportunity to ask questions, 

and these will produce more information than individual interviews. 

 Informants can build on the answers of others. 

 The researcher can clarify conflicts between participants and ask about these 

different views. 

 

Holloway and Wheeler (2002:118) highlight the following limitations of focus group 

discussions: 

 The researcher has more difficulty managing debate and controlling the process 

than in individual interviews. 

 Some participants may be introverts, while others may dominate the discussion 

and influence the outcome, or perhaps even introduce bias. 

 The group climate can inhibit or fail to stimulate the individual, or it can be livelier 

and generate more data than is needed. 

 Recording data can present problems; it is not feasible to take notes when many 

people are talking at the same time. Furthermore, tape recorders may record 

only those that are seated in close proximity to the device’s speaker. 

 Data analysis can be daunting, considering the large volumes of data generated 

from participant feedback. 

 Focus group discussions are not replicable.  

 The validity and reliability of the findings are difficult to ascertain on their own. 

 

Focus group interviews were used because they allow for the use of group interaction to 

produce data and insights. The advantages of focus groups outweighed the 

disadvantages in this research because, according to Babbie (2007), focus groups have 

a social inclination and capture real life data in a social environment; they have 

flexibility, high face validity, are speedy and not costly. Facilitators helped to guide the 

process but were careful not to be too intrusive. Facilitators also made handwritten 

notes, and audio recordings were used, which were later transcribed. The interviews 

were recorded digitally and field notes were also made. The project manager and his 
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team acted as transcribers to ensure in-depth immersion in the data, and transcribed 

interviews verbatim. Considering that they were familiar with the local community and 

were natives who understood English, they were found to be suitable as translators in 

cases where clarity was sought. The community was accustomed to them and 

perceived them as members of their own society: this fostered trust, better access to 

gate keepers and easier implementation of the project.  

 

3.2.4.1.3 Recording of data 

Through in-depth focus group interviews characterised by probing, reflection and 

paraphrasing, the IAG team invited respondents to elaborate on and confirm emerging 

themes in line with the research context and objectives. Researchers involved in the 

IAG project recorded the interviews digitally and substantiated them with field notes. 

One of the authors acted as transcriber to ensure in-depth immersion in the data, and 

transcribed the interviews verbatim onto paper. 

 

3.2.4.2 Secondary data analysis 

Secondary data analysis “occurs when someone else analyses the data” (Bryman, 

2012:13). This section will explain what the researcher did with the data that was 

transcribed. The theoretical aspects of secondary data analysis below elaborate on the 

advantages and disadvantages of secondary data analysis,  

According to Bryman (2012) secondary data analysis is economical, saves time and 

helps improve one’s understanding of the problem, since most of one’s time is spent on 

analysis rather than on actually collecting the data. On the other hand, it poses 

challenges, in that it seldom fits into the framework of the research factors, the 

information obtained may not be the information required, and the accuracy of 

secondary data is not known, or data may be outdated (Bryman, 2012). Furthermore, 

interviews that are transcribed may result in mistakes that might affect the meaning of 

participants’ replies.  
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3.2.4.2.1 Thematic analysis 

Thematic analysis was used to process and analyse the data obtained. After reading 

thoroughly and making notes on all transcribed material, potential topics were identified, 

which became potential categories. These broad categories were sorted into groups 

and organised into themes. This process is referred to as coding and categorising 

(Charmaz, 2011). Thematic content analysis is a coherent way of organising the 

research data in relation to the specific research question (Burnham, 1994). Initial 

analysis of the interview transcripts was conducted line-by-line for each piece of data. A 

data piece is a transcribed statement written in response to a question in the focus 

group interviews. These were labelled according to significance in relation to research 

objectives. This means that the responses that attempted to or successfully answered 

the research questions were prevalent among at least seven of the respondents in each 

district. According to Strauss and Corbin (1990) line-by-line analysis is characteristic of 

open coding in classical grounded theory. A thematic network structure as illustrated in 

Figure 3.4 was then developed, which formed the basis for analysis. 

 

 

Figure 3.4 Structure of a thematic network (Attride-Stirling, 2001:388) 

 

From the initial codes, recurring themes were labelled and categorised, following a 

colour-coding process (see Annexure L). This is referred to as axial coding (Gordon-
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Finlayson, 2010) and it is at this stage that similar codes or categories of codes were 

marked with the same colour. As categorisation proceeded, recurring themes emerged 

across data sets. The process of thematic analysis is summarised in the Table 3.2 

below.  

 

Table 3.2 Phases in thematic analysis 

Phase  Description of the process 

1. Familiarisation with the data Transcribing data (already done since 

this was secondary data analysis), 

reading and rereading the data, noting 

down initial ideas. 

 

2. Generating initial codes Coding interesting features of the data 

in a systematic fashion across the entire 

data set, collating data relevant to each 

code. 

 

3. Searching for themes Collating codes into potential themes, 

gathering all data relevant to each 

potential theme. 

 

4. Reviewing themes Checking whether the themes work in 

relation to the coded extracts (Level 1) 

and the entire data set (Level 2), 

generating a thematic “map‟ of the 

analysis. 

5. Defining and naming themes Ongoing analysis to refine the specifics 

of each theme, and the overall story the 

analysis creates; generating clear 
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definitions and names for each theme. 

 

6. Producing the report The final opportunity for analysis. 

Selection of vivid, compelling extract 

examples, final analysis of selected 

extracts, relating back of the analysis to 

the research question and literature; 

producing a scholarly report of the 

analysis. 

(Braun & Clarke, 2006:35) 

 

3.2.4.2.3 Strategies to ensure data quality 

In order to ensure data quality, the IAG project employed a local individual as project 

manager, in order to gain the trust of locals and to allow easy access to gate keepers. 

This project manager was an employee of CARE and had been working in the same 

communities for a reasonable length of time. Since he was fluent in both local 

languages and English, he was able to communicate with all stakeholders and provided 

clarity during implementation of the project. The researcher strived to adhere to the 

methodological and epistemological foundation that underlies constructivist research, in 

terms of planning, data analysis and reporting of the study.  

 

3.3  REPORTING ON FINDINGS 

The last aspect of thematic analysis is to report on findings, and this was achieved 

through “interpretation of the text, enabling disclosure and understanding for the reader” 

(Attride-Stirling, 2001:390). This section, as posited by Attride-Stirling (2001:402), seeks 

to “return to the original research questions and the theoretical frameworks 

underpinning them, addressing them with arguments grounded on the patterns that 

emerged in the exploration of the texts”. The aim here was to take the key conceptual 

findings in the summaries of each thematic network and pull them together into a 

cohesive story by relating them back to the literature review.  
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3.4 ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

Most ethical considerations were addressed within the bigger IAG project and not only 

in the current study. It is accepted that these considerations were central in conducting 

the data collection. According to Babbie (2007), a basic ethical rule of social research is 

that participation should be voluntary. Ethical approval for the IAG project was obtained 

from the Ethics Committee of the North-West University (University’s ethics number: 

NWU-00113-13-57). Ethical issues regarding protection of human subjects as 

respondents included the right not to participate, and confidentiality. In instances where 

participants were minors, written parental consent was sought. All the respondents were 

assured that the data would be treated with the strictest confidence. It was made clear 

that data and information generated through the study would only be used by CARE, 

North-West University, community leaders and local/national government, to improve 

the livelihood of adolescent girls through enhanced understanding of disaster risk. It 

was disclosed that the results of the study might be published widely. However, 

individuals’ and households’ names would not be divulged, nor would the results be 

linked with a particular individual or family as the source. The respondents were 

informed that participating in the survey was voluntary and that they had the right to 

choose whether or not to participate in the survey. 

In order to ensure data security, the project manager and facilitators signed a non-

disclosure agreement as part of the engagement process. Each field team had a 

facilitator who collected all the completed questionnaires for safekeeping before data 

processing and analysis. 

The raw data was kept on a password-protected memory device in order to prevent 

other people from accessing it. It will be kept in a locked safe for a period of not less 

than five years before being destroyed.  

 

3.5 CONCLUSION 

This chapter described the research methodology, the purpose of which was to 

maximise valid answers to the research questions. This was achieved by using a 
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qualitative, grounded and interpretivist approach. Such an approach provided answers 

to the pertinent issues being investigated, based on the experiences of adolescent girls. 

Since  the research was based on secondary data analysis, it was deemed important to 

describe how primary data was collected, as this has implications for the validity of the 

findings as well as in terms of ethical concerns. The participants were morally and 

ethically protected by observing the principles of human dignity. 

Thematic analysis provided a tool that could be used to explore the complexities of how 

risk is socially constructed; as such it formed the greater portion of secondary data 

analysis. The conceptual data analysis framework proposed above presents the 

researcher’s construction of adolescent girls’ experiences in the communities presented 

in this case study. 

 A combination of the factors stated above provided a solid methodology by means of 

which valid findings could be obtained. Chapter four discusses the empirical findings. In 

conclusion this chapter aimed to achieve the research objective of providing a 

framework for data analysis thus setting the foundation for determining valid results.  
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CHAPTER 4: EMPIRICAL FINDINGS 

4.1 INTRODUCTION 

One of the main objectives of this study was to investigate the elements contributing to 

the social construction of risk among adolescent girls in the case study at hand. The 

preceding chapters laid the groundwork for the investigation of this phenomenon. This 

was done by means of a qualitative research design, followed by focus group interviews 

in order to gather data. Secondary data analysis formed the core of this study through 

the application of a thematic analysis framework. 

The findings in this chapter are contextual and are based on the respondents’ natural 

settings and social systems. They reflect the lived reality of adolescent girls within the 

parameters of the case study at hand. Central to this chapter is the analysis of 

transcribed interviews and the exploration of themes arising from these interviews. 

Chapter two concluded by highlighting some theoretical themes that contribute to the 

social construction of risk among adolescent girls; in this chapter, the relationship, 

similarities and differences between these are explored. This chapter also seeks to 

establish the social factors contributing to the social construction of risk among 

adolescent girls in the Ntcheu and Salima districts of Malawi. The outcome of this 

chapter will therefore be key in either validating or refuting the assertions made in prior 

chapters. 

A description of results is provided, followed by an analysis of findings and a summary 

of the key findings as well as the conclusions. The responses made by the participants 

will be analysed using social constructivist thematic analysis. This theoretic framework 

is explained in Chapter three. 

 

4.2 IDENTIFYING THEMES 

Primary data collection provided the information needed for secondary data analysis. It 

was from this transcribed data that the research commenced, and secondary data 

analysis generated themes based on the responses of the adolescent girls. Thematic 

analysis is defined as “a method for identifying, analysing and reporting patterns 

(themes) within data” (Braun & Clarke, 2006:79). The data was analysed using the six 
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steps of thematic analysis, as defined by Braun and Clarke (2006) and Attride-Stirling 

(2001). To establish a chronological analysis, responses were grouped into themes, 

related to the social attributes contributing to the risks that the participating adolescent 

girls face. In each section, qualitative data was represented, followed by literature and 

the theoretical framework used in this study to corroborate the established themes. 

Chapter two identified variables contributing to the construction of risk and, where 

applicable, these were merged with responses from the adolescent girls. The aim here 

was to identify any relationship between the themes identified in Chapter two’s 

theoretical analysis with the findings of this study. Themes were classified as either 

basic, organisational or global. 

Basic themes are “simple premises characteristic of data” (Attride-Stirling, 2001:389). In 

order to be clearly understood, basic themes are read collectively with other statements 

from the participants. When grouped together, intersecting ideas emerge, which 

summarise the key points that have been raised. These give rise to organisational 

themes. 

Organisational themes are “clusters of significance that summarise the principal 

assumptions of basic themes” (Attride-Sterling, 2001:389). These themes are more 

abstract and show more of what has been said in the text collected from the focus group 

interviews. Organisational themes group the main ideas proposed by the basic themes. 

It is from such groups of themes that global themes are derived. 

Global themes constitute the assertion that risk among adolescent girls in Malawi is 

socially constructed. According to Attride-Sterling (2001:389) global themes 

“encompass the principal metaphors in the data as a whole…that leads to the 

conclusion”. Basic, organisational and global themes will be discussed in relation to the 

analysis of participant feedback when thematic networks are explored in section 4.5. 

Table 4.1 below lists the questions that were asked in focus group interviews, and from 

which the themes emerged. 
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Table 4.1 Questions asked during focus group interviews  

QUESTION  

(See Annexure A) 

THEME SPECIFIC CONTENT  

3. PERCEPTION OF 

SELF 

Social factors contributing 

to risk (root causes) 

3.1 Perception of self 

3.2 Perception of value in 

community 

3.3 Perception of value in 

family 

3.4 Perception of person 

agency 

3.5 Perception of 

personal identity 

3.6 Perception of 

socialisation 

3.7 Perception of social 

positioning 

3.8 Perception of social/ 

cultural beliefs 

4. HAZARD 

PERCEPTION 

Hazards within the 

community 

4.1 Hazard prioritisation 

5. ACTION Activities taken to reduce 

disaster risk 

5.1 Action and 

collaboration to reduce 

disaster risk 

 

Table 4.1 summarises all the questions relevant to this analysis. However, not all the 

questions posed to the respondents revealed prevalent social factors. A significant 

factor in this research was measured by a percentage prevalence of the factor in the 
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sample. A percentage of 45% or more was taken as significant. This meant that, for an 

attribute to become an organisational theme, that factor would need to have been raised 

as a basic theme by at least eight out of the twenty participants. The research questions 

discussed below reveal the issues that arose. 

 

4.3 CATEGORIES OF BASIC THEMES (ORGANISATIONAL THEMES) 

The responses made by the adolescent girls were analysed using a social constructivist 

thematic analysis. According to Braun and Clarke (2006:79) thematic analysis is “a 

method for identifying analysing and reporting patterns (themes) within data”. The data 

was analysed using the six stages of thematic analysis as defined by Braun and Clarke 

(2006). Table 4.2 shows categories of themes that were established from the literature 

review alongside those found through focus group interviews 

 

Table 4.2 Themes established from literature and from focus group interviews 

Literature review  Focus group interviews 

Culture Gendered social justice 

Location Gendered poverty 

Poverty Gendered educational opportunities 

Institutionalised gender inequality Gendered empowerment  

Lack of access Gendered labour opportunities 

Politics and power Gendered food security 

Economic systems Age 

Livelihood Low self-esteem 

Religion  

Age  
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Gender  

Ethnicity  

  

Table 4.3 shows the basic, organisational and global themes that were established in 

the focus group interviews, which were used to develop the thematic network. 

 

Table 4.3 Basic, organisational and global themes 

Basic themes  Organisational 

themes 

Global theme 

 We are seen as people 

who cannot excel in 

education 

 Lack of education 

threatens my welfare 

 Parents force girls to 

drop out of school when 

they are destitute and 

starving 

Gendered 

educational 

opportunities 

 

 

Risk is a gendered social 

construct among 

adolescent girls in the 

Ntcheu and Salima 

districts of Malawi 

 Girls engage in 

transactional sex when 

in need of money  

Gendered poverty 

 My community has less 

expectations of me 

compared to boys 

 I am seen as someone 

who will get married and 

become a housewife to 

raise children 

 

Gendered value/view 

of life 

 My mother influences Gendered social 
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my decisions 

 Being a girl means to 

learn from and being 

expected to be like your 

mother 

 I don’t feel I have the 

power to make 

reasonable decisions 

justice 

 My role is house girl 

 I do the chores, which 

include cooking, 

cleaning and collecting 

water 

 Lack of education 

threatens my welfare 

Gendered 

empowerment  

 When parents need 

money they arrange 

marriages 

 We fall pregnant while 

young because of 

parents who are not 

supportive 

 Girls are pushed by the 

lack of possessions 

Gendered food 

security 

 Lack of education 

threatens my welfare 

Gendered labour 

opportunities 

 

4.4 THEMATIC NETWORKS  

In order to give a more vivid visual representation of findings, a thematic network was 

developed. This is “a web-like representational means…it makes explicit the procedures 

that may be employed in going from text to interpretation” (Attride-Sterling, 2001:388). 

The thematic network for the social construction of risk among adolescent girls in the 
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Ntcheu and Salima districts of Malawi is shown in Figure 4.1 below. The thematic 

network illustrates concisely the key gendered themes on which risk is socially 

constructed: poverty, value/view of life, labour opportunities, education opportunities, 

security, empowerment, and social justice.  

 

Figure 4.1 Thematic network analysis: structure for the social construct of risk 

among adolescent girls 
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4.5  DESCRIPTION AND EXPLORATION OF THEMATIC NETWORKS 

From the literature review in Chapter two, variables contributing to the construction of 

risk were identified. These include culture, religion, gender, age, ethnicity, politics and 

human rights. Some of these are evident in the responses of the research participants. 

These formed the basis for the themes identified and will be explored in the paragraphs 

to follow.  

Since the impact of gender and age is central, it was important to analyse how other 

factors further enhance risk. From the thematic network illustrated in Figure 4.1, various 

gendered attributes were identified. These included gendered educational opportunities, 

gendered poverty, gendered value/view of life, gendered social justice, gendered 

empowerment, gendered food security, and gendered labour opportunities.  

The discussions on self-perception, value in community and cultural beliefs highlighted 

some fundamental tensions revolving around educational opportunities. The thematic 

network in Figure 4.1 illustrates concisely the key themes pertaining to how educational 

opportunities are anchored in gender. Research participant 3 (RP3) stated that: 

 “Parents force girls to drop out of school when they are broke and starving.” 

The adolescent child therefore becomes the first victim of poverty as far as educational 

opportunities are concerned. The exacerbated long-term effect is that doors that 

education may have opened remain permanently closed, cementing the path to 

increased disaster risk in future. To add weight to this, RP4 agreed and pointed out that: 

“Lack of food and other basic resources are the conditions that often force 

parents to arrange marriage for their child.” 

As previously mentioned by Anderson (2015), and as can be inferred from this 

statement, adolescent girls provide food and financial security and are used as a 

survival strategy, to preserve family networks and to repay debts. In doing so, they act 

as economic shock absorbers for their family, despite the risk to which this exposes 

them. This brings to the fore the aspect of gendered food security. Adolescent girls 

become vulnerable in that, once married, they have very little power, because men are 
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the providers, and women must always please their husbands. What the man says is 

final, and the woman cannot negotiate things like family planning and the use of 

prophylactics to prevent contracting sexually transmitted infections. Thus, adolescent 

girls are at risk, often having to confront adult problems, for which they may not be 

ready or prepared. 

Section 2.3 alluded to the relationship between the risk of HIV infection and gender. 

Simply put, HIV can be referred to as a gendered disease. The access model and 

livelihood framework pointed out that, with limited access to employment, income 

opportunities are also limited. This can lead to the incorporation of hazards (disease, 

e.g. HIV), and the differential access experienced by adolescent girls results in a 

progression of vulnerability. In order to secure a better life, girls may end up having 

transactional sex, thus risking the chance of disease or unwanted pregnancy, as 

mentioned by RP11: 

 “We get pregnant while young because of parents who are not supportive.” 

The knock-on effect here is that high mortality rates occur among adolescent girls, due 

to pregnancy before physical maturity. Pregnancy is therefore a risk that adolescent 

girls face because of the social systems in which they exist and need to function. 

Teenage pregnancy can therefore be seen as motivated by culture, and as such, death 

due to pregnancy can be seen as a gendered risk.  

Identity construction was one concept that arose and which the literature review had not 

enumerated. It was established that adolescent girls tend to imitate their peers’ 

behaviours in an effort to match the group behaviour or to show others that they are 

able to do what their peers are doing. Such peer influence contributes significantly to 

disaster risk. RP11 and RP18 confirmed: 

“[We] receive pressure from fellow girls to go out at night and also to start 

relationships”.  

“I see myself as someone who is vulnerable to peer pressure from them (other 

girls). I feel like they have power over me.” 

From the discussions, it was established that gendered poverty is prominent and is 

experienced by adolescent girls. This can be viewed from a gendered labour 

opportunities perspective. Considering the fact that adolescent girls are not educated as 
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well as their male counterparts, they cannot migrate to urban areas to seek better 

employment. They therefore rely on subsistence farming. Agriculture, by its nature, 

implies a heavy reliance on rainfall. If a drought occurs, adolescent girls are likely to be 

at the forefront of coping with low crop yields. Consequently, they may decide to 

relocate, so as to live near rivers and dams, building unsafe shelters with poor or no 

sanitation, which can easily be destroyed by floods or high winds. The issue of 

gendered location and unsafe living conditions becomes evident at this point. Areas 

near lakes (such as Lake Malawi) or rivers also imply infestations of mosquitoes, which 

present the risk of contracting malaria. As argued by RP11: 

“Girls are pushed by the lack of basic things (poverty) to start transactional sex.” 

As stated in Chapter two (Anderson, 2015), Malawi is one of the poorest countries in the 

world, and this poverty results in adolescent girls taking drastic measures simply to 

survive. This immediate need for security tends to be myopic and does not permit 

consideration of the long term, or of slowly encroaching risks like HIV/AIDS. Focus 

group discussions revealed that pregnancy and hunger are seen as more threatening 

than HIV infection. As implied by RP11, girls would rather risk HIV infection by engaging 

in transactional sex than go hungry, yet hunger is something that can be prevented by 

engaging in better methods of agriculture, such as planting drought-resistant crops. On 

the other hand, there is often no cheaply available treatment for HIV infection, and a 

cure has yet to be discovered. HIV should therefore be seen as a more life-threatening 

risk than hunger. 

The notion of culture is an important determinant of the socialisation process among 

young people in Malawi. Entrenched in the whole process of socialisation are cultural 

values that tend to emphasise and strengthen the dominance of males and the 

subordination of females. Farmer et al. (2006) are quoted in Chapter two, suggesting 

that from a very young age, while girls are taught their submissive roles, boys are 

empowered to become providers. The participants point out that girls are expected to 

take after their mothers in everything they do. This brings to the fore the gendered 

nature of social justice. The skills of girls, their knowledge and energy is therefore not 

fully utilised to build their capacity for dealing with hazards. RP1 stated that: 

“To be a girl means to learn from and expected to be like your mom.”  
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Furthermore, socialisation has increased the economic power of male adolescents, as 

they are encouraged to do productive work (paying jobs) while females are expected to 

assist with non-paying household chores (reproductive roles) (Moser, 1993); thus 

reinforcing females’ dependence on their male sexual partners for financial and material 

support. Section 2.3 of this research also pointed out that gender discrimination spans 

every aspect of a girl’s life. Different roles have a bearing on potential loss, injury or 

death in the face of a hazard. This culture that reinforces male control and female 

subordination results in girls subscribing to the belief expressed by RP12: 

 “No, there is nothing we can do to protect ourselves.” 

The participating girls were of the opinion that there is nothing they can do, because 

they do not have the power to control their lives. This highlights the gendered lack of 

power. The study also found that the culture in Malawi reinforces subservience among 

females in heterosexual relationships. The female adolescents for instance were 

socialised to serve their male partners as their masters, as explained by RP13: 

“I am seen as someone who will become married and become a housewife to 

raise children.” 

It can be argued that this is a form of the gendered value of life, in the sense that social 

categorisation along gender lines undermines adolescent girls. Section 2.3 clarified the 

Malawian government’s position on marriage, and the situation on the ground in terms 

of the cultural setting was also presented. As such, culture controls marriages and 

parents have final say regarding their daughters’ marriages. In terms of social justice, 

adolescent girls are therefore left to the mercy of traditional systems. RP4 stated that: 

“Most people, especially parents and teachers, have authoritative power over 

us.” 

The problem is that, if teachers (especially male teachers) have social  power over the 

girl children, this could deprive girls of the opportunity to learn. As already alluded to in 

Chapter two, some teachers have sexual relationships with girls and when the girl falls 

pregnant, they enter into arrangements with the parents of the girl to avoid prosecution. 

The risks that adolescent girls face in most of the instances highlighted above can be 

traced to a lack of education. Van Niekerk (2005) illustrates (see Table 2.1) that there is 
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a need for training and education, acquisition of knowledge and capacity building, in 

order to reverse the build-up of pressure that results in disaster risk. 

Section 2.3 alluded to the premise that, in the presence of gender inequality, certain 

groups of people are prevented from reaching their full potential. Thus, burdened by 

household chores, the participants argued that domestic tasks disrupt schooling for 

adolescent girls and limit their own time to do homework and even to attend class. As 

RP3 stated: 

 “Lack of education threatens my welfare.” 

Section 2.3 concurs with this notion and explains that adolescent girls are still 

entrenched in discriminatory norms and practices. Combined with the effects of poverty, 

this limits their development and capabilities. 

As to the matter of future prospects for adolescent girls, one common observation was 

highlighted by RP2:  

“The community sees me as someone who is wasting time with involvement with 

this project.” 

As a result of behaviour that is seen as unacceptable, the girls are treated poorly when 

they try and better their lives, as mentioned by RP6: 

“They treat me differently, they say a lot of negative things about my involvement 

in the project.” 

This once again reinforces the idea of gendered value of life. A girl’s life and her 

capabilities are undermined, as mentioned in section 2.3.    

Marriage is seen as a girl’s best option. In most such cases, marriage is motivated by 

financial constraints and peer pressure (Anderson, 2015:102). It can be argued that 

“women are socialised into being obedient and submissive” (Mbweza et al., 2008:45). 

Consequently they have less power, are considered less capable and are viewed as 

people who cannot think for themselves. This leaves adolescent girls more vulnerable. 

Muntali (2004:4) argues that they grow up seeing their mothers saying yes to their 

fathers; therefore, “a woman must listen to a man”. RP5 shares the same opinion: 

 “My mother influences my decisions.” 
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This lack of decision-making power, prevalent among women, has important 

ramifications on the susceptibility of girls to risk. This gendered social injustice is further 

revealed by RP4’s words: 

 “Being a girl means to be at service for the family members.” 

This statement is intricately connected to maintaining the status quo for adolescent girls. 

Section 2.3 of this study alluded to the fact that domestic chores entrenched in the lives 

of adolescent girls result in seclusion that brings with it exposure to risks. Men are thus 

able to control what a woman can and cannot do. This raises a concern, especially for 

disaster risk practitioners and in this research in particular, because it counts as a 

significant loss if the solutions to the problems we face today (climate change, 

HIV/AIDS, renewable energy) lie in the mind of an adolescent girl in Malawi who is 

deprived of the right to education and becomes a housewife instead. RP5 argued that: 

 “But given enough information, I can make wise decisions.” 

The presence of gendered educational opportunities therefore present a factor that 

diverts income opportunities away from adolescent girls and thus increases vulnerability 

among adolescent girls. 

Interestingly, in this study, despite the numerous hindrances the adolescent girls face, 

they still remain optimistic regarding the future. RP13 proposed that, if given the 

opportunity: 

“We can try to teach people what is good and what is not, we can tell them the 

right way to use their power… I feel I have something to contribute.”  

This is in line with the arguments of Bradshaw and Fordham (2013:24): “because of this 

lack of access to resources on a daily basis, they (women), have learnt to be more 

adaptable to crisis than their male counterparts”.   

As can be seen from the discussion above, some themes and subthemes were related 

to more than one core category, which made it difficult to assign them to one category. 

On the aspect of hazards that the girls face, most of them mentioned drought, veld fires 

and, in a few instances, earthquakes. Even though HIV/AIDS was mentioned, it was not 

common. This could mean that the girls do not see HIV/AIDS as a disaster risk that is 
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prevalent in their community. This is contrary to reports on Malawi in the United Nations 

World Disaster Report (2007). 

The literature review in this research provided the foundation and point of departure for 

analysis; however the focus group interviews allowed for an in-depth understanding 

based on the views of the adolescent girls. They allowed participants to speak freely 

about the social dimensions of risk, and to critically reflect upon their responses 

according to their own understandings. This synchronisation of literature and focus 

group interviews ensured that similar themes could be explored, which allowed for 

comparison in data analysis: either to refute or strengthen claims made in other 

research contexts.  

 

4.6 SUMMARY OF THEMATIC NETWORK 

The construction of risk among adolescent girls in Malawi was found to revolve around 

seven key areas (see Figure 4.1) centred on culture, religion, age, ethnicity, politics and 

socio-economic contexts.  

Social injustice held a tenuous position in these discussions: girls are marginalised and 

do not have access to sustainable livelihoods. Without access to education, adolescent 

girls cannot be gainfully employed later on in life. Lack of training then exerts further 

pressure, leading to decisions that place the girls in unsafe conditions. The pressure 

model (see Figure 2.1) highlighted how root causes of disasters permeate social 

structures, leading to unsafe conditions. Socially constructed attributes rooted in 

ideologies, and in economic, political and cultural systems, are highlighted in the 

progression to vulnerability. This leads to poor living conditions, taking shelter on 

dangerous land or having limited livelihood choices. As alluded to earlier, many girls 

then see marriage, transactional sex or having relationships with older men as their only 

hope for survival. 

Adolescent girls in the Ntcheu and Salima districts are faced with a negative gendered 

value of life. Not much is expected of them and this perception is simply based on the 

fact that they are girls. It is assumed that the only “good” thing that can happen to a girl 

is marriage. However, the risks they face seem not to have a grounding based on the 
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physiology of their bodies. They therefore grow up to maintain the status quo and 

perpetuate the plight of oppressed women, whom they eventually become. 

Stereotypical gender roles and expectations also emerged from the participants’ 

narratives. These roles lead to gendered poverty, as the adolescent girls do not prepare 

themselves adequately for later on in life. Considering the gendered nature of 

marginalisation, adolescent girls are seen as people who cannot excel in education, and 

they are the first to drop out of school if their families experience difficulties. Even if they 

remain in school, when they get home they are faced with so many domestic chores 

that there is little time for them to concentrate on academic work. The resultant lack of 

education thus threatens their welfare.  

There seems to be insufficient implementation of certain policies and laws stated in the 

country’s constitution. Traditional and cultural beliefs appear to reign supreme. 

Adolescent girls appear not to have a say in what occurs in their lives. They cannot 

make decisions for themselves and elders tend to force them into what they would not 

ordinarily choose. They therefore grow up with a gendered lack of empowerment. This 

has a myriad of effects, as it results in gendered poverty (because they cannot find 

jobs), gendered lack of food security and the gendered low value placed on their lives. 

 

4.7 INTERPRETATION  

The social construction of gender was central in the conceptualisation of risk among 

adolescent girls in the case study. Poverty, unemployment, poor food security, minimal 

education and labour opportunities, social injustice and reduced value of life are the 

organising themes that culminate in disaster risk among adolescent girls. These 

attributes are intricately interwoven, such that it is difficult to mention one without talking 

about the others. Together, they all act to marginalise adolescent girls by preventing 

them from accessing better livelihoods.  

The organising themes among the respondents in this research are rooted in gender 

and lead to lack of access. Chapter two alluded to lack of access as the starting point in 

the progression to vulnerability. The PAR model (see Figure 2.1) highlighted that limited 

access to power structures and resources, as well as political and economic systems, 

are the root causes of disaster risk. The PAR model also illustrates how these root 

causes are transmitted by dynamic pressures, leading to a progression of vulnerability. 
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According to Wisner et al. (2012:25), dynamic pressures are “a set of macro processes 

that transmit the holistic weight of root causes along the chain of explanation, as an 

intermediary between them and fragile livelihoods and unsafe conditions”. Lack of 

training coupled with parental debt act as dynamic pressures resulting in girls missing 

out on educational opportunities. As a result, the girls have limited resources and end 

up encountering unsafe conditions. The more vulnerable one is, the less likely one is to 

survive a hazard. As illustrated in Figure 2.1 the meeting of unsafe conditions and 

hazards gives rise to disaster risk. 

No convincing evidence linking the risks adolescent girls face to their sex was 

forthcoming during this research. Instead, both the literature that was reviewed and the 

responses of the research participants indicated that risk among adolescent girls in the 

Ntcheu and Salima districts in Malawi is purely socially constructed. 

 

4.8 CONCLUSION 

This chapter explored the social factors that contribute to risk among adolescent girls. It 

was established that gendered social factors contribute significantly to the risk of 

adolescent girls. None of the adolescent girls blamed their situation on their sex. 

Reducing the risk among adolescent girls can be seen to have its roots in gendered 

social factors. As a result of the social construct of gender, adolescent girls tend to lose 

out on educational opportunities, are used to secure food and financial security, are 

exposed to diseases, are forced into unsafe conditions, are marginalised by culture and 

cultural beliefs, suffer social injustice and do not see the value of their own lives. The 

next chapter will conclude this study by providing a summary of findings, conclusions 

and recommendations for further research. In conclusion, this chapter aimed at to 

achieve the research objective of identifying the social factors contributing to the 

construction of risk among adolescent girls in the case study at hand.   
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CHAPTER 5:  CONCLUSIONS, RECOMMENDATIONS AND 

SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER STUDY 

5.1 INTRODUCTION 

The aim of this research was to establish the social factors contributing to the gendered 

construction of risk among adolescent girls in the Ntcheu and Salima districts of Malawi. 

These findings will serve as a guideline for government, non-governmental 

organisations and other authorities, on a strategic level, so as to implement disaster risk 

reduction based on the world views of the affected group. Of paramount importance is 

to use these findings to implement strategies aimed at reducing the vulnerability of 

adolescent girls. Even though the research findings in this study cannot be generalised, 

the methods applied here can be adapted for similar research in different settings for 

similar studies. The findings can also be used for comparative purposes, within the 

same community or elsewhere.  

 

5.2 ATTAINING THE RESEARCH OBJECTIVES 

Three objectives were stated in Chapter one. Firstly, there was the need to define and 

explain the theoretical grounding of the social construction of risk. This was addressed 

in Chapter two, by means of an extensive literature review. The second objective was to 

determine the elements of the social construction of risk among adolescent girls in the 

case study at hand. In this regard, Chapter three presented a framework and tools to 

establish these elements; whilst Chapter four was instrumental in identifying the factors 

contributing to the social construction of risk among the participating adolescent girls. 

The last objective is the focus of this chapter: conclusions will be drawn, and 

recommendations for disaster risk reduction and suggestions for further study will be 

proposed.  

 



71 

  



72 

5.3 CONCLUSIONS  

A constructivist framework was used to establish the social attributes of risk among 

adolescent girls in this case study. This was done with the anticipation that, if 

established on the foundation of research-based evidence, the study could highlight the 

urgency of the plight of adolescent girls for government and other stakeholders. These 

stakeholders will then be expected to channel resources towards this subsector of 

society, with the aim of reducing their vulnerability. 

Based on the evidence presented in this research, one can conclude that gender is 

socially constructed. Within the context of the Salima and Ntcheu districts of Malawi, 

society dictates, and plays an integral role in determining what is expected of girls and 

what is expected of boys. These boys and girls, in most cases, grow up to fulfil their 

preconceived gender roles, most of which marginalise the latter. 

It was revealed that culture, gendered social injustice, gendered educational 

opportunities, gendered poverty, gendered empowerment, gendered labour 

opportunities and gendered food security, all act to marginalise adolescent girls and 

deprive them of access to sustainable livelihoods. The girls become vulnerable to risk 

because their choices and opportunities are limited. Considering the fact that they are 

not educated, working in the formal sector may mean doing merely general work. They 

are therefore not in a position of authority and can easily be taken advantage of by more 

powerful men in the workplace. This increases their susceptibility to HIV infection, 

because they can seldom negotiate the terms of the relationship they are involved in, for 

fear of losing their jobs. 

Poverty and gender are related, and add to the myriad factors that increase risk among 

adolescent girls. As was highlighted in this research, parents fail to provide for the 

family, which in most cases adversely affects the adolescent girl children. The 

adolescent girls are then forced to drop out of school and are often forced into marriage. 

Some girls attempt to fend for themselves and take part in transactional sex, thereby 

increasing their chances of contracting sexually transmitted diseases or becoming 

mothers at an early age. Both these factors increase the vulnerability of girls in terms of 

ill health and even early death. 

Culture also plays a significant role in contributing to the disaster risk of adolescent girls. 

In the Ntcheu and Salima districts, it is apparent that life is valued according to gender 



73 

norms, which in turn is linked to the gendered division of labour. This is a form of 

gendered structural violence, in the sense that social categorisation along gender lines 

heightens disaster risk. 

Gendered social injustice contributes to the construction of risk. Based on the fact that 

they are girls, they (adolescent girls) are perceived as incapable of making decisions on 

their own. Hence, in most cases they admit to their mothers making choices for them. 

These decisions, for example being lured or forced into marriage, have implications in 

terms of their vulnerability to risk. In some cases their bodies are not fully physiologically 

ready to bear the burden of pregnancy, and this may result in their deaths.  

The issues highlighted in this research are all closely related, such that one can easily 

be linked to the other. Addressing them all will therefore require a multifaceted 

approach. Given that one’s sex does not lay down the blueprint of what one is capable 

of achieving in society, the implication is that, given the opportunity and an enabling 

environment, adolescent girls are capable of empowering themselves, thus reducing 

their vulnerability to hazards. 

The problem statement in this research highlighted the need to understand the origins 

of disasters. It also asserted that the impact of disasters is not uniform. It was 

established that disasters among adolescent girls can originate due to marginalisation 

within society as a result of socially constructed attributes, which are anchored in 

gender. Due to lack of access, adolescent girls face disaster risk more frequently than 

their male counterparts.  

 

5.4 RECOMMENDATIONS  

From the findings of this study, the researcher is of the opinion that the plight of 

adolescent girls can only be confronted by the engagement of all stakeholders in the 

community, namely: parents, traditional leaders, political authorities, schools and the 

adolescent girls themselves. These stakeholders all have a crucial role to play in 

alleviating the various complexities leading to gendered vulnerability and consequently 

the risks facing these girls. The following strategies are therefore proposed: 

 Involve adolescent girls in decision making.  

 Involve adolescent girls in community development projects. 
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 Educate adolescent girls on disaster risk reduction. 

 Enforce legislation in order to protect adolescent girls from cultural beliefs and 

norms that may lead to increased disaster risk. 

 Encourage capacity building of adolescent girls by training them in better 

agricultural methods, and also by educating them about the hazards that they 

face, from the experts’ points of view. 

 Improve rural infrastructure: better water supply and sanitation methods would 

imply that the girls are able to spend less time doing domestic chores and spend 

more time doing school work. 

 

Implementation of the above can go a long way to reducing the vulnerability of 

adolescent girls, thereby reducing their disaster risk.  

 

5.5 SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH 

The research found the following areas suitable for further research: 

 A longitudinal study to test the effectiveness of the IAG/GIRRL projects, as they 

deal with gender issues affecting women later on in life. 

 Considering that adolescent girls were interviewed and an analysis made based 

on their opinions, further insights from other community members could be 

helpful in order to obtain a more objective view of the jeopardy adolescent girls 

find themselves in.  

 Since the results of this study cannot be generalised, more research of this 

nature can be carried out in other African countries in order to present a broader 

assessment of the situation facing adolescent girls in Africa as a whole. 

 

In conclusion, this study succeeded in identifying some of the social factors 

contributing to risk among adolescent girls. Most of these factors added to the 

evidence in the literature review regarding the social construction of risk among 

adolescent girls.  
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