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A recurring theme in agriculture for development narratives, 
is the predominance of women among the population of 

rural livestock keepers, and the value of livestock to women 
on a global scale. Usually this statement is substantiated with 
a statement that “Two-thirds of the world’s 600 million poor 
livestock keepers are rural women”. Statements like this inform 
important debates, policies and programmes for livestock 
development, but are the numbers accurate? We investigate 
the facts behind the figures to understand the origins of these 
stetaments.

The facts behind the figures
“Two thirds of the world’s 600 million poor livestock keepers 
are rural women” has been quoted repeatedly and widely 
within livestock communities.1 - 41 - 4  It is difficult to track where 
the numbers originated and how they were calculated, yet 
the “fact” is widely applied to demonstrate the importance of 
livestock to women’s empowerment.1 While these facts may 
appear to be solid, they are based apon a fusion of data from a 
range of qualitative and quantitative sources.
When the statement is written, it is usually either presented 
without a source or with the citation Thornton et al. 2003.5 On 
investigation, it appears that the “fact” can be divided into two 
parts: 

PART A. “Two thirds…are rural women”

PART B. “600 million poor livestock keepers”

Thornton et al. 2003 did, in fact, estimate there to be 600 
million poor livestock keepers, but they did not calculate the 
proportion of women. Nevertheless, their work is frequently 
cited alone with the full statement.1 On reviewing the 
literature it became apparent that many sources end up citing 
each other, without us able to find the original calculation.1-4

PART A - Are two thirds of poor livestock keepers women?
Finding the origin of Part A of the fact is particularly difficult.

Gender Disaggregated Data
It is difficult to obtain up-to-date poverty data and furthermore, 
it is difficult to disaggregate existing data by gender. 
Often, studies have attempted to study gender dimensions 
retrospectively. This is in contrast to projects which are designed 
to reduce gender gaps, which would receive appropriate 
funding to collect disaggregated data. These gender-intentional 
or -transformative projects are more likely to provide a 
comprehensive understanding of gender for particular 
contexts.6 

Alternative Gender Data
It is suggested that women make up 70% of the world’s poor. 
However, this data does not specifically refer to rural livestock 
keepers and it was previously concluded that background 
literature was not sufficient to back up the statistic.7,8 The 
dynamic World Poverty Clock, which computes the spread of 
poverty reduction around the world, suggests that around 51% 
of the world’s poor are women, as of August 2020.9 
Both of these figures deviate from the one stated in this “fact” 
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PART B - Are there 600 million poor livestock keepers?
The majority of publications that mention “600 million poor 
livestock keepers”, usually cite Thornton et al. 2003. Thornton et 
al. 2003 calculated their numbers on data from the 1990s, and 
focused specifically on rural livestock keepers.5

Examining the terminology
The use of the term “livestock keepers” in the central 
statement, is significant, as it is a subjective label. It could 
encompass people who legally own livestock, people who 
manage livestock, or those who claim livestock as their own. 
Within a  household, different survey respondents can give 
different opinions as to who owns an animal, and who makes 
decisions.10,11 The term livestock, in this particular instance is 
defined as to “include not just cattle, but also camels, llamas, 
buffaloes, sheep, goats, pigs and poultry”; by including a 
broad range of animals, this definition also captures a greater 
number of people who keep livestock, and may account for 
a larger proportion of women, who it seems, are more likely 
to own chickens.12,13 This could account for potential loss of 
data regarding women, and contribute to the “invisibility of 
women”.12

It must also be acknowledged that women may often be 
discouraged from identifying as “farmers” or “livestock keepers” 
and are often considered “helpers” according to the gender 
norms established within a household or community.11 

Therefore, the number of women declared to be “livestock 
keepers” or “farmers” is likely to be underreported in existing 
quantitative studies.

Alternative Poverty Data
The World Poverty Clock estimated that in August of 2020, 
there were over 705 million people in poverty overall.9 The 100 
million difference between the fact in question and the current 
estimation by UNESCA cannot be compared reliably, as only 
a subsection of the poor population (livestock keepers) was 
estimated in the fact being discussed. 

Conclusion
It is difficult to make global statements on this subject as the 
statistics vary so drastically all over the world. The general point 
of our “fact” – women livestock keepers constitute a greater 
proportion of the world’s poor livestock keepers – is plausible 
according to relevant qualitative research. However, although 
the numerical values in our “fact” support this conjecture, the 
values themselves may not be completely accurate. This begs 
the question of whether accuracy and quantitative data are as 
important when undertaking high level analysis, as the trends 
that they display.
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