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members of a household. Not only does it enrich the data collected,

with each member complementing the interview of the others, but it " )
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also provides access to different lived experiences. This is critical to perspectives; Western Africa;
ensuring that policy responses are appropriate for all members of a data collection; perception:
household and that all lived realities are made visible. adaptation
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Introduction

Who is selected to participate in household-level surveys? The short and simple answer is: the head
of the household, and only the head of the household. This is particularly true for research con-
ducted in West Africa. In this region, the majority of household heads are men, 77% on average
(Box 1), and so women are usually included indirectly, through the responses of their husbands or
fathers (Dyck 2005). However, men, women, and more broadly also children, elders, and so on, do
not perceive the same things in life and do not respond to the same stimuli, in particular regarding
environmental change (Djoudi and Brockhaus 2011). Based on a field study conducted in rural
Senegal, and drawing on previous research, it is argued that household-level studies, particularly
those examining perceptions and adaptation behaviours in West Africa, should include multiple
members of a household.

Box 1. Share of female-headed households in Africa compared to the rest of the world.
As the map in Figure 1 shows, the proportion of female-headed households varies widely across countries and continents.
According to the 2017 United Nations Database of Household Size and Composition, on average, 30% of households worldwide
are female headed. Countries in Africa and Asia have the lowest average proportions of female heads of household, at 29% and
19%, respectively. However, Figure 1 also shows disparities within continents. In the case of Africa, West Africa is one of the
regions with the lowest average percentage of female-headed households at 23%, compared with 32% in East Africa.
The reality of female-headed households varies widely across the continents. In more than half of countries in Africa and Asia, at
least half of female-headed households are headed by single mothers with children under 15. This contrasts with Europe and
North America, where the median figure is around 10%.
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% of female headed households (country-level)

Figure 1. Share of female-headed households in 2017 at the country-level. Author: Jelena Luyts. Data source: 2017 United
Nations Database of Household Size and Composition”.

The overall risk of one spokesperson for the entire household

The root of the problem lies in the fact that most demographic studies interview only one
person per household. Four main arguments are used to justify this: (1) the overall response
rate is likely to be lower if several household members have to be interviewed; (2) the
quality of the interview could be reduced because of possible interactions between the respon-
dents, social desirability, or fear of breach of confidentiality; (3) a likely positive intra-household
correlation makes a subsequent interview within the same household less informative than
interviewing an individual from a new household; (4) the costs associated with at least doubling
the number of interviews to be conducted or the need to reduce the number of households
surveyed (O'Muircheartaigh, Smith, and Wong 2019). Considering all these aspects, the majority
of studies at the household-level choose to interview only one individual and ask questions
about the whole household.

Interviewing only one person is less problematic when objective issues are targeted such as
household income or the number of members, i.e. when looking for facts. However, regarding
more subjective information such as perceptions, decision-making processes, and lived experi-
ences, information collected through another household member is not reliable (O’Muircheartaigh,
Smith, and Wong 2019). The process of interviewing an individual on behalf of the household is
called proxy reporting. Proxy reporting contrasts with self-reporting, where an individual
respond on his/her own behalf. The knowledge of the intermediary in a proxy report varies
from one household member to another, and from one topic to another. However, because indi-
viduals have unique perspectives shaped by their lived experiences, interactions, cultural back-
grounds, and social contexts, proxy reporting can only provide insights into how individuals
perceive and interpret the experiences of others in the household, not direct access to their sub-
jective realities (Schwarz and Wellens 1997). Furthermore, proxy reporting is shaped by the values
and beliefs of the proxy respondent (James and Woodsmall 2017), which influence the way infor-
mation is interpreted and then reported.

In other words, proxy reporting fails to recognise the importance of the unique and equally valid
experiences of each individual within the household (Dyck 2005; Reczek 2014). It then overlooks the
diverse experiences, perspectives, and realities that coexist. By relying solely on proxy accounts,
research risks homogenising these experiences and underestimating the nuanced ways in which
gender dynamics, power structures, and individual identities manifest within the household. Recog-
nising the individuality and importance of each household member’s perspective is critical to foster a
more inclusive and comprehensive understanding of household dynamics in research.
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If only one, then (often) a man

An additional problem arises from the fact that it is common practice in demographic studies to
interview primarily the head of household, who is often a man. For example, the final report of
the 2013 census in Senegal mentions that data collection was based on direct interviews with house-
hold heads or their representatives (ANSD 2013). This creates a gender imbalance, as female house-
hold members are less likely to be directly interviewed. Issues that are particularly relevant to
women, such as maternal health, child care, and gender-based violence, may not be fully captured
or accurately reported by male respondents, and therefore decisions based on such data may not
address the specific needs and challenges faced by women.

In West Africa, the historical and cultural norms of patriarchal family structures that have long
been embedded in the region often give men the role of the primary decision-maker and authority
over household affairs. As such, men are seen as the heads of the family, exercising control over
family resources and representing the entire household in external interactions. While in most
cases it makes sense to interview the head of the household because he is the one who knows
the most about the household, this approach may inadvertently overlook the voices, experiences,
and perspectives of women and other members of the household. This makes it all the more impor-
tant to broaden the range of respondents.

Learning from other research fields to include multiple household members

In gender studies, family studies, feminist geography, and related fields, there is a growing aware-
ness of the need to interview more than one person within a household. This is particularly true
for studies that examine issues related to gender roles, power dynamics, and individual experiences.
The main arguments advanced are: (1) the multiple perspectives, as each household member has
unique experiences and perspectives that are of interest; (2) the exposure of power imbalances;
(3) the more nuanced and contextually rich data, with access to how household members negotiate
their roles and responsibilities; (4) the validation of information as the interviewing of multiple
household members can help cross-check information; and (5) the improvement of policies, as
multi-person interviews can inform gender-sensitive policies and interventions by providing a
more accurate and comprehensive view of how policies may affect different household members
(Harden et al. 2010; Reczek 2014). Depending on the research goal and guiding epistemology,
one or more of these reasons may be advanced, either to broaden the perspective and seek for a
“truth” or to support the idea that all experiences are truthful, even if they contradict each other
(Reczek 2014). For the latter, the lived experience is the truth for that person and is therefore impor-
tant and relevant.

A way forward to collect diverse perceptions and experiences

The primary aim of my research was to gain a better understanding of adaptation to environmental
change in rural West Africa. Based on the idea that more transdisciplinary research in both theory
and practice is needed in this area (Serrao-Neumann et al. 2021), an adjusted data collection
embedded in social science was developed: structured timeline mapping (Luyts et al. 2024). Data
collection took place in rural Senegal in 2022 (Box 2). It was decided to interview at least two
people in each of the 17 households surveyed, based on the idea that lived realities are specific
to each individual and thus multiple perspectives are needed to work at the household level. In
all cases, the head of the household was a man, and in all but one case he was interviewed. Since
this was rarely done, a secondary objective emerged: to assess the relevance of interviewing multiple
people in the same household. The study was able to distinguish between different information
domains, as questions were asked about the household’s economic situation, perceived environ-
mental changes, and adaptation measures taken.
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Box 2. Data collection in rural Senegal, one region, one village, several people per household.
In 2022 data was collected using an original data collection method inspired by social sciences and adjusted to the study of
adaptation to environmental change: structured timeline mapping (Luyts et al. 2024). The aim was to uncover chronologies of
adaptation at the household level. Therefore, structured timelines were filled out during an interview. However, to get the most
complete picture of the household and to ensure that all realities were covered, several people per household were interviewed
whenever possible.
In total, within the 23 households approached in a village in northern Senegal, at least two people were interviewed in 17 cases
and three people were interviewed in five cases. Interviews were based on availability and not on targeting specific individuals.
As a result, both parents were interviewed in seven households, one parent with a child were interviewed in four households,
and both parents and a child were interviewed in five households. The sample included retired people, working people, and
young adults still in education.
In the end, the focus was on the 17 households in which at least two members were interviewed, so 39 interviews were
considered to assess the importance of multiplying perspectives within households for research (Figure 2).

A key question is: how would the results be different in practice if only the household head had
been interviewed? Or, to put it another way, can we say that the household scale is worked on by
interviewing only one person? To answer, let’s first take a quick look at the results based on all inter-
views. Four chronologies of adaptation were identified, as shown in Figure 3. A first group of house-
holds (in orange) has only recently started to make conscious adaptations, approximately in the last
decade, and for several economic activities that take place within the household. A second group of
households (in yellow) has been making conscious adaptations throughout the period under study,
and always for the same and main economic activity of the household. A third group of households
(in blue) made conscious adaptations for their economic activity before changing their economic
activity to one that was not dependent on environmental conditions, thus ending the need for econ-
omic adaptation to environmental change. The fourth group of households (in purple) made con-
scious adaptations at the beginning of the period under study, followed by a period of no
adaptations, before recently starting to adapt again. The initial adaptations took advantage of the
arrival of the dam and made the economic activity more prosperous, temporarily reducing the
need to adapt.
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Figure 2. Photo taken during an interview as an illustration of the data collection process. (Photo: Author)
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ADAPTATION JOURNEYS

Group 1

Group 2

Figure 3. Four (five) types of adaptation chronologies (grey one present if only the interviews with the head of the household are
considered) on a time span starting in the 80s (with the construction of a dam) until 2022, passing through the implementation of
an agro-industry. The coloured zones represent the periods in which the adaptations took place.

At this stage of the analysis, the results would already have been different. If only the head of the
household had been interviewed, a partial view would have been obtained, based only on his sub-
jective reality. What would be different in practice? First, there would be five groups of adaptation
chronologies instead of four. The additional group, shown in grey in Figure 3, would have made con-
scious adaptations only at the very beginning of the period under study and would have stopped
without any change in activity or substantial change within their activity, as the most recent adap-
tations were mentioned by the women. This would concern four households where the women pro-
vided additional details on how their husbands adapted economically, providing a more complete
understanding of the timeline of adaptation. This clearly illustrates how, at least for these four house-
holds, only the lived reality of the head of the household would have been accessed, not the reality
of the household. Second, not only would the chronology be affected, but also the types of adap-
tations considered. In seven cases, the additional adaptations mentioned by the women concerned
adaptations within the household, such as sleeping outside due to rising temperatures or working
earlier for the same reason. Thus, these aspects would have been overlooked and neglected. Finally,
in five cases, the adaptations made by women specifically for their own economic activity would not
be known because they were not mentioned by the head of the household. This last point is not
surprising since these adaptations are clearly embedded in the women'’s reality. Thus, in our
study, women provide complementary information on the well-being of the household and on
their additional contributions to the household economy, even providing complementary infor-
mation on their husband’s economic activities (Dyck 2005), influenced by their role and responsibil-
ities within the household. Thus, interviewing only the household head provides only a partial
picture of the household reality, leading to ineffective policies that neglect the different needs
and challenges faced by different household members, especially women, youth and the elderly.

Including everyone to promote gender equality in the adaptation process to
environmental change

In the specific context of studying adaptation to environmental change in West Africa, the inclusion
of multiple members of a household in the data collection process promotes gender equality,
regardless of the research goal or guiding epistemology. Indeed, visibility is given not only to the
head of the household, often a man, but also to women, younger people, elders, and so on, since
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their lived realities can only be accessed through self-reporting. Promoting gender equality in this
context is not only a matter of social justice but also a pragmatic approach to building community
resilience. To effectively adapt to environmental challenges, it is imperative to recognise that gender
intersects with various aspects of vulnerability and resilience. It is clear from our data that adaptation
is understood and lived differently depending on who is interviewed in the household. Inclusion
should therefore extend to multiple members of the household, ensuring that their voices, needs,
and contributions are heard and valued. This approach recognises the different experiences and vul-
nerabilities of each gender and leverages their unique strengths to create more holistic and sustain-
able adaptation strategies. Including everyone in the process not only promotes gender equality, but
also improves the overall effectiveness and equity of environmental adaptation efforts, ultimately
benefiting entire communities and ecosystems.

Finally, interviewing multiple household members is also beneficial in other areas of research. For
example, in health studies, collecting perspectives from different household members can reveal
differences in health behaviours, access to health services, and adherence to medical advice. This
can lead to more effective public health interventions and personalised health care strategies. To
illustrate, the study by Betz et al. (2013) highlights the need to survey adolescents and young
adults with special healthcare needs themselves to improve their healthcare transitions. Similarly,
in sociological research, interviewing multiple members can reveal diverse perspectives on family
roles, decision-making processes, and social interactions within the household, providing a richer
picture of social structures and relationships. Koenig et al. (2013) confirm this by showing how
the decision-making process to move into assisted living is experienced in very different ways by
the primary individual and their family members. In economic studies, understanding the financial
behaviours and priorities of all household members can provide deeper insights into economic stab-
ility, resource allocation, and consumption patterns. Therefore, incorporating the voices of multiple
household members increases the validity and reliability of research findings in various fields.

Note

1. Available online in the United Nations digital library (accessed October 19th 2023): https://digitallibrary.un.org/
record/3799696?In = fr

Acknowledgements

| would like to thank Sabine Henry, Florence de Longueville, the gender group of the University of Namur, and Youri
Derlet for their comments and support.

Disclosure statement

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the author(s).

Funding

This work was supported by Fonds De La Recherche Scientifique — FNRS. Published with the support of the Fondation
Universitaire de Belgique.

Ethics declaration

The University of the first author ethics committee has been consulted about the steps to be taken to
ensure the protection of interviewees. No personal data allowing identification of the individual was
collected, and if this was given spontaneously, the recordings and transcriptions were anonymized.
In this context, by guaranteeing the anonymity of the participants, no further steps were necessary.


https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/3799696?ln=fr
https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/3799696?ln=fr

LOCAL ENVIRONMENT (&) 7

Nevertheless, oral consent was asked and all necessary information about the research and the rights
of the participants was communicated before starting the interviews.

References

ANSD (Agence Nationale de la Statistique et de la Démographie). “Recensement Général de la Population et de
I'Habitat, de I'Agriculture et de I'Elevage 2013. “ December, 2013.

Betz, Cecily L., Marie L. Lobo, Wendy M. Nehring, and Kim Bui. September, 2013. “Voices Not Heard: A Systematic Review
of Adolescents’ and Emerging Adults’ Perspectives of Health Care Transition.” Nursing Outlook 61 (5): 311-336.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.outlook.2013.01.008.

Djoudi, Houria, and Maria Brockhaus. June 1, 2011. “Is Adaptation to Climate Change Gender Neutral? Lessons from
Communities Dependent on Livestock and Forests in Northern Mali.” International Forestry Review 13 (2): 123-135.
https://doi.org/10.1505/146554811797406606.

Dyck, Isabel. August 19, 2005. “Feminist Geography, the ‘Everyday’, and Local-Global Relations: Hidden Spaces of Place-
making*."” Canadian Geographies / Géographies canadiennes 49 (3): 233-243. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.0008-3658.
2005.00092.x.

Harden, Jeni, Kathryn Backett-Milburn, Malcolm Hill, and Alice MacLean. December, 2010. “Oh, What a Tangled Web We
Weave: Experiences of Doing ‘Multiple Perspectives’ Research in Families.” International Journal of Social Research
Methodology 13 (5): 441-452. https://doi.org/10.1080/13645571003650979.

James, Tad, and Woodsmall Wyatt. 2017. Time Line Therapy and the Basis of Personality. Carmarthen: Crown House
Publishing.

Koenig, Terry L, Jung Hee Lee, Kelley R Macmillan, Noelle L Fields, and Richard Spano. February 24, 2013. “Older Adult
and Family Member Perspectives of the Decision-Making Process Involved in Moving to Assisted Living.” Qualitative
Social Work 13 (3): 335-350. https://doi.org/10.1177/1473325013475468.

Luyts, Jelena, Nathalie Burnay, Etienne Piguet, Arona Fall, Issa Mballo, Florence De Longueville, and Sabine Henry. May 5,
2024. “Structured Timeline Mapping as a Data Collection Methodology: A New Perspective for Research on
Environmental Adaptation.” Climate and Development, 1-11. https://doi.org/10.1080/17565529.2024.2347362.

O’Muircheartaigh, Colm, Stephen Smith, and Jaclyn S. Wong. September 30, 2019. “Measuring Within-household
Contamination: The Challenge of Interviewing More than One Member of a Household.” Experimental Methods in
Survey Research, 47-65. https://doi.org/10.1002/9781119083771.ch3.

Reczek, Corinne. January 11, 2014. “Conducting a Multi Family Member Interview Study.” Family Process 53 (2): 318-335.
https://doi.org/10.1111/famp.12060.

Schwarz, Norbert, and Tracy Wellens. 1997. “Cognitive Dynamics of Proxy Responding: The Diverging Perspectives of
Actors and Observers.” Journal of official statistics - Stockholm 13:159-180.

Serrao-Neumann, Silvia, Fabiano de Moreira, Michele Dalla Fontana, Roger Rodrigues Torres, David Montenegro Lapola,
Luci Hidalgo Nunes, Jose Antonio Marengo, and Gabriela Marques Di Giulio. November 11, 2021. “Advancing
Transdisciplinary Adaptation Research Practice.” Nature Climate Change 11 (12): 1006-1008. https://doi.org/10.
1038/541558-021-01221-4.


https://doi.org/10.1016/j.outlook.2013.01.008
https://doi.org/10.1505/146554811797406606
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.0008-3658.2005.00092.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.0008-3658.2005.00092.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/13645571003650979
https://doi.org/10.1177/1473325013475468
https://doi.org/10.1080/17565529.2024.2347362
https://doi.org/10.1002/9781119083771.ch3
https://doi.org/10.1111/famp.12060
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41558-021-01221-4
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41558-021-01221-4

	Abstract
	Introduction
	The overall risk of one spokesperson for the entire household
	If only one, then (often) a man
	Learning from other research fields to include multiple household members
	A way forward to collect diverse perceptions and experiences
	Including everyone to promote gender equality in the adaptation process to environmental change
	Note
	Acknowledgements
	Disclosure statement
	Ethics declaration
	References

