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Abstract 

Background 

Female Genital Mutilation (FGM) is recognized internationally as an issue of global 
health concern and a violation of human rights. Changing climactic conditions are 
argued to put a strain on Maasai livelihoods making women and girls more susceptible 
to harmful practices. Therefore, this study sought to elucidate the effect of climate 
change on changing social, gender norms and FGM practice among the Maasai of 
Kajiado County. 

Methods 

The study employed a descriptive cross-sectional study design, employing qualitative 
methodologies. The study purposively selected 12 key-informants and 8 participants 
for a focus group discussion. A thematic framework analysis was utilized to examine 
and interpret data and findings were presented in narrative form. 

Results 

The study revealed that climate change eroded the Maasai social and economic fabric 
and in particular, the dwindling of their livelihoods whose mainstay has been livestock 
thereby sunk these communities into abject poverty. These changes have resulted in 
widening of gender inequalities and further disempowerment of women and girls, 
through the loss of education, perpetuation of FGM, and increasing child marriages. 
These practices are an adaptive strategy to survive climactic changes but detrimental 
to girls and women. 

Conclusions 

In conclusion, the study points to the intersecting axes of climate change on gender 
norms and FGM. The study portends that broader socio-ecological factors pose as 
barriers to social norms change among the Maasai of Kajiado. Therefore, there is need 
to adopt a multilevel intersectional approach when designing programmes to end FGM. 
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The contextual social, economic and environmental factors should not be overlooked 
when tailoring FGM intervention programs. 

 

There is a recognized need for a global response and a need to assist developing countries to 
combat climate change. The Paris Agreement charts a new course by providing important 
building blocks for a coordinated global response to combat climate change with enhanced 
support system to low income countries [1]. However, the climate story that rarely gets told is 
the tale of how climate change impacts the health of women and girls in marginalized 
communities in developing countries. The Parties to the United Nations Framework Convention 
on Climate Change (UNFCCC) must continue to cooperate effectively to unpack and clarify the 
key tasks and activities outlined in the Agreement in order to provide a well-defined pathway 
to implementation [1,2]. In this paper we argue that the worsening climactic changes are having 
a negative impact on gender inequalities, widening the gender gap. This phenomenon is 
disproportionately negatively affecting women and girls, making them the hardest hit by 
extreme weather conditions. The WHO fact sheet posits that poor and other marginalized 
segments of society are especially vulnerable to climate change since their livelihoods are often 
highly dependent on natural resources that are sensitive to climate variability [3]. Climate 
change impacts food security, water and other resources shortages and even health of 
individuals. It additionally exacerbates gender disparities by increasing women and girls’ 
vulnerabilities to sexual violence, harmful practices among others. 

Female Genital Mutilation (FGM) is recognized internationally as an issue of global health 
concern and a violation of the human rights. FGM entails the cutting of parts of the female 
external genitalia for non-medical reasons, is internationally recognized as a violation of the 
human rights of girls and women [4]. It reflects deep-rooted inequality between the sexes and 
constitutes an extreme form of discrimination against women. Globally over 200 million girls 
and women spread across Africa, the Middle East, Asia, parts of Latin America, and throughout 
the African diaspora are living with FGM. In addition, thirty million girls are at risk of being cut 
over the next decade [5,6]. In Kenya, according to the Kenya Demographic Health Survey 
(KDHS), the estimated prevalence of FGM in girls and women aged between 15 and 49 years is 
21%. The prevalence is particularly high among marginalized groups such as ethnic Somalis, 
(96%) Kisii (93%), and Maasai (77%) [7]. The high prevalence in such communities is against a 
backdrop of a steady decline of FGM that has been registered in East Africa [8]. 

There have been decades of campaigns against FGM worldwide. While there has been some 
decline in prevalence of FGM in various countries, an increasing population means that more 
and more young girls are at risk of FGM. The changing climactic conditions is argued to put a 
strain on Maasai livelihoods hence increasing the risks and vulnerabilities of women and girls to 
harmful traditional practices. The United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) working 
draft paper portends that climate change impacts men and women differently as a result of 
their different gender roles and responsibilities at the household and community levels [9]. The 
susceptibility of girls and women is worsened by the fact that they are often poorer, receive 
less education, they are usually excluded from political and also household decision-making 
processes that affect their lives [9]. Subsequently, the UNDP argues that sociocultural barriers 
that are manifested in gendered roles and social status also inhibit women from effectively 
responding to climatic risks. This study therefore investigates the intersection between climate 
change, gender inequalities and harmful practices such as Female Genital Mutilation (FGM), 
using Kajiado County in Kenya as a case. We argue that the widely adopted social norms 
approach for ending FGM has, in many instances, failed to additionally examine broader socio-
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ecological factors, including socio-economic-political and environmental changes that can 
impact the perpetuation of the practice. With this in mind, this article portends that future anti-
FGM campaigns should broaden to address socio-ecological factors, including those worsened 
by climate change. 

There has been a lot of focus on interventions geared at changing social norms as it relates to 
the perpetuation of FGM among FGM practicing communities. Social norms have been 
described as interdependent expectations between members of a community or reference 
group [10,11]. In most practicing communities, FGM is viewed as a necessary cultural practice 
that is not viewed as infringing on their health and rights but rather it provides them a basis of 
self-actualization, identity, femininity, and increases marriageability prospects [12]. 
Interestingly, the concept of social and gender norms is fluid and dynamic. These norms are 
constructed and maintained by the interactions of social, organizational, historical, political, and 
cultural influences [12]. Those interactions cannot be relegated to the background variables as 
they influence beliefs, attitudes, behavior and social expectations. In a community, both males 
and females play a significant role in the invention and reinvention of social norms. Among the 
Maasai, FGM is perceived as a rite of passage, which offers women a body and mind 
transformational process which is also recognized and appreciated socially [13]. The role of 
women among the Maasai may be missed out in consideration of the fact that the Maasai are 
highly patriarchal and the role of women may seem invisible [14]. An aspect of female agency 
is associated with the construction of social and gender norms. In fact, among the Maasai, the 
practice of FGM is not considered a form of patriarchal oppression, but rather a crucial part of 
gender formation and gender identity [14]. A study focusing on FGM among the Sudanese found 
out that the practice has far less to do with how men oppress women than with how a system 
of gender-asymmetric values and constraints is internalized by both, with the women actively 
participating in the perpetuation of the tradition hence becoming self-sustaining, naturalized, 
indeed unselfconsciously ‘real’ [15]. It is therefore, crucial to examine the wider and deeper 
meaningful aspects for the practice while at the same time examining the broader 
environmental, socio-economic and political factors that influence gender norms and practices 
such as FGM is crucial among such communities like the Maasai. 

It is in the light of such contextual complexities within FGM practicing communities, focusing on 
social norms alone for behavior change may not suffice, and instead require multipronged 
approaches targeting a broader range of factors. Burke et al [12] argues for incorporating a 
socio-ecological model that considers environmental, historical, political, legal structures and 
processes, which are co-constitutive, meaning they are formed in relation to and by each other 
while addressing social and behavior change. Cislaghi and Heise [16] describe a “flower model” 
which postulate that integrated interventions seem particularly promising as they address social 
norms in their interplay with other factors affecting people’s health and well-being. Extending 
earlier multi-level models of behavior change, the Flower Framework posits four domains of 
influence – institutional, material, social and individual – that overlap, generating intersecting 
axes of influence (Figure 1) [16]. 

Figure 1.  A dynamic framework for social change model. Reprinted with permission from the authors [16]. 
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It is these intersecting axes of influence that should be brought to the fore while addressing 
factors that influence the perpetuation of FGM within practicing communities. Effective change 
of norms and behavior requires understanding of how they are embedded within an integrated 
framework of influence [17]. 

This paper argues that when examining the broader socio-ecological factors that may influence 
the risk of FGM, the potential impact of climate change should not be overlooked. This 
investigation was necessitated by an inquiry triggered by a concluded inquiry by the Kajiado 
Technical Vocational and Education Training (TVET) program in 2017. The program was meant 
to provide young women and girls empowerment training, but it failed to attract the numbers 
of girls and young women it set out to recruit into the program. The program was forced to 
lower the entry qualifications gradually until they actually just looked for any interested girls 
and women, with not much success. It was from the inquiry by the education county officers, 
that begun to reveal the association of impact of drought on the Maasai and how these resulted 
in girls dropping out of school (personal communication). This was also a period marked by an 
intense drought in many parts of Kenya including Kajiado County. 

Due to climate change there is a projected trend of increasing temperatures and less reliable 
rainfall increases the likelihood of floods and droughts in Kenya. Global Climate Modelling 
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(GCM) data indicates that the mean annual temperature is projected to increase by between 
0.8 and 1.5°C by the 2030s and 1.6°C to 2.7°C by the 2060s [18]. According to Ogola et al [19], 
variability of rainfall is expected to increase and warmer temperatures are likely to increase the 
intensity and frequency of extreme weather events in the region, meaning that many areas in 
Africa and Kenya specifically will be faced with an increased risk of longer dry spells. Kajiado 
District has been experiencing droughts that are adversely affecting the livelihood sustainability 
of the Maasai people through the decimation of livestock and crops failure [20]. The issue of 
child marriage seems to be a big problem in Kajiado. A study by UNICEF revealed that 47% of 
girls in Kajiado are married before reaching the age of 18 [21]. This paper thus argues that there 
is be a link between dwindling Maasai livelihoods that could lead to the perpetuation of harmful 
practices such as FGM and child marriage. This is one of the first studies that highlight this 
interconnection between climate change, gender inequality and the harmful practice of FGM 
among the Maasai community. 

The main objective of this study was to elucidate the impact of climate change on gender 
inequalities and the harmful practice of FGM among the Maasai of Kajiado County in Kenya. 

METHODS 

The scoping study employed a descriptive cross-sectional study design that used qualitative 
study methods with data being collected at one point in time. The study design adopted enabled 
the gathering of adequate data that would allowed the researchers to comprehensively 
describe the variables of interest their relationship. 

Kajiado County neighbors Nairobi on the Northern side and extends all the way to the border 
between Kenya and Tanzania. It is made up of five sub-counties; Central, North, South, East and 
West and has a population of slightly over 680 000 inhabitants. The ethnic majority are Maasai, 
who subsist as nomadic pastoralist in a region perennially hit by droughts. 

The study adopted a qualitative methodological approach that intended to bring forth the in-
depth understanding and experiences of community members living in Kajiado County, Kenya. 
The field work was led by the first author and assisted by two research assistants, who 
conducted Key Informants Interviews (KIIs), and a Focus Group Discussion (FGD). Data collection 
was done using open ended interview guides with the interviewers moderating the direction of 
the discussions. The tools were pretested one week before the main data collection with 
appropriate improvements being made to the tools. Face to face data collection was led by the 
lead author supported by two research assistants. The research assistants were purposively 
selected who were university graduates with background in social science and had prior 
research experience in conducting qualitative interviews and trained for one day on FGM, 
research ethics and research methods. Data was collected over a period of 20 days between the 
January and March 2020 with the interviewers making use of audio recorders and field notes in 
the process. The focus group discussion took approximately 60 minutes while the key informant 
interviews took an average of 45 minutes. The individual interviews took place within the 
respondents’ offices while the group discussion was held at the church compound. 

The selection of study participants was purposively done as key informants who represented 
particular sectors in government and communities who are charged with providing support to 
women and girls. Participants were selected included the county executives and officers 
representing the various ministries of Kajiado County including lands, education and health; 
administrative chiefs from two wards within the county; community elders; and parents. The 
focus group discussion targeted young women beneficiaries of a TVET program implemented 
by the county government. The discussions sought to investigate the impact of climate change 
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on gender inequalities and the harmful practice of FGM among the Maasai of Kajiado County. 
Key informants discussed their lived and professional experiences regarding the girl child 
education, gender and FGM issues among the Maasai of Kajiado. 

The study’s field work data from KIIs and a FGD was transcribed verbatim into Microsoft Word 
(Microsoft Inc, Seattle, WA, USA), a process that was led by the principle investigator with the 
support of two research assistants. This data was analyzed using a framework analysis approach 
on MS Excel (Microsoft Inc, Seattle, WA, USA) with themes being allowed to naturally develop 
from the data. This approach facilitated the researchers in the understanding of lived and 
professional experiences of key informants, their beliefs, attitudes and practices as associated 
with the impact of climate change among the Maasai in Kajiado. 

Ethics statement 

The study sought ethical approval from the National Commission of Science Technology and 
Innovation, Kenya (Ref; 644771). Anonymity and confidentiality were assured to all respondents 
and informed consent forms were read and signed by all respondents since there was no issue 
of illiteracy. Data was managed from a centralized data file, only accessible by the main 
researchers and data manager stored in password protected document folder and only used for 
the purpose of this research study. 

One of the limitations of this study is that it is a rapid qualitative scoping study that was meant 
to investigate the effect of climate change on gender inequalities and the harmful practice of 
FGM among the Maasai of Kajiado County. The findings of this study should therefore be 
considered in the light its limited geographical coverage of Kajiado West and South leaving out 
the East regions. The study’s sample was composed of literate respondents and hence could 
provide an informed consent. It is therefore necessary that a more representative sample, 
inclusive of even illiterate participants from the community who could shed some light through 
their lens, a mixed methodology study or longitudinal study would very well provide more 
evidence about the environmental aspects of climate change and its impact on women and girls. 

RESULTS 

Key informant interviews were conducted among 12 respondents living and working within 
Kajiado County. The researchers also conducted a focus group discussion with 8 young women 
aged 18-25 years old living within the county and beneficiaries of the earlier mentioned TVET 
education program. Study findings are summarized in the sections below. 

The changes in climactic conditions on Maasai livelihoods 

Several key informants in this study mentioned that the area had experienced unpredictable 
rains and periodic drought, which leads to crop failures and lack of pasture and water for their 
cattle. A community elder said: 

“Many Maasai cattle keepers are forced to travel further and further distances in search of 
forage and water, with some even traveling to the capital city Nairobi to find grass” (Maasai 
elder). 

Additionally, once reliable sources of drinking water, such as water purified by the Lake Magadi 
Salt Company, have now disappeared. The Maasai elder added the following: 



“….it is a huge tragedy that lake Magadi is rapidly evaporating” (Maasai elder). 

The tragedy he is referring to is that fact that the Maasai lost a lot of their cattle during that 
time of drought. 

A woman in the Saitamurt, reiterated that increasingly they do not have water points in the 
area due to the drying up of rivers and lakes. She said: “…Our water points have dried up…” (A 
mother in-law to a new bride). She added: “…my son has taken the cattle very far to find grass, 
otherwise they will all die here in the drought…” 

Perpetuation of child marriage which links with FGM 

One mother in law to a new child bride in Saitamurt area said the following: 

“…I am old and unwell, I cannot milk animals, cook and look for water anymore. My son had to 
marry so that I can get help”. 

She further adds: 

“…We don’t have firewood nearby and she [the new bride] helps with that.” (A mother in-law 
to a new bride). 

The mother explained that her son had travelled far in search of greener pastures for their 
cattle, and because she is old, the son had to marry a young woman, in order for her to be left 
with help around the home. 

She was further asked whether the new child bride had been cut to which she said: 

“…In this community uncut girls cannot be accepted” (A mother in-law to a new bride). 

This means that for this girl to be married off, she will require to undergo FGM in preparation 
to the marriage, hence exposing the girls to the harmful practice. 

A community elder from the Olitinka area said the following: 

“…with little education girls are less likely to access formal employment and other related 
opportunities and this increases chances of being married off, and if one finds herself in a family 
that still believes in FGM chances of being cut are always high” (Community Elder). 

The increased labor demands from climate change are also contributing to child marriage. One 
of the administrative chiefs of the area explained that: 

“…families with elderly parents pay dowry for girls to be married in order to help with house 
work which includes walking longer distances in search of water and to take care of the older 
parents” (Administrative Chief, Saitamurt). 

The above excerpts indicate that FGM and child marriage is one of the ways devised by the 
Maasai families to cushion them from the effects of drought as a means of survival for the girl 
and for her family. 



Increasing risk of child marriages across the Kenya-Tanzania border 

The administrative chief of Saitamurt explained that: 

“…while searching for water and food some of the girls find themselves crossing the border into 
communities that still practice FGM where they are likely to get married [off]” (Administrative 
Chief, Saitamurt). 

He added: 

“Some like those who get married in remote regions like Saitamurt risk being cut because of 
low awareness levels and poor enforcement in such regions. Saitamurt for example is so remote 
with very poor infrastructure and lacks amenities such as schools and hospitals and its quite 
challenging. They [the Maasai there] are still very traditional you will be lucky to even find 
someone who speaks Swahili let alone English”, he added as if to emphasize: “…and it is a very 
very dry region” (Administrative Chief, Saitamurt). 

This statement suggests the kind of marginalized girls that may be married to across the border 
in Tanzania. This indicates these Maasai families may even be more traditional and possibly 
uphold their cultural traditions more than even Maasai in Kenya increasing the risks to the girls 
and women. 

Another administrative chief who participated in this inquiry was from an area known as 
Musenke. The chief said: 

“The FGM prevalence has gone down but we are experiencing a new threat…that the extended 
period of drought, where families lose cattle and this jeopardizes livelihoods at household level. 
In order to restock families have resorted to secretly cutting and marrying off girls including 
across the border. It has become a survival mechanism” (Administrative Chief, Musenke). 

The Maasai girls are being married off to families in Tanzania across the border. He added: 

“The only way to avert this new trend is to ensure that we have a comprehensive way of 
mitigating the effects of climate change. The Maa community values livestock since it is the 
main source of wealth, livelihood and status”. 

Loss of girl child education opportunities 

During the time of this inquiry, the county government of Kajiado had concluded the TVET 
training of girls, young women and men. It was very shocking for the Ministry of Education to 
realize that it was unable to find the targeted group of girls and young women to enroll. One 
officer of education said: 

“…we even had to lower the entry qualification points in order to get the girls but even that did 
not help… (Education Officer). 

Some of the reasons mentioned as challenging for girls and women were mentioned in the FGD. 
A participant from the group discussion explained the following: 



“it is very difficult for girls to remain in school because we are now expected to go very far to 
fetch water and look for food…” (Young woman, 22 years FGD). 

An officer from the Ministry of Education who participated in this study also reiterated 
that “…circumcised girls are more likely to have little to no education compared to their 
uncircumcised counterparts” (Education Officer). The Education Officer also added that, the 
situation is so bad that “…in 2017 when the Kajiado County Government attempted an 
affirmative action program targeted at enrolling more girls in technical vocational education 
training courses, it was unable to realize interest of enough female trainees”. 

One of the community elder who was very instrumental in assisting to mobilize young girls and 
women to enroll for the training program mentioned above, had the following to say about the 
strategy he implemented: “…we had to convince husbands to allow the girls to attend the 
trainings” (Community elder, Olitinka). This indicates that many of the young girls who were 
expected to enroll for the TVET program, were married and some with children. It is therefore 
the husbands who gave permission for the girls to attend the training. 

He also reiterated the following: 

“…the County should come up with a robust programme to help supply water and hay to the 
community and food as well to help keep the girls in school, the main river that drains into lake 
Magadi had since dried up, and this forces girls to stay out of school and help the mothers in 
search for water and food” (Community elder, Olitinka). 

Another conversation with an officer from the Ministry of Education, indicated that the girls 
were at a higher risk as compared to boys for dropping out of school as they engage in 
household chores. He said the following: 

“Girls are at a high risk of dropping out of school as a result of taking part in searching for water, 
herding cattle to support their families….” (Education Officer). 

DISCUSSION 

The transformation of Maasai livelihoods and the feminization of 
poverty 

The Maasai have been predominantly living a pastoralist lifestyle. In addition, the entire 
community’s livestock production activities were organized along an elaborate framework of 
socio-spatial organization that divided the community and territory into various segments [22]. 
However, due to climate change, the mobility of pastoralists, which allows them to adapt 
effectively to variability in pasture and water resources, is increasingly under threat. As a result 
of these climactic changes, many pastoralists in Kenya have had to modify their mode of 
livelihood, by getting rid of their cattle by selling them especially after they have been hard hit 
by drought. The growing intensity and frequency of extreme weather events, especially 
droughts, compromises their ability to cope with – and recover from – shocks, and this could 
lead to an increase in poverty and vulnerability [22]. Other external pressures including the 
privatization of resources and the fragmentation of grazing lands, further compromises the 
traditional pastoral livelihood and adaptation strategies. Critics have charged that these efforts 
were often ill-planned and served the interests of the state rather than needs and priorities of 
this minority ethnic group [23,24]. The Maasai have gradually lost control over communal 
resources, residence patterns have shifted to permanent individual family homes, and the size 
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quality of land and livestock holdings have reduced drastically [23-25]. The individualization of 
family production and a shift from subsistence pastoralism to commercial cattle production has 
been accompanied by a dramatic rise in poverty. It has also had a profound effect on gender 
relations and the economic status of women [23,26]. 

As a result of their pastoralist lifestyles, the Maasai have in general been marginalized for 
decades from mainstream development with limited access to water and basic social amenities 
such as health care and schools [27]. This has further confounded their livelihood situations 
with increasing dry spells exacerbating their lack of access to sources of water and pasture. 

While Maasai society, like other pastoralist societies, is recognized as being patriarchal in 
structure and male-dominated in ideology, women enjoyed a great deal of autonomy in the 
management of domestic affairs [23]. Each married woman was assigned an allotment of the 
family’s herds, and was responsible for managing the subsistence of herself and her children. 
Livestock were the mainstay of subsistence, with diets comprised largely of milk, blood and 
meat, along with store-bought goods such as maize meal, sugar and tea purchased from the 
sale of livestock or livestock products (milk, ghee, skins, etc.) [28]. As men’s prestige and wealth 
was measured by the number of cattle and children he accumulated, the productive and 
reproductive capacity of women was crucial for the attainment of full male adult status. Gender 
roles for men and women were thus complementary. Yet Maasai society is hierarchical in 
nature, with younger men expected to display respect and deference to older men, younger 
women to older women, and women to men [13]. 

As a result of the negative impact of climate change, however, these traditional structures that 
held together the social and economic fabric of the Maasai people is being eroded. In particular, 
the negative impact of these on the Maasai livelihoods whose mainstay has been livestock, 
hence sinking these communities into poverty. The biggest threat is on women and girls who 
seem to carry the heaviest burden of gender and social changes resulting from climatic changes. 
These findings thus reveal that this subsequently is an emerging threat to the achievement of 
gender equality through the female socio-economic disempowerment and the persistence of 
harmful practices detrimental to girls and women. A key point emerging from the study suggest 
that the culturally mediated changes in the environment and changes in societies in response 
and adaption to climate-related risks resulting in factors that compound the fight against HTPs 
such as FGM. 

Climate change has resulted in unseasonal rains and subsequent drought which leads to crop 
failures and lack of green pastures for their cattle, the Maasai are forced to travel further and 
further away in search for water, food and greener pastures for their cattle. These climactic 
changes have resulted in a change in gender norms and practices whereby families have to send 
girls to herd cattle and other farm animals which was initially a male domain. This has an effect 
of keeping girls out of schools hence they experience a lack of access to formal education. 
According the 2015 Kajiado National youth survey, the relatively low school enrolment in the 
county is influenced by many factors which include harmful practices [29]. Additionally, the 
report continues to reveal that cultural practices of FGM and early marriages were reported 
widely as factors that contribute to school dropouts and deny many girls and boys the chance 
of getting the education they need to improve their economic status. 

Likewise, the poverty effects continuously lead to profound damage to girls and women 
resulting in inter-generational poverty and disadvantage. In this case the continued prevalence 
and toleration of early marriages informs a cycle of inter-generational poverty. The shift to 
commoditization and monetization of the pastoral economy has resulted in a gradual political 
and economic disempowerment of women. In shift to market-oriented production, men market 
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animals, monopolize the dwindling livestock trade, and control major cash transactions. 
Women’s decision-making power vis-à-vis men has reduced as they have lost access to the 
products of their labor. Women as a group are thus increasingly estranged from the pastoral 
pursuit that was the basis of the economic role and social identity as Maasai women. In addition 
to increased poverty, including the feminization of poverty, Maasai in Kajiado County have 
experienced a range of social changes, both positive and negative. 

CONCLUSIONS 

In conclusion, the collation of data from both the desk review and qualitative inquiry points to 
the impact of the intersecting axes of socio-economic and environmental factors on cultural 
and gender norms. In this case this study reveals an association between climate change and its 
effect on Maasai livelihoods, and subsequently on cultural practices that perpetuate gender 
inequalities resulting in the perpetuation of FGM among the Maasai of Kajiado county. 

The findings reveal that girls and women are particularly vulnerable as a result of the changing 
climatic conditions. This study therefore indicates that the prevalence of FGM and child 
marriage among the Maasai of Kajiado county may be largely perpetuated by the poorly 
understood intersections between climate change and the widening gender inequalities, which 
render girls and women more vulnerable to harmful practices and socio-economic 
disempowerment due to a lack of education. The impact of climate change on gender norms 
and FGM requires more focus with a realization that women suffer the greatest health and 
socio-economic burden. Strategies that encourage keeping girls in school, delaying marriage, 
and abandoning FGM are, in light of these results, more crucial to adopt now more than ever in 
the face of climate change. Exacerbated poverty levels due to dwindling livelihoods and the 
subsequent marrying off of girls at a young age, is there-by one of the adaptive strategies by 
families which is perceived justified given their social and environmental circumstances. 

The findings of this study thus portend that broader socio-ecological factors pose as barriers to 
social norms change among the Maasai of Kajiado. That taking cognizance of these contextual 
complexities within FGM practicing communities, rather than only focusing on social norms 
change may not suffice. The contextual social, economic and environmental factors should not 
be overlooked when tailoring FGM intervention programs. The ongoing social norms approach, 
although deemed appropriate for challenging and shifting norms and behavioral change within 
communities, may not suffice in accelerating FGM abandonment, as it doesn’t integrate the 
broader four domains of influence namely; structural, material, social and individual, which are 
influenced by global factors – that overlap, generating intersecting axes of influence (Adapted 
from the “flower model” developed by Cislaghi and Heise [16]) which act as drivers of the 
practice. These intersecting domains are further impacted by the global factors which include 
climate change among others. This study thus proposes that end FGM programs should adopt 
a multi-level approach in addressing FGM as demonstrated in the intersectional model (Figure 
2). 

Figure 2.  An Intersectional Model. Extending earlier multi-level models of behavior change, this framework 
posits four domains of influence – structural, material, social and individual, which are influenced by global 
factors – that overlap, generating intersecting axes of influence. Adapted from the “flower model” developed 
by Cislaghi and Heise (2018) [16]. 
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Therefore, there is a need for integration of FGM into other development programs including 
strengthening climate change adaptation and mitigation strategies in the development agenda. 
FGM interventions thus should target the intersecting spheres of influence including structural, 
material, social and individual domains that overlap in a girls and woman’s life especially in the 
face of climate change. These should also address cross-border programs and policy while 
collaborating with multiple sectors within government and community structures to have 
effective interventions. 
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