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A B S T R A C T   

The United Nations Human Settlements Programme (UN-HABITAT) recognizes community participation as an 
essential component of sustainable planning and development, but there are many challenges to engaging 
communities, particularly ensuring that marginalized voices are represented. Social networks play an important 
role in connecting populations who feel they lack power and influence and therefore remain vulnerable, hidden, 
or dismissed by the powers that be. Yet the mechanisms of social networks are not well understood. This research 
investigated a group of marginalized farmers facing land development in Delhi, India to understand how social 
networks impacted their planning participation and livelihood strategies. Employing a mixed-methods approach 
including semi-structured interviews with 121 farming households, this paper describes how farmers exchanged 
knowledge and resources through social networks; beliefs and behaviours related to land use planning; and 
livelihood strategies in response to land development. Households with strong social networks were more likely 
to report detailed livelihood strategies and had three times the odds of believing they had an influence on land 
use planning and development compared to households with weaker social networks. Unsurprisingly, more 
households overall had what we define as “weak” social networks, believed they had no or minimal influence on 
land use planning and development, and gave vague livelihood strategies in case of development. This research 
uncovers ways that social networks can impact agency within a community and in the planner-public nexus.   

1. Introduction 

Community participation is recognized by the United Nations 
Human Settlements Programme (UN-Habitat) as an essential component 
of sustainable planning and development (Motasim et al., 2010), with 
benefits widely acknowledged by urban planners and community ad-
vocates (Heritage & Dooris, 2009; Holman, 2008; Irvin & Stansbury, 
2004). However, challenges to engaging communities include the po-
tential for conflict and mistrust, lack of authority or dominant voice, and 
the difficulties of achieving adequate representation (Irvin & Stansbury, 
2004; Maginn, 2007). Macro-micro framing can also lead to a disconnect 
between planners and the public in problem-setting and 
problem-solving, and conflicts over best use or allocation of resources. 
For example, planners targeting underutilized land for public transit 
corridors (macro-level framing) often directly impact the homes and 
livelihoods of poor and marginalized populations occupying those same 

spaces, making them important stakeholders. Yet they are often 
excluded from the stakeholder community or difficult to reach when 
invited (Kabeer, Mahmud, & Isaza Castro, 2012; Meerow, Pajouhesh, & 
Miller, 2019). 

As cities endeavor to achieve sustainability goals in the face of ur-
banization, population growth, and climate change, the greatest chal-
lenges are not in technical solutions but in addressing power dynamics 
across multiple stakeholders, particularly in ensuring that marginalized 
voices are heard (Pacheco-Vega & Parizeau, 2018; Shin, 2021). The 
planning literature often dichotomizes the planner-public interface, 
focusing on which side has decision-making power (see for examples, 
Brownill & Carpenter, 2007; Kesby, 2007; Pelling & High, 2005). Sub-
stantially fewer studies have examined the role of agency and power 
within communities in the context of planning outcomes, and those that 
have are limited in scope (see for examples, Beebeejaun & Vanderhoven, 
2010; Daniere, Takahashi, NaRanong, & Lan, 2005; Padawangi, 2022). 
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The concept of participation is not new in the planning literature 
(Brownill & Parker, 2010; Davidoff, 1965), yet there is a persistent 
critique of why it has had limited success and how to improve its impact 
(Brownill & Parker, 2010; Li, Zhang, Hui, & Lang, 2020; Manta conroy, 
2011; Meerow et al., 2019); the rhetoric of public participation does not 
match the reality of engaging and empowering communities (Brownill & 
Parker, 2010; Laurian & Shaw, 2009; Monno & Khakee, 2012; Neef & 
Neubert, 2010; Sultana, 2009). Presence of community members at 
planning meetings is not the same as participation—in fact, presence 
only touches on one dimension of ‘deep democracy’ according to Dryzek 
(1996), which should also consider scope and authenticity. The concept 
of agency in participatory planning is central to the democratic nature of 
the participatory process. Agency can be defined as “what a person is 
free to do and achieve in pursuit of whatever goals or values he or she 
regards as important” (Sen, 1985, p. 203). Translated into participatory 
planning, where communities exhibit some level of decision-making 
power over resources that affect them, agency is not simply measured 
as the act of participating—especially if the means or options available 
to participate do not align with an individual’s goals. Moreover, those 
who do not participate may do so not out of apathy, but because they 
don’t believe their opinions will be valued, don’t feel they have a right to 
participate, or don’t understand the proposed project (Cornwall, 2008; 
McAlister, 2010). Simply creating an invited space for participation does 
not make conflicts disappear (Beard & Cartmill, 2007; da Cruz, 2019; 
Holman, 2008; Sultana, 2009). In the case of marginalized groups, 
disengagement from invited spaces can reinforce marginalization and 
perpetuate power inequality (Cornwall, 2008). 

Agency in the planning process is embodied in the individual but 
embedded in social relations (de Haan, 2012). While age, gender, and 
wealth are predictors of individual participation (Beebeejaun & Van-
derhoven, 2010), connections through social networks have been shown 
to increase representation of women, the young and old, and poor in the 
participation process (Mdee, 2008). Thus it is not only through partic-
ipation that agency can occur—it can be enabled through representation 
of those impacted by the issue; individuals are socially embedded, and 
inclusion can come from the perception that actions or outcomes of the 
group align with one’s values (Peris, Farinas, Lopez, & Boni, 2012). This 
is particularly critical for marginalized groups as they do not exist in 
social isolation; multi-layered and dimensional social ties built through 
everyday social interactions, often to meet daily needs, link them to 
individuals and groups who are better off socially, economically, or 
politically (Cornwall, 2008; Pelling & High, 2005). On the other hand, 
establishment of social relations only to meet daily needs can severely 
limit the potential for marginalized groups to gain access to invited 
participatory spaces. While social relations can provide access to re-
sources, the marginalized cannot or do not always turn to them (Nygren 
& Myatt-Hirvonen, 2009; Parizeau, 2015; Wong, 2008). 

In the planning context, social network analysis has been concep-
tualized as a mediator between agency and the environment (Dempwolf 
& Lyles, 2012). Yet, despite advances in social network research, there 
has been an oversimplification in measuring how social ties channel 
information and resources, with power an important overlooked influ-
ence on how agents—specifically those marginalized—gain access to use 
embedded resources (Nygren & Myatt-Hirvonen, 2009; Wong, 2008). A 
decade ago, Dempwolf (2012) called for more documented empirical 
planning studies using social network analysis (including measures of 
social capital) based on a review of the literature. Yet, Shin (2021) 
continues to critique the planning literature in how social capital and 
social network analysis have been developed in isolation from each 
other in the field—mainly because the former applies qualitative 
methods and the latter quantitative—and recommends more integrated, 
mixed approaches to account for both. According to Lin et al. (2001) 
social networks comprise three elements: structural (embeddedness), 
opportunity (accessibility; e.g. to social capital), and action-oriented 
(use). Social networks often provide access to tangible and intangible 
resources or ‘capital’ (e.g., social capital), but a resource must be 

embedded in the network, individuals must have access to it, and they 
must use it for it to be accounted for (Lin, 2001; Pena-López & 
Sánchez-Santos, 2017). However, it is not just the number of resources 
available through social networks, but rather the quality and stability-
—and the ability (conceptualized as power in this paper) to access them 
when needed (Blaikie et al., 1994; Lin, 2001). 

Social relations influence how marginalized groups experience 
participation and representation and, consequently, engage or disen-
gage from the process, yet the mechanisms are not well understood 
(Beebeejaun & Vanderhoven, 2010; Brownill & Parker, 2010; Leach, 
2008; Yates, 2012). There is a need to understand how social networks 
at the community level impact collective capacity to participate in and 
influence the planning process (Cho, 2022; Holman, 2008). In this 
paper, we summarize research that investigated a marginalized group of 
urban farmers facing land development in Delhi, India to gain insight 
into how power through social networks impacted their planning 
participation. Employing a mixed-methods approach including 
semi-structured interviews, we describe how famers exchanged knowl-
edge and resources through social networks; their beliefs and behaviours 
related to land use planning; and livelihood strategies in response to 
land development. Households negotiated power through social in-
teractions, which impacted their livelihood strategies and participation 
in land development activities in diverse ways. This empirical research 
contributes an in-depth example of power relations within a marginal-
ized community in the context of urban planning. In a broader scope, it 
represents a case study of a developing megacity promoting urban 
renewal projects on land with informal settlements, and the pathways 
through which marginalized households seek agency in parallel to 
planning projects that exclude them. 

2. Study context 

Delhi is ranked as the second largest megacity in the world with 25 
million people,1,2. Rapid urbanization has led to steeply rising food 
prices due to agriculture increasingly pushed farther from the city 
coupled with extreme pollution of the Yamuna River, the primary water 
source for the city. Developable land in and around Delhi has become 
scarce and costly, and developers are increasingly interested in the un-
developed Yamuna River floodplain (Prashar, Shaw, & Takeuchi, 2012). 
Consequently, the Yamuna River has been undergoing extensive envi-
ronmental clean-up and various forms of development along the vast 
floodplain, overseen by the Delhi Development Authority (DDA) 
(Fig. 1). The DDA has a policy for community engagement in develop-
ment projects, such as those planned along the Yamuna River, as 
described in the Master Plan for Delhi 2021, which aims to make Delhi a 
global metropolis and a world-class city, with all people engaged in 
productive work with a better quality of life, living in a sustainable 
environment (Delhi Development Authority, 2012). However, engage-
ment often falls short on public inclusion (Ahmad, Balaban, Doll, & 
Dreyfus, 2013; Datta & Jha, 1983; Rao, 2010)— those cultivating the 
Yamuna floodplain were outside the target group of the stakeholders at 
the time of this research. 

Consequently, land development on the Yamuna River floodplain 
has led to farmer evictions. Compounding this, farmers experience 
increasingly extreme annual monsoon flood events, often displacing 
them for a month or more each year. In 2011, the first author was part of 
a research team that undertook preliminary fieldwork to explore urban 
agriculture in Delhi, India (Cook et al., 2015). The team found evidence 
that many farmers were aware of planned development and potential 

1 United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs website: http:// 
www.un.org/en/development/desa/news/population/world-urbanization- 
prospects-2014.html accessed 8/29/14.  

2 In 2012, at the time of fieldwork, Delhi was the fifth largest megacity with a 
population of 23 million. 
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eviction; however, farmers varied in their reaction. Development of the 
Yamuna River floodplain provided a catalyst for this study to observe 
how a marginalized farming community leveraged power through social 
networks and responded to exclusion from the planning process despite 
being key stakeholders. 

3. Methods 

The objectives of this research were to measure farmers’ social net-
works; understand their beliefs and behaviours related to land use 
planning; and summarize their livelihood strategies in response to land 
development. We employed a mixed-methods case study design 
combining a sustainable livelihoods approach (Scoones, 2009) with 
social network theory (Knoke & Yang, 2008). The Sustainable Liveli-
hoods Framework (SLF) (Scoones, 2009) was developed as a framework 
to understand opportunities and constraints that influence the ability of 
the poor to access resources and pursue sustainable livelihoods 
(Scoones, 2009). Absent, but implied, from the SLF are social networks, 
which vulnerable populations leverage as a critical for mobilizing re-
sources beyond the household in pursuit of meeting daily needs and 
sustain livelihoods (Blaikie et al., 1994). We developed the conceptual 
framework in Fig. 2 to guide this research. Data were primarily collected 
though semi-structured household interviews (Appendix A) but also 
included GIS mapping, and observation, notes, and memos. The survey 
instrument was pilot tested with a representative group of marginalized 
Yamuna floodplain farmers at a different site to improve translation and 
construct validity. This research was approved by the Colorado Multiple 
Institutional Review Board (COMIRB) and Delhi research ethics 
authorities. 

3.1. Data collection 

3.1.1. Social networks 
Social networks are comprised of agents and the relationships be-

tween them (Scott, 1991). Agents can be individuals or collectives; in 
this case, the farming household was the collective agent. The method 
for collecting, analyzing, and summarizing household social networks 
used three core assumptions of social network theory (Knoke & Yang, 
2008), aligned with Lin’s (2001) triad of structural, opportunity, and 
action-oriented components. The first core assumption is that structural 
relations exist at specific time-place locales. Time-place attributes were 
captured by asking households where, when and frequency of household 
interactions with each identified social relation. 

Second, the type of information exchanged (transaction) and degree 
of influence (power) depends on whether the relation is direct or indi-
rect. Direct relations are defined as being more intensive, whereas in-
direct relations are defined as weaker and more distal contacts (Knoke & 
Yang, 2008). We defined the type of transaction in terms of livelihood 
assets comprised of five capitals defined according to a sustainable 
livelihoods approach (represented by H, N, F, P, and S in Fig. 2) 

(Scoones, 2009): human capital (knowledge and labor potential), nat-
ural capital (ecosystem assets), financial capital (money), physical 
capital (tangible “things”), and social capital (positive social relations). 
Because social networks can facilitate or constrain opportunities, be-
haviors, and cognitions, the degree of influence was measured as power 
to investment, withdrawal, exchange or blockage of resources through 
social interactions. 

The third assumption is that agents change relation structures both 
intentionally and unintentionally; structures are a micro-macro level 
process of within-group and across-group relations. Social networks 
were defined across three dimensions: within-household (micro: in-
teractions among family members living together as a unit), within- 
community (meso: interactions within the farming community—pri-
marily with other farmers), and outside-community (macro: interactions 
or connections beyond the farming community— primarily through the 
landlord and market vendors). 

All household relationships with other agents were measured (i.e., 
ego-centric networks). To measure a whole ego-centric social network, 
all household relations had to be captured; however, there are reliability 
and validity issues with name generators in social network research 
related to issues of participant recall (Brashears & Quintane, 2015; Lin, 
2001). Referring to the Sustainable Livelihood Framework, we made a 
logical assumption that different types of social relations provide access 
to different types of resources for the purpose of livelihood needs and 
could therefore be generalized (similar to Shakya, Christakis, and 
Fowler (2017)). Using this logic, we developed a list of six household 
social network types: other farmers, laborers, vendors, landlords, in-
dustry representatives, and other relations (to capture any missing 
types). We also added the household itself as a micro-social network to 
capture embedded resources as a measure of intrinsic assets. 

3.1.2. Land use planning beliefs and behaviours 
Households were assessed for: land development knowledge, activ-

ities in response to land development, and belief that their actions could 
influence land development (knowledge, behavior, and influence). To 
measure land use planning beliefs and behaviors, households were asked 
if they were aware of or were at the time being impacted by any land 
development and to describe the situation. Regardless of awareness, 
they were asked if they thought they had any influence on development 
of the land they cultivated. Lastly, participants reported involvement in 
activities related to land development and if they knew anyone involved. 

3.1.3. Livelihood strategies 
Livelihood strategies serve as a proxy for behavior, and do not 

necessarily lead to action. Households were asked about future activities 
including land improvement, other skills or sources of income, other 
land or property, and livelihood plans if the land was developed 
(intention, capability, and motivation). Livelihood strategies were 
defined as short-term, i.e., seasonal or monthly, tactics to maintain or 
create new ways to support a viable livelihood. 

Fig. 1. Urban farming on the Yamuna River floodplain with ongoing development in the background.  
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3.2. Site and sampling 

The research site was located between the Yamuna River and Mayur 
Vihar neighborhood, encompassing approximately 1500 acres (Fig. 3). 
There was on-going construction of an elevated metro line through the 
site and farmers were being incrementally evicted. Households were 
sampled through convenience: the first author, accompanied by a 
research assistant, approached the first person in the field and invited 
them to participate. They proceeded to interview adjacent households, 
averaging 3–4 per day, over a one-year period. The research assistant 
was a Delhi resident who facilitated the interviews through Hindi to 
English translation. The English translated interviews were recorded 
with pen and paper. The geographic location of each farm household 
was recorded with iPad 2 with 3G using the Bento app.3 Households 
participating in interviews received a small toy for children and a family 
photo taken in the field and printed using a portable Polaroid Zinc photo 
printer. 

3.3. Analysis 

Qualitative interview notes were digitized and then organized using 
the interview guide as a template. Interviews were imported into Atlas.ti 
for Mac (qualitative coding software) and coded. The first round of 
coding summarized household background characteristics, social net-
works, land use beliefs and behavior, and livelihood strategies. The 
second round of coding summarized power relation concepts including 
measures of withdrawal, investment, exchange, and barriers to influ-
ence/access livelihood assets through social networks. Through an 
inductive-deductive approach, codes and themes were categorized and 
summarized quantitatively in Microsoft® Excel® for Mac 2011 (Excel). 
We summarized the range of responses for each social network type 
based on how it enabled or constrained access to resource(s): the 
‘highest access’ end of the spectrum was established by summarizing 
relations that provided the best access to the most resources. Compar-
atively, the ‘highest barriers’ end of the spectrum was established by 
summarizing relations that prevented access or created the most barriers 
to resources. Noting that social networks are not a simple sum of re-
lations, but rather, a complex aggregation of positive, neutral and 
negative relational ties, households were carefully dichotomized as 
positive or negative micro, meso, macro, and overall social networks. 
The Excel data were further cleaned and imported into Stata/IC 11.2 for 
Mac (Stata) for running descriptive statistics including frequencies, 
percentages, distributions. The first author ran descriptive statistics for 
each variable and explored patterns. Ordered logistic regression (OLR) 
was used to test the relationship between demographic characteristics 
and research variables: social networks, land use beliefs/behaviors, and 

livelihood strategies. OLR was then used to test the relationship between 
planning beliefs and behaviours and research variables: social networks 
and livelihood strategies. 

4. Findings 

4.1. Community description 

Fieldwork was conducted between March 2013 and February 2014. 
The first author returned to the site in early 2020 and while some of the 
farming families have been displaced, many are tending to the same 
plots. In addition, several NGOs have emerged in the area to represent 
farmers’ interests and mediate decisions with city officials, suggesting 
that concerns we outline in this paper are ongoing. 

In total, 165 households participated; 121 actively farmed and were 
included in analysis.4 Most farmers were migrants from nearby small 
cities and villages, many from the same place (n = 107). Two-thirds had 
lived on or near their current plot between 4 and 20 years (n = 80). The 
typical household had four to seven members (n = 63) across two or 
three generations (n = 99). Most families lived on the land they farmed 
in informal dwellings, but there were several concrete houses. Farm plot 
sizes varied, but three-quarters (n = 91) ranged from 0.30 to 1.67 acres 
(0.13–0.67 ha). Farmers produced a variety of high-value vegetables 
including eggplant, okra, and cilantro grown over three to four seasons 
per year. Harvested crops were sold through one or more of the local 
markets or mandi vegetable wholesalers, as well as through third party 
vendors. 

4.2. Social networks 

Social networks were dichotomized as strong/weak overall and into 
three dimensions: micro (household), meso (community), and macro 
(outside) (Table 1). Less than half of households had strong social net-
works (n = 55). One quarter (n = 17 out of 71) had strong social net-
works across all three dimensions. Most common (n = 36) was for 
households to have strong micro and meso social networks but weak 
macro social networks, primarily due to poor relationships with 

Fig. 2. Conceptual framework based on Scoones’ (2019) Sustainable Livelihoods Framework.  

3 The Bento app is no longer available or supported by Filemaker. 

4 As highlighted in the literature, a critique of urban planning approaches is 
the assumption that communities are homogenous. This research was designed 
to seek out diversity within the community. To the outsider, the case study site 
appeared to be a homogenous group of farmers, but rickshaw drivers, domestic 
workers, food cart pushers, and others lived among the farmers in the cultivated 
fields as well. In the interest of understanding the “community,” all adjacent 
households were invited to participate in the interviews even if they were not 
engaged in agricultural activities. All interviews occurred on the location where 
the household farmed, lived, or did some other kind of work. However, given 
the myriad variables that mediate and moderate decision-making, data analysis 
excluded households not engaged in a farming livelihood. 

J.A. Diehl et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  



Habitat International 128 (2022) 102626

5

landlords. 

4.3. Planning beliefs and behaviour 

In terms of knowledge related to planning and development of the 
land (n = 90), five households gave detailed information, 40 made 
general statements, 28 gave minimal or vague information; and 17 said 
they did not know anything about development or if anything was 
planned. Among participants, only 31 said or implied that development 
was on-going. In response to the question of who owned the land, the 
DDA was reported by 23 (42% of 55 responding) households, other re-
sponses included the government, the landlord, UP Irrigation Depart-
ment, the Society, the Yamuna River (as in, the land was owned by the 
river), the government did not own the land, and the landlord did not 
own the land. Fifty households said their own hut or huts in general had 
already been ‘bulldozed,’ 15 had received eviction notification, and five 
said the DDA had already taken land ‘here and there.’ 

Half of participants (n = 68) talked about involvement: 33 said they 
had participated in a protest or were involved in a court case against 
development, and 13 said they discussed it with farmers or landlords. 
Nineteen reported no involvement. Of households interviewed, 24 
talked about why they were not involved including risk for eviction or 
harassment, belief that landlords should put themselves at risk (not 
them) since it was their land, and perception that no one would listen to 
them (‘Who wants to mess with the government?’). 

A total 112 households discussed their perceived influence on land 
development. The majority (n = 98) did not believe they had influence. 
Even among the 33 households involved in protests or a court case, 21 
did not believe they had any influence. One household said that the 
husband, ‘went to the protest, but nothing much happened … we don’t 
have land—it’s not our land—so we really can’t say anything.’ One man 

said that he went to protests, but they were mostly about the destruction 
of huts and not land use change or metro construction. He added, ‘The 
metro is a government thing—it has to happen for the good of the 
people.’ He did not protest the metro because it did not impact his work, 
but he was upset about hut destruction and believed the protests had a 
positive impact. Notably, his plot was near metro construction and had 
lost 0.3 of 1.3 acres, but he explained that it was now small enough they 
did not need to pay for laborers, but it was still big enough to be prof-
itable—it was a positive impact. Other households had similar senti-
ments: the metro took a little land from them, but it was ‘for the good of 
society’—what they opposed was the destruction of their homes. 

4.4. Livelihoods strategies 

In terms of livelihood indicators, farmers described improving their 
land including fertilizing, irrigating as necessary, and ‘tilling the land 
very nicely’ so they could produce more crops to sell. In short, partici-
pants’ farm practices were motivated toward maximizing crops (i.e., 
profit) and less by long-term livelihood security (i.e., soil health). Other 
livelihood indicators included skills other than farming, other sources of 
income, other work, and working as middlemen. Fifty-one households 
had property, e.g., land or house/apartment, in their rural village or in 
Delhi. 

Households reported many benefits to living and farming in Delhi, 
but the main reasons were earning a higher income in Delhi and land 
scarcity in their homeland often due to inheritance subdivision. Rental 
prices were higher in Delhi, but net income was more profitable. 
Farmers had more flexibility in what they could grow, where they could 
sell, and better access to inputs and water. They also recovered quickly 
from crop loss from flooding or rains because of short growing seasons of 
two to three months for urban crops (radishes, chilies) versus six or more 

Fig. 3. (left) City context map; (right) Research site.  

Table 1 
Summary of household social networks by dimension.    

Meso: Strong Meso: Weak 

Total   Macro Strong Macro Weak Macro Strong Macro Weak 

Social network 121 (100%) Strong 55 (45%)     
Weak 66 (55%)     

Micro (household) 75 (62%) Strong 61 (81%) 17 (24%)a 36 (51%) 1 (1%) 3 (4%) 
Weak 14 (19%) 7 (10%) 2 (3%) 2 (3%) 3 (4%) 

Meso (community) 121 (100%) Strong 105 (87%)     
Weak 15 (12%)     

Macro (outside) 118 (98%) Strong 43 (36%)     
Weak 75 (64%)      

a Total 71 (59%) households had enough data to measure all three discrete dimensions of household social networks. The overall social network was measured for all 
households (n = 121) through additional methods of triangulation. 

J.A. Diehl et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  



Habitat International 128 (2022) 102626

6

months for rural crops (wheat, rice). 
Farmers wanted to stay on their current plot (n = 102; none said they 

wanted to move) but described various livelihood strategies if evicted. 
Many said they would look for more land in Delhi (n = 36), would return 
home only if they could not find land (n = 26), or would return home 
without looking for more land (n = 17). Several households said: they 
would sell vegetables if they could not find more land (n = 1), sell 
vegetables instead of farm (n = 3), find another place to live and not 
farm (n = 4), or find other jobs (n = 16). Some households gave specific 
locations where they would look for land, but most were vague. The 
majority of households (n = 111) described future livelihood strategies 
in the case their land was developed: 38 reported detailed strategies, 62 
gave vague strategies, and 11 said they were not sure what they would 
do. 

4.5. Power to participate 

4.5.1. Background and research variables 
Table 2 summarizes odds ratios between background characteristics 

(age, tenure, etc.) and research variables (social networks, land use 
beliefs/behaviors, and livelihood strategies) based on simple ordered 
logistic regression (OLR) models. In summary, households that rented 
were 12.9 times more likely to have strong micro social networks than 
households that were on sharecropping or did not pay rent. However, 
renters were less likely to have strong macro social networks. House-
holds with longer tenure were also more likely to have stronger micro 
social networks. No other background characteristics were significantly 
associated with research variables. 

4.5.2. Social networks, planning beliefs and behaviors, and livelihood 
strategies 

Households with strong social networks did not differ from those 
with weak social networks in terms of their plan to stay in Delhi (OR =
0.73; Table 3). Households with strong social networks were also no 
more likely to report having a detailed versus vague livelihood strategies 
than households with weak social networks (OR = 1.00). In summary, 
social networks of households that described future plans in detail were 
not significantly different from households that said (or implied) very 
little about livelihood strategies. There was no relationship between 
social networks and livelihood strategies. 

Table 2 
Ordered logistic regression (OLR) of demographic characteristics and research variables: social structure, land use beliefs/behaviors, and livelihood strategies (odd 
ratios reported).  

Research Variables Background Characteristics (odds ratios) Full model 

Small family Badaun origin Rent (vs. sharecrop) Land size Tenure length Gender (male) Age 

Social Networks 
Micro 0.545 

0.740 
1.818 
0.817 

11.400** 
12.852* 

1.473 
0.862 

2.896*** 
2.609* 

1.736 
1.002 

0.589 
0.452 

p = 0.018* 

Meso 0.769 
0.933 

1.761 
0.577 

2.414 
1.696 

1.355 
1.368 

1.246 
1.320 

3.000 
2.148 

0.943 
1.212 

p = 0.715 

Macro 1.900 
2.233 

0.500 
0.471 

0.173*** 
0.158** 

1.164 
1.347 

0.845 
0.993 

0.649 
0.887 

1.023 
0.718 

p = 0.009** 

Bond 1.864 
1.716 

1.932 
1.139 

1.537 
1.781 

0.816 
0.890 

1.325 
1.288 

1.261 
0.785 

1.516* 
1.582 

p = 0.454 

Bridge 0.868 
0.651 

1.097 
0.820 

0.438* 
0.380* 

1.154 
1.280 

1.363 
1.600* 

1.129 
0.713 

1.241 
0.946 

p = 0.095 

Social Network Power 0.406 
0.276* 

0.879 
0.396 

0.684 
0.714 

1.346 
1.451 

1.311 
1.450 

0.892 
0.651 

1.201 
1.166 

p = 0.010 

Land Use Beliefs/Behaviours 
Knowledge 0.791 

0.953 
0.539 
0.996 

0.546 
0.728 

0.687 
0.768 

0.621* 
0.826 

0.564 
0.705 

0.679 
0.655 

p = 0.562 

Timeframe 0.805 
0.457 

0.415 
0.375 

0.813 
1.312 

0.749 
0.678 

0.907 
0.997 

2.057 
1.919 

1.142 
1.167 

p = 0.857 

General 1.389 
1.619 

0.610 
1.157 

0.845 
1.189 

0.757 
0.896 

0.570** 
0.729 

0.643 
0.614 

0.693* 
0.601* 

p = 0.399 

Discussion 2.264 
3.142 

0.458 
0.170 

0.865 
1.562 

0.803 
2.173 

0.572 
0.508 

0.224* 
0.160* 

1.294 
1.033 

p = 0.291 

Activity a a 0.832 0.444 1.029 1.583 1.489 a 

Behavior 3.610* 
2.777 

1.049 
1.706 

0.608 
0.550 

0.429** 
0.518 

0.870 
1.122 

0.721 
0.777 

0.801 
0.887 

p = 0.264 

Desire 0.623 
0.653 

4.023 
1.914 

0.755 
0.329 

1.628 
2.628* 

1.271 
0.862 

0.363 
0.359 

0.998 
0.782 

p = 0.240 

Influence 0.393 
0.655 

1.972 
0.834 

1.298 
1.106 

1.571 
1.647 

1.348 
0.914 

0.580 
0.456 

0.905 
0.974 

p = 0.879 

Livelihood Strategies 
Plan to stay 1.174 

1.298 
1.566 
2.379 

1.211 
1.070 

1.567* 
1.157 

1.375 
1.281 

2.446* 
2.041 

0.902 
0.834 

p = 0.319 

Plan detail 1.267 
1.466 

0.433* 
0.367 

1.065 
1.047 

1.107 
1.188 

1.027 
1.288 

1.293 
1.622 

1.029 
1.159 

p = 0.437 

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001. 
a Model didn’t work probably due to small n. 

Table 3 
Ordered logistic regression (OLR) of planning beliefs and behaviours and 
research variables: social structure, livelihood strategies, and plan to stay in 
Delhi (odds ratios reported).  

Planning 
beliefs and 
behaviours 
(IV) 

Social 
Network 
Power 
(control) 

Livelihood 
strategies 
(DV) 

Full 
modela 

Stay in 
Delhi 
(DV) 

Full 
modelb 

Knowledge 0.338** 0.600 0.616 0.613 0.551 
Timeframe 0.710 0.464 0.483 0.871 0.749 
General 0.356** 0.717 0.715 1.310 1.212 
Behaviour 1.281 0.353* 0.356* 2.369 2.505 
Desire 1.797 1.533 1.530 0.154* 0.189* 
Influence 5.547** 3.172* 3.370* 0.356 0.370 

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001. 
a Model controls for social network power. 
b Model controls for social network power and village of origin/homeland. 
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4.5.3. Strong social networks 
Strong social networks were significantly associated with more 

detailed land use knowledge (OR = 0.338) (Table 3), more detailed 
general knowledge (OR = 0.356), and perceived ability to influence land 
use planning and development (OR = 5.547). Households with detailed 
livelihood strategies were more likely to be involved in activities (pro-
tests, meetings) related to land use change (OR = 0.356). Those planning 
to stay in Delhi were more likely to want to be involved in such activities 
(OR = 0.189), and those with detailed livelihood strategies were more 
likely to perceive that their activities had an influence (OR = 3.370). The 
relationship between perceived ability to influence land use planning 
and development and livelihood strategies was in one sense clear: 
farmers perceived no or minimal influence (n = 98) and they were 
planning informal livelihood strategies or nothing at all. But, of the 14 
households who believed they had an influence on land use develop-
ment, more than half (n = 8) gave detailed livelihood strategies. And 
households with detailed livelihood strategies had three times the odds 
of believing they had an influence on land use planning and develop-
ment (OR = 3.172). They were also more likely to have strong social 
networks overall—often with a landlord or someone politically con-
nected advocating for them. 

5. Discussion 

The mechanisms driving interactions among people that influence 
participation and representation in urban planning are not well under-
stood—particularly among vulnerable, hidden, and uninvited pop-
ulations. This case study of marginalized urban farmers facing land 
development in Delhi, India investigated how social networks impact 
planning participation and livelihood strategies. It is not surprising that 
most households believed they had little or no influence on land use 
planning and development and gave vague livelihood strategies in case 
of development. Regardless of strong versus weak social networks, 
households reported similar livelihood strategies and desire to stay in 
Delhi. However, households with detailed livelihood strategies and the 
desire to stay in Delhi were significantly more likely to be involved in 
activities (protests, meetings) related to land use change. And those 
planning to stay in Delhi were significantly more likely to want to be 
involved in activities related to land use change. Furthermore, house-
holds with detailed livelihood strategies were significantly more likely 
to have strong social networks and to believe they had an influence on 
land use planning and development. Finally, having strong social net-
works was significantly associated with more detailed land use knowl-
edge, more detailed general knowledge, and perceived ability to 
influence land use planning and development. 

Despite the positive relationship between social networks, planning 
beliefs and behaviours, and livelihood strategies, it accounts for a small 
proportion of the farmers; most research participants did not believe 
they had any influence on land development—even among those 
involved in active protest or a court case. Most simply acted to stop 
destruction of the huts they lived in. Given the historic and continued 
eviction and displacement of the poor in Delhi, and inclusion in planning 
and governance often limited to elite groups, this finding was not sur-
prising. Through the act of ineffective participation by going to rallies or 
meetings, but not believing it could make any difference in land devel-
opment, farmers reinforced their marginal status. It supports the notion 
set forth by McAlister (2010) that those who do not participate may do 
so not out of apathy, but because they do not feel their opinions will be 
valued, do not feel they have a right to participate, or do not under-
stand—or are even aware of—the proposed project. 

Understanding livelihood strategies was a clue to how households 
perceived future options. In this study, every household expressed a 
strong desire to stay on their current land as long as that was an option. 
The vast majority of Indian citizens are in rural agriculture, but, over the 
last few decades, Indian policy has led to rising food prices and declining 
profits for rural farmers (IARI, 2013; Kundu, 2011). Consequently, many 

rural farming families have moved to urban areas in search of better 
livelihood opportunities. It is not uncommon for rural agriculturalists to 
continue to pursue agriculture after urban migration (De Bon, Parrot, & 
Moustier, 2010). Practicing agriculture on the Yamuna River floodplain 
was not a stopgap, but rather the end-goal for most households (Chen & 
Raveendran, 2012). Urban agriculture in Delhi was a reliable, profitable 
way of living that allowed households to be better connected to their 
customers, to have access to better healthcare, to be able to adequately 
educate their children, and to have opportunities for alternative and 
temporary income, e.g., own a dry goods shop, work in construction. 
This was evident in the fact that one third of households had strong 
(macro) social networks outside the farming community. 

The small group of households (n = 14) with strong social networks, 
perceived ability to influence development, and detailed livelihood 
strategies could be considered more advantaged as compared to other 
farmers. Being better informed enabled them to plan and have strong 
ties across micro, meso, and macro social networks, which increased 
their options in Delhi—thus, enabling them to think about future options 
strategically. However, they could become more vulnerable if neighbors 
suddenly needed their resources and they had to make trade-offs be-
tween helping themselves or their neighbors. While this research finds 
evidence of the significance of strong social networks and agency, it is 
difficult to recommend ways forward. The real issue is how to create 
stronger networks among people to instil confidence and the ability to 
envision future options—pathways toward creating opportunities for 
conscientization (Freire 1968) and social movements toward less 
inequality. 

Despite having improved their livelihoods in Delhi, farmers 
continued to invest all their resources in their livelihoods, which may 
have left scarce resources to focus on other things—even future liveli-
hood plans, which may be why few households gave detailed strategies. 
If development of the Yamuna floodplain requires displacement of the 
farmers, the new place will require similar advantages, or they will lose 
access to resources. The implication is that displacing a ‘problem’ pop-
ulation through relocation projects can exacerbate problems by 
breaking social networks and disconnecting access to resour-
ces—resources that may be place-specific including access to markets, 
hospitals, water for irrigation, and cheap daily labour. Urban renewal 
projects that do not consider urban livelihoods prescribe a context where 
the likelihood that the marginalized urban migrants cannot work their 
way out of poverty (Chen & Raveendran, 2012). Marginalized groups 
are different than the mainstream, and we suggest a need to develop new 
tools and ways for representing the marginalized voice. We echo pre-
vious research that calls for more information on how social networks 
can provide different routes of influence for those more versus less 
connected members of marginalized groups (Morgan-Trimmer, 2013). 

5.1. Limitations 

Conceptualizing, defining, and measuring social networks was a 
fundamental challenge in this research. While much effort was made to 
ensure content and construct validity, there are many internal and 
external factors that shape and modify beliefs and behaviour and beyond 
the scope of this study. A potential source of bias was participant fatigue 
due to the semi-structured survey design necessitating 20–30 min of 
discussion. A great deal of time was dedicated to dealing with missing 
data in preparing for data analysis. The interview was pilot-tested and a 
preliminary analysis was conducted to minimize misinterpretation and 
obvious biases. Language translation between English and Hindi as well 
as cultural differences were also a potential source of bias. 

5.2. Future steps 

There are several directions for future research. Findings that par-
ticipants overwhelmingly believed they lacked influence on land 
development points to a need to address the processes that led them to 
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perceive themselves as outside the decision-making space. The first step 
might be to identify the scale at which households believe they have 
agency—how far do they perceive influence? Is it limited to protesting 
destruction of huts? What other civic activities are they involved in? Do 
they, and how do they, conceptualize civic duty? And, for migrants, how 
does civic engagement differ in Delhi from their home village? The 
‘election’ of an insider among the famers indicated some self- 
organization, which could be a starting point for further investigation. 
Further consideration of how households weigh costs and benefits in 
developing relationships is also warranted. Related to this, we need to 
know more about why marginalized households may not reach outside 
social interactions directly related to their livelihoods to establish re-
lationships with those who might benefit them in the longer-term. Two 
potential areas to pursue are: integration of urban farming as part of the 
formal economy and government acknowledgement of the land along 
the Yamuna floodplain as agriculturally productive. There is also an 
opportunity to implement policy related to food security that prescribes 
locally sourced food, and thereby creating space for local farmers to 
participate in the dialog on land use. 

6. Conclusion 

This research expands our knowledge of why some populations may 
be more challenging to engage in sustainable planning than others. By 
examining how a marginalized group gains access to livelihood re-
sources through social networks and their beliefs and behaviours toward 
land development, this study points toward opportunities and limits to 
agency within a community and in the planner-public nexus. While this 
research was not designed to measure agency through representation, it 
made an important step forward in linking social networks and planning 
participation. The next step is to identify under what conditions agency 
occurs. It seems obvious that engaging poor and marginalized groups 
requires an alternative to the formal invited spaces typically created, but 
how to approach those on the periphery by means of the informal spaces 
they create for themselves is unclear. Interstitial places offer marginal-
ized groups opportunities for appropriation outside the constraints of 
urban planning and regulated land uses, but these are also places often 
targeted for upgrading. Urban renewal projects that seek out drivers of 
occupant settlement will be better positioned to support them. We hope 
that findings from this study can inspire future inter-disciplinary 
research and provide insight to cities and planning organizations 
working toward solutions to mitigate macro-level climate change im-
pacts at the city-level and strengthen micro-level livelihood strategies of 
vulnerable or marginalized populations. 
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