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Introduction
Emergencies and crisis situations encompass a range of different circumstances 
with various characteristics and differing impacts on household livelihoods and 
individuals’ well-being. 
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Although crisis situations vary widely in terms of type and cause, they also share some 
common characteristics. For example, food production is often no longer possible, income 
is reduced, food distribution and marketing networks collapse, and people’s homes and 
belongings are looted, destroyed or burned. Essential services to provide health care 
and sanitation, education, and law and order break down. Families can be separated; 
men may be forced to fi ght while women and children, the elderly and the disabled are 
often left behind or forced to fl ee to safe neighbouring countries or areas. The poor are 
more seriously affected; their coping capacity is more limited than that of better-off 
households, as they are unlikely to have suffi cient assets or savings to see them through 
bad times. The disruption of normal life can result in rising poverty and vulnerability to 
food insecurity and malnutrition. 

The increase in number and scale of crises and emergencies over the last decade, as 
well as the long-lasting nature of most complex emergencies, has renewed the debate 
regarding how to respond to such situations. In the past, emergency response was viewed 
as a linear sequence of events, starting with early warning and emergency relief and 
continuing with rehabilitation and development. Interventions were largely restricted to 
the humanitarian imperative of saving lives. It is now widely accepted that the concepts 
of relief, rehabilitation and development are closely interrelated and that synergies and 
linkages among relief, rehabilitation and development activities should be explored when 
responding to emergencies. 
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In complex protracted emergencies whose causes are related to both natural disasters 
and confl ict, population groups living in conditions of structural poverty can be exposed 
to various natural and/or socio-political “shocks”. Areas and households may spiral 
backwards and forwards between periods of acute crisis and relative stability. The impact 
of and ability to cope with a shock differs, depending on structural factors and the socio-
economic, gender and ethnic characteristics of the population. Population sub-groups 
within an area may therefore have a range of different needs.

It is now realized that hunger and malnutrition are not the only outcomes of crises. 
The lack of well-nourished and healthy individuals is another constraint on efforts to 
recover livelihoods and well-being. In addition, acute conditions that require relief aid, 
and situations of relative calm when developmental interventions are possible may 
follow each other sequentially or exist simultaneously in the same area or population. 
Although an immediate humanitarian response is often required, it may also be necessary 
to implement a range of broader food security response strategies that protect human 
rights and support livelihoods. 

The challenge: Improving nutritional well-being and 
protecting livelihoods

The current challenge is therefore to respond to the immediate impact of an emergency 
while, at the same time, ensuring that the livelihoods of affected populations are protected 
from both the present crisis and future threats. The combined strategy of addressing 
both immediate and longer-term needs requires a broad approach that views nutritional 
needs within the perspective of livelihoods. However, improving the economic basis 
of livelihoods alone (e.g. in terms of assets and other productive means) will not 
automatically translate into good nutritional and health status. Interventions must aim to 
strengthen household food security and promote and protect nutritional well-being while 
reducing dependency on long-term food aid. This calls for appropriate complementary 
and timely interventions, which need to be implemented fl exibly in order to respond to 
the changing dynamics of a situation. 

Identifying solutions and interventions requires a good understanding of how households 
and individuals attempt to meet their food and other essential needs and how people cope 
with and recover from stress and shock situations. The impact of emergencies not only on 
nutritional status, but also on livelihoods generally needs to be better understood, as do 
the linkages between nutrition and livelihoods. Such understanding will help to identify 
a series of food aid and other measures that can contribute to creating the conditions 
for sustained nutritional well-being for affected populations, as well as households’ 
ability to support themselves. Such conditions operate at the individual, household and 
community levels. They must be underpinned by regional and national political and 
policy interventions, peace initiatives and the realization of human rights. This will 
allow people to return to their homes or to resettle/re-establish themselves in areas that 
are stable and/or protected from confl ict, where supportive economic, political and social 
activities can start again as quickly as possible. 

Emphasizing improved nutritional well-being as a distinct goal within the context of a 
broad-based livelihoods approach has two advantages in times of crisis. First, it focuses 
on people and emphasizes the strengthening of local capacity to protect nutritional 
well-being, as well as addressing the immediate effects of malnutrition at the individual 
level. Second, a focus on improved nutritional well-being allows various entry points 
for different sectoral interventions in health, agriculture and community development. 
Such multisectoral interventions are key to supporting communities’ efforts to overcome 
long-term threats to their livelihoods. Thus, a nutrition focus can bring continuity between 
short- and long-term interventions.

Introduction
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Purpose and structure of the guide

This guide is designed to further the development of a more strategic focus that strengthens 
programme planners’ capacity to protect and promote good nutrition in crisis situations. Its 
purpose is to establish a common vision and standpoint from which to assess, analyse and 
improve nutritional well-being in a variety of emergency contexts. It will be relevant and 
useful to those planners and technicians in the fi elds of nutrition, food security, agriculture, 
and community and social development who are able to “cross over” between relief and 
development modalities of working and who recognize the need to adopt a multisectoral 
approach to achieving the common goal of improved nutritional well-being. 

The guide is structured as follows.
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Part I outlines the relationships between nutrition and sustainable livelihoods and explains 
why nutritional well-being can be threatened in emergency situations. It shows how a 
focus on nutritional well-being can provide the foundation for recovery and long-term 
development by allowing continuity between relief and rehabilitation interventions and 
by increasing the opportunities for intersectoral collaboration.
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Part II examines possible approaches to protecting and promoting good nutrition. It 
discusses the advantages of adopting a capacity building approach, while highlighting the 
need for caution when using participatory methods in the design and implementation of 
interventions. This part provides guidance on how to develop a capacity building strategy 
that includes strengthening intersectoral collaboration and policy engagement.
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Part III discusses the requirements for assessing and analysing households’ food security 
and nutrition situation. Guidelines for carrying out assessments are provided in a range 
of more detailed technical briefs in Part VI.
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Part IV examines issues related to the planning and selection of actions in crisis situations 
that aim to ensure positive and sustainable nutritional outcomes. 
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Part V presents different types of interventions in areas that range from promoting 
improved food production and diversifi cation to improving information systems. It 
provides examples of how the approach presented in this guide can be translated into 
actions to protect and promote good nutrition.
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This guide is a source and reference for a range of existing technical handbooks that 
cover such topics as assessing malnutrition, managing general and selective feeding 
programmes and designing specifi c interventions. A number of technical briefs in Part 
VI provide more details on some of the subject areas discussed.
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Part I
Issues and concepts for protecting and 
promoting good nutrition in crisis situations 

The right to food

The ability to feed oneself and one’s family adequately is a human right. The right to 
adequate food is realized “when every man, woman and child, alone or in community with 
others, have physical and economic access at all times to adequate food or means for its 
procurement”. This implies the “availability of food in a quantity and quality suffi cient 
to satisfy the dietary needs of individuals, free from adverse substances, and acceptable 
within a given culture”, and the “accessibility of such food in ways that are sustainable 
and that do not interfere with the enjoyment of other human rights”.1 

Violation of this right, as often occurs in situations of confl ict and crisis, can lead not only 
to a loss of dignity, but also to increased vulnerability to food and nutrition insecurity 
and other abuses. Examples of violation include: blockades of food supplies; destruction 
of economic and social infrastructure, food crops and stores; appropriation of assets; 
discriminatory employment practices; and refusal to grant passage for humanitarian 
assistance. 

The 2004 revision of the Sphere Handbook  (Sphere Project, 2004) provides minimum 
standards for food security, nutrition and food aid. These are a practical expression of 
the right to food, and refl ect the core content of that right, contributing to its fulfi lment 
around the world. 

The right to adequate food is more than the right to be fed. Sovereign States and the 
international community are obliged to respect, protect and fulfi l this right by supporting 
individuals’, households’ and communities’ capacities and efforts to achieve sustainable 
food security. This long-term approach is refl ected in one of the commitments of the 
World Food Summit Plan of Action (see  Box 1).

Box 1: World Food Summit: Commitment Five
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Realization of the right to food necessitates a shift away from a welfare approach to 
humanitarian assistance towards an approach that builds understanding of why the right 
to food is being violated. Such an understanding can lead to the identifi cation of different 
stakeholders’ obligations and responsibilities at different points in a crisis situation, and 
to awareness of the need to promote accountability of all stakeholders.
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Linking food and nutritional security to livelihoods

Box 2: Livelihoods
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A household’s assets include:
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Box 3: A case study from Somalia: pastoralist livelihoods
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Box 3 describes how pastoralist groups in Somalia combine their various assets, and 
illustrates how important it is to interpret a household’s food security strategies in the 
context of its overall decisions and strategies aimed at meeting a variety of needs. Food 
is only one of a range of interrelated needs that infl uence household decision-making 
and choice of activities. Households balance competing interests and associated risks 
in order to subsist in the short and longer terms. For example, people may choose to 
go hungry to preserve their assets and future livelihoods. Children may be withdrawn 
from school in order to earn income, herd animals or cultivate the family’s fi elds. Food 
may be withheld from some family members in favour of others who may be considered 
more important for the future of the family as a whole. The ways in which a household 
can manage its assets to achieve positive livelihood outcomes are also infl uenced by 
institutional and policy processes at the meso and macro levels.

Risk of exposure to hazards and shocks

Livelihoods involve multiple strategies, and are dynamic in that they respond to external 
and internal infl uences. Negative external infl uences are referred to as “shocks”, which 
are brought about by exposure to different types of hazards. In crisis situations, it is 
important to identify the potential short- and long-term risks to different livelihood 
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systems, and to understand how an ensuing shock would affect nutritional well-being. 
Shocks can be categorized as:

�� �����������	
�����������	����
��������
��
���
��
����
�������������������
�� ����	
�����
�����������
������������
����
�������
��� 
������
� ������ 

���������

�����
���	������
�
����������

����

���������
����
�������
���
��


�

�� �������������
����
�����

����� �
������������� �����

�
��������� ��
��������
��
���������
���
�

�� ��
����	
�������������
���������������
��
�� ����

��������� 
��� 
���
���������
��
��
��
��
����
����������


��
������
����������������
����
���

�� ���	�����	���	
�����	������������������������

��������������������
��������
���

���
��

����
�

�
�
����

�������
�������������������
���
�������
�

��

Box 4 describes the types of shocks that pastoralists in the Gedo region of Somalia faced 
in 2002.

Box 4: A case study from Somalia: pastoralist livelihoods and shocks
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Vulnerability and coping strategies

In a disaster, all of a population may have been exposed to the same risk, but the 
vulnerability and resilience of some households and/or specifi c members of a household 
to the impact of a shock on their food security will vary.
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Box 5: Vulnerability
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A household’s vulnerability to food insecurity depends on the resource base that it had 
prior to the crisis and its ability to engage in various coping strategies. Not all types of 
shocks will affect a household in the same way. Moreover, the impact of a shock will be 
experienced in various ways depending on the socio-economic status of the household 
and its individual members. Box 6 describes how the socio-economic status of different 
types of Somali pastoralist households determined their capacity to respond to a shock.

A coping strategy is a short-term response to such shocks as abnormal declines 
in access to food. A successful coping strategy is reversible and should not incur 
unacceptable costs. The relative ability of the poor to cope with shocks and stresses 
is a measure of their resilience. Poor people are less likely to have savings to 
fall back on, assets to sell and/or the social claims network or kin to help them 
to recover. They often lack the resources necessary to take advantage of migrant 
labour opportunities (which require the payment of intermediaries) or to escape 
potential conflict zones with their assets and families. 

Box 6: A case study from Somalia: pastoralist livelihoods and socio-economic 
differentiation
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The strategies adopted by severely drought-affected populations have been observed 
to follow a specifi c order, which starts with reducing the number of meals eaten and 
increasing the consumption of wild foods. This is followed by labour migration and the 
sale of larger assets such as livestock, tools, housing and land. Box 7 describes some of 
the coping strategies used by Somali pastoralists.

Box 7: A case study from Somalia: pastoralist livelihoods and coping strategies
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Confl ict situations reduce the options for coping strategies and increase the vulnerability to 
food insecurity. Repeated displacement, population concentration, and pressure on natural 
resources can lead to permanent changes in the local food security system; for example, 
loss of land may lead people to become casual agricultural labourers, or loss of pastures 
and herds may result in pastoralists seeking employment in the urban informal sector. 
These are termed “adaptive strategies” as they cannot easily be reversed. They may be 
relatively successful or they may contribute to a downward spiral of impoverishment. 

The term “coping” may be inaccurate or imply an optimistic viewpoint (one household’s 
coping strategy is another’s crisis strategy). Even when coping strategies are effective 
in preserving vital assets, the costs of coping to those affected are great and can lead to 
a deterioration in people’s health status and to functional impairment. Strategies such 
as reducing meal frequency, changing meal composition, preferential 
feeding, and altered caring practices will result in differing 
nutritional outcomes for various members of a household. Other 
activities (e.g. involvement in the sex trade, begging and 
the sale of blood) can be personally degrading, 
immoral or illegal, and may result 
in the breakdown of family 
and community structures. 
An understanding of the 
available coping strategies, 
who is involved, the stage at 
which strategies are applied, 
and the consequences and 
costs involved (in terms of 
nutritional well-being and 
livelihoods) is important in 
analysing the severity of an 
emergency’s impact. Box 8 
describes the process of destitution 
among pastoralists. 
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Box 8: A case study from Somalia: pastoralist livelihoods and destitution
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Household food security

The characteristics and resilience of a household’s livelihood strategy are key determinants 
of its food security status. Food security is concerned primarily with access to nutritionally 
adequate food at the household level, and is a prerequisite for adequate dietary intake. In 
the 1970s, the theoretical debate regarding food security focused on food availability or 
food supply. However, the recognition that some groups of people face food insecurity 
and famine conditions even where food is available has created an understanding that 
a household’s ability to obtain food is determined by its “exchange entitlements”. A 
household’s food entitlements are derived from its own production, income generated 
in exchange for labour, the gathering of wild foods, community support (claims), assets, 
transfers (remittances, inheritance), migration, etc. If these entitlements are eroded or 
collapse, food security is at risk. This highlights the need to understand how households 
obtain access to food. Figure 6 (on p. 127) provides an example of a livelihoods model 
that can help to visualize the relationships between different livelihood strategies and 
their outcomes.

Box 9: Food security

)����
���������
���,�	����
����
��	
����	�������������������������
����������
������	�����	���������

����
��,����	���
�����	��	��������
����������������������������	���
��	��������������	��
������	���������	�����������������)����
���������
���,�	����
����
��	
����	�������������������������
����������
������	�����	���������

����
��,����	���
�����	��	��������
����������������������������	���
��	��������������	��
������	���������	����������������
��������)(-��.//0��

Access to adequate quantities of a wide variety of safe, good-quality nutritious foods by 
each individual is the core element of the concept of food security. An understanding 
of how people obtain food and feed themselves on a daily basis is vital for the effective 
design and implementation of activities and programmes aimed at strengthening people’s 
ability to acquire adequate food supplies. “Access to adequate food” means that families 
and individuals are able to acquire – through their own production, purchase, bartering, 
food for work (FFW), gifts, food aid or loans – enough food to provide the right nutritional 
content and quality. A nutritionally adequate diet contains suffi cient energy from staple 
foods (e.g. cereals, roots and tubers), fat/oil, legumes, adequate amounts of protein (from 
meat, fi sh, game, dairy products and legumes), and adequate amounts of micronutrients 
(vitamins and minerals) from vegetables, fruits, meat and fi sh. Box 10 shows how the 
pastoralist production system in northwestern Somalia provides household food security 
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through the utilization of milk production for own consumption and sale. However, this 
pattern of food utilization does not provide an adequate and balanced diet for all wealth 
groups throughout the year.

Box 10: A case study from Somalia: pastoralist livelihoods and household food security
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Food security also implies stability and sustainability of access to food. Stability means 
that enough food is available on a continuous basis, including when households face a 
stress such as crop failure, fl uctuations in food prices or seasonal changes in cash income or 
food production. Sustainability means that enough food is available for the long term.

For sustainable food security, the methods used to obtain or prepare food must:
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The relationship between household food security and nutrition security

Even when a household has access to suffi cient food to meet all its dietary needs, not all of 
its members will always be adequately nourished. Actual nutritional well-being depends 
on a range of other interrelated factors, which besides food security include health and 
sanitation, adequate supplies of safe water, adequate methods of food preparation and 
allocation, and care of vulnerable individuals within the household.

Box 11: Nutrition security
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Appropriate intervention strategies to protect and promote good nutrition must be based 
on an understanding of the location-specifi c causes of malnutrition and the relationships 
between malnutrition and livelihoods. The case study of Somali pastoralist livelihoods 
illustrates how households combine a range of assets to obtain their livelihoods, and 
how different shocks can have an impact on both the livelihoods and the dietary status 
of family members. 
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Figure 1: A conceptual model of the causes of malnutrition in emergencies
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Figure 1 provides a complementary tool for understanding how the causes of malnutrition 
operate at the individual, household and community or national levels. The model 
shows how the immediate causes of malnutrition are the combination and interaction of 
inadequate dietary intake with infection. Three clusters of interrelated factors infl uence 
this interaction: insuffi cient household food security, inadequate maternal and child care 
and feeding practices, and insuffi cient health services and an unhealthy environment. 
Food security, health and care are all necessary, but each alone is insuffi cient for improved 
nutritional well-being.

Threats to food security and adequate dietary intake

For most households in crisis situations, food may be scarce and lack variety. These are 
the characteristics of a nutritionally inadequate diet. The factors that can infl uence dietary 
intake are discussed in the following subsections.
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In crisis situations, the availability of and access to food depend on: opportunities for 
agricultural production; purchasing power and market access; the availability of and 
access to wild foods; and the foods that are available through general ration distributions. 
Disasters can lead to the loss or erosion of livelihoods owing to one or a combination 
of: crop failure, the looting of food stocks, the loss of livestock and draught power, 
burnt-earth tactics, market failure, and unemployment. Drought or fl oods may deplete 
or destroy food stocks. Markets may be inaccessible or undersupplied as a result of 
military action. Wetland areas, forests and communal land – which are common property 
resources for pasture, wild plants and foods containing valuable micronutrients – may 
become inaccessible or unsafe. The loss of livelihoods can mean that food availability 
and access are reduced, become less diversifi ed or change completely.
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The physical dislocation caused by an emergency can disrupt food habits and practices. 
For pastoralist groups, the loss of livestock can mean a sudden change from a milk- to a 
cereal-based diet. During food relief distributions, new or different forms of foods may 
be introduced without consideration of their additional processing needs (e.g. conversion 
of grains into fl our), cooking times and fuel requirements (e.g. for legumes and pulses). 
In addition, it is also necessary to provide advice on preparation and nutrition to explain 
how new food items can be adapted to existing food habits and practices.

Households may have little access to traditional foods that are suitable for feeding 
vulnerable groups. In some cases, affected populations or particular sub-groups may be 
totally dependent on relief rations to meet their food needs. The risk of inadequate dietary 
intake increases if these rations are inadequate and/or irregular.

The coping strategies of many societies include consuming wild foods, such as fruits, 
nuts, berries, leaves, roots, grasses, insects and small animals. Although wild resources 
have important potential as a source of food, inadequate processing and/or consumption 
of these foods over extended periods may lead to toxicity or illness. 

Box 12 provides an example of the role of wild foods in the coping strategies of southern 
Zambian populations. This area has diverse livelihood systems, which showed different 
levels of resilience during the 2001/2002 drought. Parts of Southern Province are always 
chronically vulnerable to food insecurity. In general, livelihood systems were affected to 
varying degrees by a combination of the following “shocks”: 
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Nutrition surveys implemented in parts of Southern Province in late 2002 found that the 
acute malnutrition rates for children under fi ve years had remained stable. Although the 
area had experienced large shortfalls in staple crop production, a range of coping strategies 
including the use of wild foods helped to protect young children from a deterioration of 
their nutrition status. 
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Box 12: Changes in dietary habits as a response to maize production shortfalls 
in Zambia
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Household members’ nutritional knowledge infl uences how well scarce food resources 
are managed. During crisis situations, traditional knowledge of the selection, processing 
and preparation of foods may no longer be valid. Carers’ ability to prepare suitable 
and safe meals with the foods available therefore depends on their acquisition of new 
nutritional knowledge. Existing social and cultural attitudes and practices infl uence how 
food is allocated within a family, and determine whether working adults or nutritionally 
vulnerable infants and children are given priority for food.

Food processing and preparation require equipment that may have been left behind 
or stolen. New foods or forms of foods may require different or additional processing 
techniques. Certain crops (e.g. bitter varieties of cassava) or wild roots may require    
time-consuming processing to eliminate toxins. Lack of adequate water storage containers 
may lead to contamination, poor food hygiene practices and food safety risks. Food may 
be lost (through insects, rodents, mould, and microbiological and chemical spoilage) 
because of inadequate storage facilities and/or inappropriate processing and preservation 
techniques. Foodstuffs must therefore be kept clean, dry and safe from pests, and storage 
utensils must be available. Food preparation also requires time, as well as access to  
water and fuel. 

Box 13 provides an example from Mozambique of how the impact of war  can infl uence 
the choice of  staple food varieties and processing techniques. The box also  highlights 
that, while research on breeding cassava varieties that are acyanogenic and/or have protein-
rich roots may help address this problem, it should be within the context of ensuring a 
balanced diet and should also consider intra-household food distribution issues. 
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The Mozambique study found that most of the people affected by Konzo were children 
over three years, and women. This fi nding is interesting in the light of more recent research 
investigating the possible link between low protein intake and cassava poisoning. Intra-
household food distribution may put women and young children at a disadvantage when 
sharing the relish dish that accompanies cassava. If protein intake is more than adequate 
for both general metabolic requirements and cyanide elimination, toxic effects are lessened 
or even eliminated, even when cassava is not properly processed.

Box 13: Changes in food preparation practices: Konzo associated with war 
in Mozambique
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Threats to adequate maternal and child care feeding practices

The transformation of food into a safe, culturally acceptable, nutritionally balanced 
diet requires a number of practices and resources that may be jeopardized in crisis 
situations. Adequate care for mothers and children at the household and community 
levels is necessary to promote survival, growth and development. Such care includes 
activities related to food preparation, breastfeeding and complementary infant 
feeding practices, hygiene practices, care for women, psycho-social care and home 
health practices. The resources needed include food, knowledge, income, time, and 
supportive attitudes and relationships.
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In crisis situations, existing positive breastfeeding practices may be threatened by maternal 
malnutrition, anxiety and trauma, increased availability of breastmilk substitutes, and 
lack of counselling and support for HIV-positive women. 
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Box 14 highlights some of the issues regarding infant feeding in emergency situations, 
where there are few or no established practices for dealing with them. The pervasive belief 
that infant formula milk is required, and the lack of data about local feeding practices, 
together with inadequately trained fi eld staff and a lack of clear guidelines for infant 
feeding, create a situation in which it is diffi cult to implement a workable compromise 
between accepted best practice and the options that are available.

The following are some of the common problems regarding infant feeding:
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Box 14: Infant feeding in emergencies: experience from former Yugoslavia
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One compromise would be to give infant formula with preparation instructions in 
the local language, and no brand name on the label in order to avoid providing free 
advertising for formula companies. This does not always happen in practice. It is 
sometimes recommended that no infant formula should be provided. However, there is 
insuffi cient evidence to show that this approach encourages mothers to return to or initiate 
breastfeeding. Guidelines on infant feeding in emergencies have been developed since 
the former Yugoslavia experience. 
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Infants from the age of six months onwards may face increased risks of growth faltering 
when semi-solid foods are fi rst introduced into their diets. In crisis situations, the resources 
needed to manage this period may not be available or may be extremely limited. These 
resources include: a variety of suitable foods (energy-and nutrient-dense and soft) that 
can be fed four to six times a day; clean food, utensils and environment, in order to 
avoid infection; and time and affection from the mother and other family members, 
to contribute to psycho-social development. When these resources are not available, 
mothers may provide breastfeeding only to nourish their infants, thereby increasing the 
risk of malnutrition.
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Sick, anorexic or traumatized children often lose their appetites, and need to be encouraged 
to eat, which in turn requires time, patience and food variety. In situations of displacement 
and disruption, mothers may have to spend long hours queuing for food assistance, so 
they have relatively less time for selecting and preparing nutritious meals and responding 
to children’s emotional needs. In crisis situations, the capacity to supervise infants and 
children may be affected by the division of families and the breakdown of kinship ties. 
There may be fears that warring factions will kidnap adolescent boys and girls. 
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Psychological health care includes stimulation and support for the intellectual development 
of young children, and the treatment of post-traumatic disorders. Family and cultural 
caring practices may be affected during crises. This may be especially relevant in 
emergencies where traumatic experiences have led to withdrawal, depression, anxiety 
and despair, which have a profound effect on appetite and the care of self and others. 
There may also be severe constraints on other caring behaviours, such as: the poor health 
and psychological state of mothers and other family members; the absence of key family 
members; the break-up of families; and changes in autonomy and control of resources. 
Social support networks and the normal mechanisms and channels for inter-generational 
transfer of knowledge and skills may have been broken through the prolonged separation 
of immediate family members and the severance of extended kinship ties. This can lead 
to inadequate knowledge of breastfeeding and complementary feeding practices, and 
to anorexia in young children. In some cultures, individual and/or family privacy and 
practices of seclusion are important for the family’s physical and psychological well-
being. Women and young girls may often fi nd themselves in circumstances where they 
are subjected to sexual violence. 
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Care is usually the responsibility of adult females, mainly mothers, and the ability to 
give adequate care is frequently affected by women’s multiple responsibilities and 
heavy workloads. Men’s culturally and socially defi ned roles often limit their ability and 
readiness to undertake domestic duties, child care and food processing and preparation. 
This situation may be exacerbated in complex emergencies, as up to 80 percent of 
displaced persons and refugees are women and children. This leads to a dramatic increase 
in the number of women heads of households with responsibility for meeting the needs 
of both children and ageing relatives. 

The health care of women can also be compromised through inadequate gynaecological, 
paediatric and counselling services. This lack affects women’s ability to care for 
themselves and their dependants. Social and cultural patterns of subordination determine 
women’s access to resources and decision-making bodies, and in crisis situations these 
patterns are likely to be accentuated. Many culturally defi ned coping strategies involve 
reduced food consumption to protect livelihood assets. These may be household decisions, 
where the local cultural perspective gives lower importance to good nutrition outcomes. 
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However, the cultural perspective should also be seen within the context of power and 
gender relations, where lower-status household members (women, adolescent boys) are 
often the most affected by coping strategies.

Threats to adequate health, water, sanitation and shelter provision

In crisis situations, the health infrastructure (buildings, staff, medical supplies and 
equipment) may have collapsed or been destroyed through lack of investment, fl oods, 
hurricanes, etc. or the intentional strategies of warring factions. Water points may become 
polluted (e.g. by dead animals) or deliberately poisoned. Caring practices with respect 
to health and sanitation may be compromised through: 
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The health problems that can increase as a result of inadequate hygienic practices include 
scabies, conjunctivitis, intestinal parasites, diarrhoea and acute respiratory infections 
(ARIs). Nutritional requirements may increase in cold weather, unless adequate shelter 
is provided.
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The underlying diseases in crisis situations are the same as those at other times: 
diarrhoeal diseases (malaria), measles, intestinal parasites, ARIs, TB, and sexually 
transmitted diseases (STDs). These diseases are likely to follow seasonal patterns 
and vary with altitude. The relationship between malnutrition and morbidity may 
vary according to the context. Increased wasting is not always associated with 
increased mortality when public health conditions remain the same. However, the 
same level of wasting may be associated with raised mortality rates if the sanitary 
environment has deteriorated and access to health services been reduced. Increased 
mortality in an emergency is often associated with a health crisis such as a measles 
or cholera epidemic. Exposure to and transmission of disease increase as a result of 
displacement, overcrowding, pressure on water, poor sanitation and health provision, 
and the erosion of normal coping strategies (e.g. access to traditional wisdom, herbal 
medicines, etc.) The risk of HIV infection rises in emergency situations, when 
populations are on the move and social and political systems break down. 

Interactions between inadequate dietary intake and infection 

In many emergencies,  affected population  groups may already have been chronically 
food-insecure and/or in poor nutritional condition before the onset of the emergency: 
displaced populations may experience extended periods of hunger during their fl ight 
from confl ict zones;  and humanitarian  interventions may be delayed because of 
isolation or physical access problems. A crisis situation may threaten adequate dietary 
intake, and  people’s requirements for water,  sanitation  and health may often be 
seriously compromised.
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The simultaneous presence of malnutrition and infection results in an interaction that 
increases the impact of either state existing alone. Dietary defi ciency diseases may reduce 
the body’s resistance to infections and adversely affect the immune system so that the 
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body has reduced ability to defend itself against infections. Some dietary defi ciency diseases, 
such as vitamin C and vitamin A defi ciencies, cause changes and damage to the skin and 
mucous membranes, thereby decreasing resistance to invasion by pathogenic organisms.

Infection, in turn, affects nutritional status. It causes increased breakdown of tissue protein 
and mobilization of amino acids, especially from the muscles. Recovery depends on an 
increased intake of protein in the post-infection period. When accompanied by fever, 
infections often lead to loss of appetite, and therefore reduced intake. Parasitic infections 
can have an adverse effect on nutritional status through the loss of iron. Diarrhoea is an 
important factor in precipitating malnutrition, and is particularly common in children of 
weaning age. When complicated by dehydration, diarrhoea can be fatal. Other diseases, 
such as xeropthalmia (caused by vitamin A defi ciency), can be precipitated by diarrhoea, 
which causes depletion of retinal stores. Common childhood diseases such as measles 
have a higher fatality rate in poor environments, where the children who develop them 
are more likely to have poor nutritional status, lowered resistance and poor health.

HIV/AIDS also accelerates the vicious cycle of inadequate dietary intake and disease that 
leads to malnutrition. As a result of their altered metabolisms, HIV-infected individuals 
have higher nutritional requirements for energy than uninfected individuals do. During 
the asymptomatic phase, energy requirements increase by 10 percent for adults and 
adolescents. During the symptomatic phase, energy requirements increase by 20 to 30 
percent. (WHO, 2003). Adequate intakes of such micronutrients as vitamins B, E and 
C, vitamin A and selenium are important for preserving immune function. HIV/AIDS-
infected individuals may fi nd it diffi cult to meet adequate nutritional requirements 
owing to loss of appetite and anorexia (which lead to reduced intake), and diarrhoea 
and malabsorption (which reduce the physiological utilization of nutrients). This leads 
to the weight loss that is characteristic of people with AIDS. The onset of AIDS – and 
even death – can be delayed in well-nourished HIV-positive individuals, and energy-
and micronutrient-rich diets help to develop resistance to AIDS-related opportunistic 
infections in patients.

Malnutrition

The loss of livelihoods, together with the disruption of social and cultural norms, has a 
negative impact on the availability of, access to and utilization of food. This can lead to 
increased levels of malnutrition, which is manifested as macronutrient (protein, energy) 
and/or micronutrient defi ciencies. In the case study described in Box 15, the culmination 
of various shocks on the livelihoods of Somali pastoralists led to a severe deterioration 
in the well-being of families.

Box 15: A case study from Somalia: pastoralist livelihoods and malnutrition
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Protein–energy malnutrition occurs when individuals lack suffi cient quantities of food 
to meet their energy and protein needs. The main sources of energy are cereals, roots 
and tubers, oils and fats. Important sources of the protein needed to supplement that 
provided by cereals include pulses, legumes, and animal and dairy products. For infants 
and young children, in particular, inadequate dietary intakes of these foods can lead 
to acute malnutrition or wasting (low weight for height). Eventually, after months or 
years of inadequate diet, children will fail to grow normally, and become stunted (i.e. 
shorter and smaller than well-fed children of the same age) or chronically malnourished. 
Underweight children are more susceptible to infections, and may develop severe acute 
or chronic malnutrition. This may take different clinical forms ranging from marasmus 
to kwashiorkor and combinations of the two. Signs of marasmus include extremely thin 
legs and arms, a sunken “old person’s face”, a distended abdomen, and a tendency to feel 
miserable and cry a lot. Moderate to severe malnutrition (below -2 standard deviations 
of the World Health Organization/National Center for Health Statistics [WHO/NCHS] 
reference median weight for height) is one of the main causes of high rates of childhood 
illness and death. The signs of kwashiorkor in children include swollen legs, arms and 
face (because of oedema, or fl uid in the tissues), a “moon face” (the skin is pale and 
thin and may peel) and hair that is pale and straighter than normal. These children may 
also be very unhappy or apathetic. Some children show symptoms of marasmus and 
kwashiorkor at the same time (i.e. they are extremely thin but may also have oedema of 
the legs, arms and face). Unless they receive therapeutic feeding and medical treatment, 
children with severe malnutrition are likely to die. Adults affected by malnutrition have 
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a low body mass index (BMI) or nutritional oedema.
Micronutrient defi ciencies

In crisis situations, a reduction in the diversity and quality of the food supply, together with 
the need to alter customary cooking practices, can bring about different food consumption 
habits and practices. This may have an impact on the availability and bio-utilization of 
micronutrients. The most common micronutrient defi ciencies include vitamin A defi ciency, 
iron defi ciency anaemia, and iodine defi ciency diseases (IDDs). Scurvy resulting from 
vitamin C defi ciency, pellagra due to niacin defi ciency, Beriberi due to thiamine defi ciency 
and ribofl avin defi ciency are also observed under certain conditions. 

Vitamin A defi ciency is one of the most serious childhood nutritional diseases and is 
often associated with protein–energy malnutrition. Vitamin A plays an essential role in 
vision and eye health, and is recognized as a critical factor in child health and survival. 
It is the main cause of irreversible childhood blindness.3 Vitamin A defi ciency leads to 
lower immunity, and therefore increased rates of illness and death. Measles, diarrhoea 
and other diseases – which commonly occur in emergencies as a result of overcrowding 
and poor sanitation – are more severe and may become life-threatening among vitamin 
A-defi cient children. Vitamin A-rich foods include dairy products, oily fi sh, and dark-green 
and orange fruits and vegetables. Fats and oils help the absorption of vitamin A, and are 
thus necessary to ensure that large amounts of the vitamin are absorbed. In crisis situations, 
these foods may be in short supply, out of season, unavailable or too expensive.

Iron defi ciency anaemia adversely affects: the cognitive performance, behaviour and 
physical growth of infants, pre-school and school-age children; the immune status and 
resistance to infections (of all age groups); and the use of energy sources by muscles, and 
thus the physical capacity and work performance of adolescents and adults. Specifi cally, 
iron defi ciency anaemia during pregnancy increases peri-natal risks for mothers and 
neonates, and increases overall infant mortality. Iron defi ciency anaemia is widespread and 
a major public health problem, even in normal situations. Every age group is vulnerable. 
However, the high-risk groups for anaemia are women (especially during pregnancy and 
soon after delivery), babies, young children and adolescents (especially girls). The main 
sources of dietary iron include:
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Folate defi ciency may also cause anaemia, as well as other disorders such as increased 
susceptibility to infections, low birth weight, foetal malformations, delayed growth in 
early childhood and adolescence, delayed sexual development, and increased risk of heart 
disease. Folic acid is present in all foods of plant and animal origin, particularly liver, 
leafy vegetables, fruit, pulses and yeast. 

Iodine defi ciency results in a variety of disorders including goitre (thyroid enlargement), 
impaired learning ability and reduced mental function (cretinism) and reproductive 
complications (still births, abortions and infant deaths). Iodine defi ciency occurs mostly 
in mountainous areas and where soils have low iodine content. Iodated salt is often used 
as a strategy for the control of IDDs, but iodated salt may not be easily accessible in 
crisis situations.

Vitamin C defi ciency causes scurvy, decreased resistance to infections and poor healing. 
Vitamin C increases the absorption of iron, so it is advisable to consume iron-containing 
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foods with foods that are rich in vitamin C (e.g. guavas, citrus fruit, papaya, mango and 
some green vegetables) in the same meal. 

Niacin defi ciency (pellagra) occurs in people with very poor diets that consist mostly 
of maize, for example refugees and prisoners (e.g. Mozambican refugees in Malawi). 
Women, old people and children are particularly at risk. Men may get enough niacin from 
drinking beer. Pellagra results in skin problems, and some people have severe diarrhoea 
or mental changes. Groundnuts are a good source of niacin, and maize and sorghum fl our 
can be fortifi ed with niacin.

Niacin, ribofl avin and thiamine usually occur together in foods, but in different proportions 
depending on the food source. 

Ribofl avin defi ciency results in lesions around the mouth, dermatitis and red eyes and 
lips. Good sources of ribofl avin include liver, milk, eggs and whole grains. 

Thiamine deficiency (Beriberi) can occur when a population’s diet consists of 
predominantly polished white rice, with no thiamine-rich sources such as nuts, beans, 
wholegrains and yeast-based products (e.g. beer). 

Zinc defi ciency results in delayed growth and decreased resistance to infections; the 
richest sources of bio-available zinc are meat products. Diets based on wholegrain cereals 
may be zinc-defi cient, not only because of low zinc intake, but also because phytates in 
cereals inhibit zinc absorption from the gut.

The consequences of malnutrition

The short-term implications of malnutrition include weight loss and growth faltering. 
In children, undernutrition impairs learning ability and school performance. Long-term 
chronic malnutrition, or stunting, is associated with impaired mental development. 
Stunting has intergenerational implications. Stunted girls who reach motherhood are 
more likely to give birth to low-birth-weight babies (< 2.5 kg.), who in turn are more at 
risk of becoming malnourished. 

For adults in general, malnutrition, anaemia and iodine defi ciency lead to poor health, 
impaired physical and mental performance, and lower productivity. This increases 
vulnerability to future food insecurity through reduced physical capacity and work 
productivity. This combination of factors contributes to the perpetuation of poverty.

Undernutrition makes people more susceptible to illness and disease. Morbidity and 
mortality risks increase in situations of overcrowding, where there is inadequate 
environmental health and sanitation. The condition of stunted children can worsen rapidly 
at the onset of complications such as diarrhoea, respiratory infections and measles, and 
can lead to increased rates of death. High rates of illness reduce work time, both directly 
and indirectly, owing to the need to care for family members who are ill.

All these consequences increase the demands on medical, public health and food assistance 
in crisis situations. The consequences of poor nutrition for human well-being are a 
constraint to recovery and development in the medium to long terms.

Nutritional well-being: The foundation for recovery and long-term 
development

Short-term behavioural responses to energy stress and the impact of malnutrition on 
mental development can be compounded by the psychological traumas experienced in 
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confl ict situations. Following war, many people feel shock, guilt, suspicion and hatred 
as the victims and/or perpetrators of violence. The fear of violence, particularly against 
women, may continue. There may be high emotions and expectations, with people 
wishing to rebuild quickly, revert to traditional roles and put immediate events behind 
them. Disillusionment and a feeling of powerlessness can occur when a reversion to 
normality does not happen as quickly as anticipated, or when traditional roles are no 
longer relevant. 

People need to be physically and psychologically strong before they can look beyond day-
to-day survival and plan for the longer term. As described in the previous section, poor 
nutrition compromises people’s ability to use opportunities to rebuild their livelihoods. 
A person with poor nutritional status cannot work as hard; low productivity means low 
income, and so a person’s ability to make a living and obtain food for the family is less 
than it would be with good nutritional status. Poverty is perpetuated by the physical and 
mental defi cits caused by malnutrition. 

In situations that oscillate between crisis and stability, people are less able to restore their 
productive capacities and rebuild their lives. Where malnutrition is widespread, family, 
community and national recovery and development are severely constrained. 

In order for malnutrition to be reduced sustainably, actions and interventions are needed 
that address the contributory causes. Strategies and actions directed at satisfying immediate 
needs at the individual level (e.g. nutritional rehabilitation through intensive care and 
therapeutic feeding) should be matched by actions at the household and community levels. 
Strategies should be designed in a way that assists households to realize their rights to 
food and to ensure the nutritional well-being of their members, not only in the short term 
but also in the medium to long term. The underlying causes of shortfalls in realizing the 
right to food may need to be addressed through the clear identifi cation of right bearers 
and duty bearers for a range of interdependent rights. Such rights may include the right to 
exist (e.g. for marginalized and persecuted groups), the right to utilize natural resources, 
and the rights to employment, education, health, water, shelter and food. 

A rights-based approach to improving food security and nutrition can only be successful 
if it pays attention to both the outcome and the process. Integrated multidisciplinary 
approaches are often more effective than single-sectoral activities in reinforcing household 
food security, improving overall nutritional status and increasing family income, especially 
among disadvantaged families and communities. Key to this is strengthening civil society 
organizations’ capacity to increase awareness and contribute to the debate about existing 
cultural and contextual duties and rights to food. The organizations can then develop 
mechanisms that allow them to advocate on their own behalf. Networking and partnerships 
among government institutions, multilateral agencies and non-governmental organizations 
(NGOs) can be used to create an environment in which the right to food can be fulfi lled 
at different stages in a crisis, and to ensure accountability at different levels.

A focus on food and nutrition security in crisis situations has two important 
advantages: 
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Further reading and resources
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Part II 
Approaches for protecting and promoting good 
nutrition in crisis situations

Part I showed how shocks to livelihoods affect the nutrition security of households in 
different ways, depending on the type of threat and the household’s capacity to deal with 
it. The links and mutual dependence between nutrition security and livelihoods provide 
the framework for an implementation strategy that not only focuses on saving lives in the 
short term, but also strengthens livelihoods to ensure that households are less vulnerable 
to food insecurity in the future. Adopting this approach reduces the dependency effects 
of relief aid. It requires efforts that look beyond the immediate relief needs of disaster-
affected populations towards options for greater self-reliance. This strategy is underpinned 
by three elements: 
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Capacity building in crisis situations

Capacity building is designed to reinforce or create the strengths on which communities 
can draw to offset current and future vulnerability. Capacity building starts off by 
identifying and building on local coping strategies, resources, resourcefulness and 
capacity to organize mutual support to deal with crises. Almost all individuals and 
population groups in emergency situations have been traumatized, self-confi dence has 
been undermined, and normal methods or channels of knowledge transfer have been 
disrupted. Capacity building is required to respond to the needs for: 
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Efforts to give capacity building more emphasis in relief and rehabilitation situations are 
often dismissed as being inappropriate for unstable environments, or only suitable as a 
development activity and not an emergency one. Capacity building initiatives are also 
seen as a threat to political neutrality in sensitive confl ict situations. However, if existing 
strengths are overlooked or ignored and capacity building is not included among the 
required responses, there is more danger of duplicating and detracting from local efforts 
by setting up unsustainable parallel systems for service provision. External relief agencies 
will also encounter great diffi culties in defi ning and implementing a transition or exit 
strategy when immediate relief needs have been met. Capacity building is an investment 
in the future and is of value in the long term, after a situation has been stabilized and 
displaced populations have returned home.

Capacity building at the local level is essential in order to protect existing positive coping 
strategies (e.g. breastfeeding practices, food sharing mechanisms, savings clubs) and 
promote the strengthening and diversifi cation of livelihood activities that contribute 
towards nutritional well-being. In some situations, crises can act as a catalyst for more 
rapid social transformation in areas such as gender relations and human rights. However, 
changes can have both positive and negative impacts, and capacity building initiatives 
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should at the very least “do no harm”. In very unstable situations, external inputs may 
not reach the affected population groups, and increased organizational and technical 
skills for local people are likely to be of as great a benefi t as any of the physical inputs 
provided.
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A key strategy for strengthening capacity at the local level is the creation or reinforcement 
of those local-level groups that are already helping to reduce vulnerability in an emergency, 
or that have the potential to do so. Examples of such groups include faith-based groups, 
sports associations, neighbourhood groupings, women’s groups, care and support groups 
for the vulnerable (children, people affected by HIV/AIDS, disabled people, orphans), 
farmers’ cooperatives, savings and credit groups, water users’ associations, and groups 
that cultivate gardens. It is important to identify how individuals relate to each other, and 
how people relate to institutions. This will help in assessing whether and how existing 
local structures and processes can contribute towards capacity building.

At the national level, actions that support and reinforce local-level efforts include the 
training of national and government staff in needs assessment and household food security 
and nutrition data analysis. Policy-makers need to be guided on how to use the information 
so that they can address nutritional constraints through appropriate policies, which are 
incorporated into national reconstruction planning. Efforts to increase preparedness 
for future disasters could include training people in the technical or management/
administrative skills that are necessary in an emergency. This is especially important if 
many educated people have already left the country or been killed. Refugees who have 
returned to their homes may be a valuable resource, as they will have acquired skills 
during their time away. 

Capacity building also requires the strengthening of intersectoral coordination and 
collaboration. In situations where State structures are weak or non-existent, capacity 
building has to help reduce institutional vulnerability. An intersectoral coordination 
mechanism for food security activities can also play an important role in addressing 
institutional vulnerability.

Developing a capacity building strategy

The objective of a capacity building strategy is to address the priority issues for training 
in order to:
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The strategy should identify priority training needs. It should defi ne: who will be trained 
at different levels (community, local, national), what training will be provided, the training 
delivery mechanisms, and the resources and budgets needed, as well as how these will 
be sourced. The strategy should provide a framework for capacity building activities that 
interlock both vertically (at different levels) and horizontally (across different sectors). 
The design of the strategy should be based on the fi ndings of an institutional analysis 
and a food and nutrition situation analysis.
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Institutional analysis will identify those formal and informal institutions that are involved 
in nutrition and household food security activities. The local population should be asked 
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to describe which institutions are most important to them, and why. Box 16 provides an 
example of the network of institutional relationships in Angola.

Box 16: Institutional analysis in Angola
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In seeking out institutions, it should be recognized that pre-existing State and formal 
institutions may have collapsed, or exist only partially (e.g. administrative-political 
structures may have disappeared, but subnational technical departments continue). In a 
changed or changing situation, informal institutions may still exist, or may be new and 
evolving. 

An institutional analysis focuses on the roles and responsibilities of different institutions 
(particularly women’s organizations) in protecting and promoting good nutrition. It should 
include information on:
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Identifying priority technical areas of intervention

A food and nutrition situation analysis (see Part III) identifi es the factors that affect current 
and future food and nutrition insecurity, together with the opportunities for strengthening 
coping mechanisms and reducing vulnerability for different livelihood groups. Analysing 
this information helps to identify the priority actions that are needed to strengthen coping 
mechanisms, increase knowledge and skills and reduce vulnerability. 

Box 17 gives examples of training for capacity building skills, and provides ideas for 
food security and nutrition technical content that is relevant to crisis situations.
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Box 17: Capacity building for food security and nutrition
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On the basis of the institutional analysis and the identifi cation of key individuals, it 
should be possible to decide which of the formal and informal institutions and types of 
individuals have the most potential for working with communities on their priority actions. 
The organizations or individuals selected should have access to the affected population 
and be able to offer assistance in a fair and effi cient way. For each organization, it is then 
necessary to assess its:
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This information will assist in analysing the gaps and needs for training and capacity building.
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The objectives of a stakeholder workshop are to raise awareness about the need for 
capacity building regarding nutrition and food security, to discuss the main fi ndings from 
the assessments, and to identify priority areas for capacity building and training. 
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Implementation of the capacity building strategy could start with a training-of-trainers 
course for participants from different institutions, sectors and/or geographical areas. The 
new trainers can then continue the training process by developing both facilitation skills 
and nutrition and food security knowledge in teams, working at the district and local levels. 
The training approach or mechanism depends on the technical content of the training, 
the target group, the security situation and the level (local, national, etc.). Box 18 gives 
some examples of training modalities or approaches for capacity building skills.

Box 18: Different training approaches and modalities in crisis situations
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Budgets for capacity building and training should be fl exible in order to respond to new 
training needs as they arise. In addition to the need for training and knowledge, there is 
also a need to facilitate an appropriate working context, including the necessary fi nancial 
and material resources. 

������	���

Capacity building strategies should be designed in ways that make it possible to learn from 
successes and failures during implementation. For this, it is necessary that participants 
evaluate each training event. There is also a need to identify indicators that monitor 
whether participants are using newly acquired skills and knowledge in their work, and 
whether the relevant institutions are able to absorb and utilize fully the new expertise 
that is available to them.

Supporting intersectoral collaboration

A capacity building strategy and the dual approach of addressing both the immediate 
and the long-term elements of vulnerability to food and nutrition insecurity require very 
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effective coordination mechanisms and partnerships. Organizational specializations and 
internal institutional structures can constrain multisectoral activities and/or the smooth 
transition between relief and development activities. 
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Intersectoral collaboration can be promoted through the use of a common nutrition and 
livelihoods framework. This can help to incorporate the perspectives and contributions 
of different sectors’ interests, and illustrate the linkages between immediate and longer-
term threats to food and nutrition security. 
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Organizational capacity and partnerships are key to supporting local-level initiatives 
to improve nutritional well-being. No one government department or organization can 
be an expert in all fi elds, and there is a clear need for partnerships that are based on the 
core competencies and comparative advantages of the different partners. Multisectoral 
coordination and partnerships need to work vertically (i.e. at the local, regional and 
national levels), as well as horizontally. Flexibility should be encouraged so that 
professionals can move between and work in different situations and organizations. This 
can be achieved through twinning (e.g. local and international NGOs) and secondment 
arrangements from government departments to organizations. It must also be supported 
by appropriate training that refl ects the need to move between relief and development 
scenarios. 

Effective collaboration can lead to the pooling of resources, minimize the duplication or 
overlapping of activities, and help projects or interventions to complement each other 
more effectively. 
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For good collaboration and coordination it is necessary to have a clear focal point that is 
responsible for coordinating nutrition and nutrition-related activities. If there is no single 
focal point for nutrition, responsibility falls between the agriculture and health sectors, and 
is often overlooked. Government agencies (both central and local) have a key role to play 
in coordinating and implementing nutrition activities in crisis situations. A government 
focal point or institution for nutrition activities might already exist; however, when an 
emergency is declared this focal point’s mandate and functions may need to be reviewed 
in relation to those of other institutions. Government departments and personnel have 
a long-term understanding and in-depth knowledge of geographical areas, population 
groups and problems. This perspective can provide coherence to coordination efforts 
during a crisis, and continuity and sustainability in the post-crisis context. 

In emergencies, formal institutional mechanisms or structures may have deteriorated or be 
struggling to manage increased demands on time, personnel and resources. In some cases, 
a more informal coordination mechanism or a strong partnership approach can provide 
the fl exibility that makes it possible to support and strengthen the capacity of evolving 
local structures. Such an informal mechanism could take the form of a committee or 
structure that brings together representatives of the different interested ministries, local 
authorities, multilateral agencies, NGOs and CBOs. 

The activities of a nutrition focal point or coordinating body could include information 
sharing and advocacy, preparing regular overviews of the food and nutrition situation, 
identifying information gaps, coordinating the implementation of interventions that add 
value and increase the impact of individual ministries and organizations, disseminating 
standards, norms and examples of best practice (e.g. standard methodologies for nutrition 
surveys, norms for supplementary and therapeutic feeding programmes, standard content 
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for seed packages, and payback mechanisms), and monitoring the implementation of a 
capacity building strategy.

Intersectoral coordination mechanisms and active partnerships can evolve into formal 
or informal support networks for household food security and nutrition. These can raise 
awareness or promote advocacy among policy-makers, planners and donors about issues 
and activities regarding the food and nutrition situation in vulnerable areas and among 
vulnerable population groups. 

Box 19 provides some examples of inter-institutional collaboration and coordination. 

Box 19: Examples of inter-institutional collaboration and coordination
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Current challenges in approaching and responding to crisis situations

Opportunities in crisis situations include contributing to capacity building, promoting 
intersectoral collaboration and increasing local-level participation. This section outlines 
these opportunities and presents some of the ongoing debates regarding the response to 
crisis situations.
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Relief workers and development workers often apply two different value systems in 
their work. On one hand, humanitarian aid is guided by the principles of neutrality (i.e. 
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not taking sides in a confl ict) and impartiality (i.e. distributing relief goods on the basis 
of need, regardless of political, religious and ethnic affi liations). On the other hand, 
development approaches are directed towards empowering vulnerable groups through 
participation and capacity building. 

In complex political emergencies, where both neutrality and impartiality may be under 
considerable pressure, there may be diffi culties in applying these values. The following 
are some examples of these diffi culties:
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This can create tensions between humanitarian assistance and development programming. 
However, the growing tendency to integrate humanitarian assistance with the protection 
and promotion of human rights can provide the basis for actions that address both the 
immediate and the long-term food and nutrition needs in a coherent way. This calls for 
an in-depth situation analysis and needs assessment that incorporate an understanding of 
political and power relations and security conditions. This can then form the basis from 
which to determine whether a developmental relief approach is ethical, appropriate and 
feasible. Box 20 shows an example from southern Sudan.

Box 20: Assessing conditions for transition in southern Sudan
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A developmental approach to relief assistance is frequently justifi ed by the desire to 
avoid making benefi ciaries dependent and the concern to ensure that interventions are 
sustainable. However, this approach is often adopted in preparation for an exit strategy 
when funds for relief assistance are of limited or declining availability. The initiation of 
longer-term interventions that aim to support strengthened livelihoods cannot be used 
to justify the cutting of basic entitlements to food and health care. This may result in 
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severe anti-humanitarian consequences on the well-being of affected population groups. 
A rights-based approach can ensure that access to adequate food is upheld at all times.
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High staff turnover, particularly in international NGOs, can contribute to poor institutional 
memory and failure to act on lessons learned in previous situations. A review of staff 
profi les and staff training requirements can highlight the need to broaden the disciplinary 
base (e.g. by adding group facilitation and communication skills). Training could be 
provided to strengthen and encourage intersectoral work and the fl exibility to work under 
different scenarios.
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Development programmes aimed at rehabilitating social and production infrastructure 
and systems require high levels of investment and adequate public fi nancing to cover 
recurrent costs. Donor funds are normally categorized for either relief or development 
objectives, and subject to regulations regarding the type and duration of activities that 
can be supported. In relief situations, it is important to react, and to be seen to act 
quickly. Planning and funding horizons are short-term, and implementing agencies are 
acutely conscious of accountability to donors and the fundraising public. There is less 
concern about accountability to the affected populations and communities. Advocacy 
and the lobbying of national governments and donors are required to ensure that there is 
political commitment to release funds that support activities with a long-term perspective 
in emergencies.

Further reading and resources
������
���������������������������	���
�����	
����
�����	�����
��
�����������
����	�����
���������	�������	�	������������������		�
�
�������������	���	�����
������	�	���
�������	�	
����
�������������
�������������	���	�����
�����	
������������������
����������	��	�����������
��������
���

�����
��	��
���
����
��
���
������

��
	
�����	�����
��������
������
����������
����	�������������	�	
�
�	�
����������������������

����������������

���
�������	�����������	���������

�������	���	��
����	
����������������	������������������������������
	�
��	���	�����

����
���������	����
���������
������������

��������������������������������	�����
�
������
��
��	�����
������
���
��������
��

������
�
�

��
�	������	����������
���
����
�	���
����������
������
�����

��

���������������������	���	�����������������
���
�����	��������������
���������������
	���
�������	������������	�����������������������
���
�
��������

���������������������������������
�����������
�������
����
����������	����
����

����������

�����������������
��������������
�	����	�����	�	��������	�����	��	�����
�	���������	���������������������	��	������	���������
��
�������������������������
������
��
������
�
�������������

��������������
���
�������������	���������	������������
��

��������������
�����������
��
��


���

�����
���������
���������������	��
�	����������������������	�
��
����	�����
������	������
��

�
���	����
���	�

�
���
��

�
���	������������������������������
������
�	�����		�

���
	���������������������������
�����	����
�	�����
��
��������
�����������	����
��
	
�
�	�
���������������
������������

��������������������
������������
��
������
��
��������
����������

�������
������
�����
	����������
������������	�����	������
�
����

�	�����	�	�
��������	����������������������

���
�����������


����������������	�������	
�������������
��	����
���������	��������
�
����	�����
��
������������	�������
�������	���	����	�����

�
��

�������������
�
������

Part II



��

����������	�����������	
�
��
���
������������
���
����
�����������������������������
�

��
�����	������	�����	���
Brief 3 provides guidance on using participatory tools in household food security and 
nutrition assessments in crisis situations.
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Part III 
Household food security and nutrition 
assessment and analysis

In the acute stage of a crisis, the priority is to determine the severity, magnitude and 
expected duration of the problem and the most appropriate response. Information is 
therefore needed on the extent to which different population groups can meet their 
immediate food, water, health, shelter and protection needs. 

When a longer-term perspective is adopted, additional considerations need to be included 
in the design of an assessment. More detailed information and analysis are required for 
a broader nutritional and livelihood security assessment that can help the identifi cation 
and design of appropriate interventions. This will demand a range of different sectoral 
expertise and will raise methodological and implementation issues related to the type of 
emergency situation. 

Whatever the characteristics or stage of a crisis, local institutions have expertise, 
experience and information resources that can contribute to assessing and analysing 
the food and nutrition situation. These resources need to be sought out, utilized and 
strengthened during the assessment process.

Planning and designing an assessment of household food security and 
nutrition

When designing and planning a needs assessment in crisis situations, specific 
methodological and logistical aspects need to be considered. Decisions about which 
methods are most appropriate for a specifi c situation depend on:
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Different agencies and organizations have their own methodologies or guidelines for 
assessments. Examples of these are: Emergency Needs Assessment (WFP), Household 
Economy Analysis (SCF-UK), Livelihoods Assessments (Oxfam), and Household 
Livelihood Security Assessments (Care International). No one method is inherently 
superior to another. Coordination and networking among the different agencies involved 
in the assessment with government information activities will help to ensure that 
methodologies are complementary and that information outputs are consistent and can 
be used to identify changes in the situation over time.

A number of external factors may also affect the assessment. These include the time 
available, physical accessibility, logistical and fi nancial resources, the political context, 
and the security situation. Once these parameters have been discussed, it is necessary to 
decide what type of data to collect, the sampling approach, and how local groups and 
different stakeholders should participate. 
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Information requirements for saving lives and saving livelihoods

Planning for a needs assessment requires the following: an analysis of who makes 
decisions about nutrition interventions; an understanding of what kind of information 
is needed, and by whom; and the identifi cation of what kind of decisions will be made 
on the basis of that information, and when the information is needed. The framework 
developed in Part I can form a basis for discussing the themes to be investigated with 
potential information users. These themes can be grouped as follows:

�� ���� �����	�
�� ��
��� ��� ����������� ������ ��� ���������
������ ����������� �	�����	�
������ �	��
�
��� 
�	������ �����
� ������� ��� ����� �
�� �������� 
��	����
�����	�����
������	�
�������
���
�� ����	���������������������������	����
�����������������
��
��	����
�����	�����
�������������������	���
��������
��	���	���
�� �����������������
�����	���
���
�����������	������
�� 
��
�������
�
�	��
���
���������	�������
��
��	����
�
	�������
�� ����
�����������
������
������	������������
�
�� ����
�������
���
��������
�����
������
��
	���������������������������������������	�����
��
��	����
�

A balance will need to be made among the requirements of different agencies and potential 
partners, taking into account the time and resources available and the principle of “optimal 
ignorance”. Once the major themes have been identifi ed, core or minimum data needs 
(quantitative and qualitative) can be specifi ed. Brief 1 provides guidance on developing 
and preparing checklists for data collection.

When planning a needs assessment it is useful to prepare an analysis plan. This helps to 
ensure that only data that will be used are collected, and assists forward planning so that 
the skills, materials, computer equipment and software, etc. required for data analysis 
are in place. It can also reduce the time lag between collecting the data and making the 
information available.
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In order to provide a basis for geographical targeting, the study area and population must 
be split up for assessment. This should be based on knowledge of the area or country, 
preliminary analysis of secondary data and existing vulnerability maps, and information 
from key informants. A decision will have to be made as to whether data collection is 
based on administrative boundaries (e.g. districts, provinces); agro-ecological zones, 
food economies or livelihood systems; or a combination of these. Different social or 
occupational groups within the different areas will then need to be investigated. 
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Even in a crisis situation, knowledge and information related to agro-ecological conditions, 
natural resource utilization, food production systems, nutritional status and socio-
economic status already exist. Such material can be found in census data, survey reports, 
descriptive reports, etc. from government departments and national and international 
NGOs. Information may be available in printed or electronic form, or may have been lost 
or destroyed. If offi cial records and documents are not available, the same information and 
complementary knowledge may be accessible through key informants. Using a “nutrition 
lens”, a systematic review and assessment of secondary data related to the themes under 
investigation will help to refi ne the initial problem statement, narrow down information 
gaps and identify where there are additional data needs. As with any source or type of 
information, it is important to assess the quality and credibility of secondary data through 
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verifi cation and triangulation. Time invested at this stage will avoid the duplication of 
effort and reduce the cost and duration of primary data collection activities. 
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Both quantitative and qualitative data are required in emergency situations. This implies 
the need to combine methods and approaches according to: the information needs in a 
given situation; the time, fi nancial resources and skills available; and the type and level 
of reliability desired. Two types of survey methods are normally used for assessing the 
nutrition and food security situation in emergency situations: a statistically representative 
anthropometric survey can be used to quantify the severity of a nutritional problem (see 
Brief 2); and rapid appraisal approaches can be used to obtain more in-depth information 
about the causes of food insecurity and malnutrition (see Brief 3). Both quantitative and 
qualitative assessments require rigorous and systematic data collection and verifi cation 
in order to ensure the reliability of the data.

��
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Once the general area for the assessment has been identifi ed and decisions about the 
balance between quantitative and qualitative data have been made, random or purposive 
sampling should be used to select the sites to be surveyed. If the results of the needs 
assessment are going to be used to make inferences or generalizations about the total 
affected population, it is necessary to use a statistically representative sampling technique. 
In an emergency situation, two-stage cluster-sampling techniques have the advantages 
that it is not necessary to construct a sample frame (i.e. list all members of the population) 
and fewer sites need to be visited. 

Purposive sampling is most often used in investigations that are collecting qualitative data 
through open-ended questions, for example, attitudes towards breastfeeding or practices 
related to diarrhoea management. RRAs/participatory learning and action (PLA) normally 
use purposive sampling techniques. If purposive sampling is used, local knowledge 
should be sought to help select the districts and villages to be visited by the assessment 
team. The locations visited should be typical and represent each of the areas experiencing 
problems. There are no rules for the size of a purposive sample, but an assessment of 
the credibility of purposive samples should consider the purpose of the study and the 
best sampling strategy to achieve that purpose. For some users, random sampling of 
even small samples will substantially increase the credibility of the results, for example, 
listing all the households with a certain characteristic (ex-cattle owners) in a particular 
area and then randomly selecting some for interview. This reduces suspicions regarding 
why a particular household is selected for interview, and increases the credibility of the 
results. However, this approach does not permit statistical generalizations.
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Time spent on selecting and training staff for a needs assessment will be an investment 
in future multisectoral programming actions and capacity building initiatives. Ideally, 
staff with local knowledge and a good understanding of the political and broader 
regional contexts should be borrowed from NGOs or future implementing partners. The 
team should be as small and unobtrusive as possible. Its composition depends on the 
particular focus and methodology of the assessment, and should include an appropriate 
combination of experienced nutritionists, agronomists, water and sanitation specialists, 
medical professionals and social scientists (e.g. community development workers, gender 
specialists). All team members should be aware of how their own and others’ vested 
interests (based on ethnic, religious or socio-economic affi liation) may infl uence or benefi t 
from the fl ow of aid and affect the team’s interaction with local groups. 
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Isolation, fl oods, seasonal conditions and the political and security situation may all 
infl uence an assessment team’s ability to reach particular areas. In some situations, it 
may be possible to identify appropriate local professional staff who could be trained and 
equipped to carry out assessments.
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Normally, as soon as a problem or emerging crisis is “fl agged” by information from an 
early warning system or other formal or anecdotal source, an initial rapid assessment 
is carried out so that decision-makers can be made aware of immediate needs. At this 
stage there is often a trade-off between precision and depth of data and the time needed 
to collect data. Even if there is not suffi cient time for a thorough assessment, the initial 
rapid assessment is crucial in setting the scene for a more in-depth investigation as the 
second phase of a needs assessment. Food security and nutritional status have seasonal 
characteristics. The periods when physical access may be more diffi cult because of 
rains are also often the periods of greater food and nutrition stress. The period when an 
assessment is implemented also has implications on the way in which data and information 
are interpreted in the light of normal seasonal patterns. 
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Gathering new information is costly, and budgets for assessment may be low. Budget 
constraints also affect whether people with appropriate skills can be recruited and whether 
adequate transport, fuel and equipment are available to implement the assessment. 
Assessment is an integral part of programme development; carefully managed joint 
assessments can reduce costs and contribute to multisectoral collaboration. Investment 
in data collection usually pays for itself in terms of facilitating good planning and the 
effective implementation of activities.

Promoting local-level and stakeholder participation

Local people usually have the best understanding of their own situation and the problems 
that they face. Communities may have been disrupted, but whether they are displaced 
or still in their homes, people will try to reorganize themselves to adapt to their new 
situation. Wherever possible, the role of relief agencies should be to strengthen and 
build local capacity and facilitate participation and local-level reorganization to lead to 
sustainable recovery. 

Encouraging people to identify their own problems and constraints and helping them 
to plan locally feasible solutions are more likely to meet real needs. These will be more 
effective and likely to achieve outputs that can be continued with minimal external inputs. 
A participatory process can also foster the progressive reorientation from dependence on 
external assistance to local initiative and self-help, thus bridging the gap between relief 
and rehabilitation and leading to sustainable improvements in household food security 
and nutrition. 

Participation is not a homogeneous entity – different levels and types of participation 
are required and feasible, depending on the objectives and context. While the principle 
or right of benefi ciaries and civil society to participate in development and humanitarian 
interventions is recognized, there are obstacles to its practical implementation. It is 
often not clear who holds the rights (individuals or groups) and who the duties (national 
government and/or international bodies), and to what extent participation and the 
mechanisms through which it is implemented are legally binding. It is necessary to assess 
who the different stakeholders are (local people, CBOs, local interest groups, government 
technical departments, local administrations, potential implementation partners/donors) 
and their roles in respecting, protecting and fulfi lling the right to food. 
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In the acute stages of an emergency, the principle of participation has to be balanced 
with the need for a timely response. In the very fi rst phase after a disaster, there may 
be little time to engage in participatory techniques, which can be time-consuming 
and assume that people have a certain degree of control over their own situation and 
future. In some emergency contexts it may even be dangerous to try to incorporate 
participatory practices, as this can lead to severe abuses of relief and the strengthening 
of powerful groups and individuals at the expense of the weak. However, in many 
contexts, participatory approaches can be used cautiously. Representative structures 
(refl ecting the local context with respect to gender, ethnicity and socio-economic status) 
that acknowledge but are not dominated by local political power dealings need to be 
identifi ed and strengthened, or established. The context of relationships among State 
structures, local structures and affected population groups also needs to be recognized. 
When planning for a needs assessment, local people and civil servants with technical 
skills and knowledge in health, nutrition, agriculture, communication and facilitation 
should be actively sought out, trained and included in the assessment team. During 
the design and planning of interventions, feedback and consultation with key local 
people and government departments will help to inform decisions about the mechanics 
of implementation, for example, the timing or location of service provision. The 
prioritization and implementation of interventions require a broader type of participation 
to ensure that there is an understanding of the reasons and criteria for selection and 
targeting. This kind of participation will also increase transparency and accountability 
in the allocation of assistance. Wider mobilization and sensitization are required for 
some interventions, for example, immunization campaigns. In comparison, participation 
in an intervention that provides small grants for particular livelihood activities will be 
more limited.
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Women’s opinions should not be overlooked as women play a key role in procuring and 
preparing food (including collecting fuelwood and water) and in caring practices. In war 
situations, women see the impacts of confl ict every day, and they have to deal with some 
of its effects in terms of access to water resources, markets, etc.

Older people’s perceptions and views are important, as they make key contributions 
to the livelihoods of their families and communities through generating cash income, 
facilitating access to work and contributing to child care. They may also be in a better 
position to understand changes in traditional care provision practices, and how drought, 
economic migration and war have affected family structure and livelihood systems. 
Children and youth can be particularly vulnerable in confl ict situations, and appropriate 
techniques for understanding their needs and views on the future should be used in any 
assessment. 
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Box 21 shows how perceptions change according to age, gender and length of residence 
in Angola.

Box 21: Perceptions by age and gender among IDPs in Angola
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Locally based institutions (government and non-governmental) will already have 
information and experience, and within the affected population there will be professionals 
who can be included as team members or key informants in an assessment. 

Depending on the methods used for the household food security and nutrition assessment, 
the perceptions and opinions of different groups within the affected population can be 
gathered through liaison with existing representative bodies, CBOs and focus groups. 
Focus group discussions can be centred on different livelihood/occupational activities, 
such as fi shers or market traders, but should also take into account age and gender and 
any existing ethnic differences. 
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The participation of potential stakeholders (interest-based groups, local institutions, 
government departments, implementation agencies, donors) will contribute to an iterative 
consultation process throughout the programme cycle. Dialogue within communities can 
contribute to the establishment or re-establishment of social capital in terms of bonds 
among individuals, trust, social fabric, common social norms and defi ned roles. 

Potential implementation partners and donors should be involved in identifying 
information needs that are appropriate to their respective technical areas or sector interests, 
and should be kept informed of preliminary fi ndings. If donor organizations have been 
engaged during the needs assessment process, they will have more confi dence in its 
fi ndings. At a later stage, the fi ndings and recommendations should be discussed with these 
stakeholders as part of the negotiations regarding funding and implementation modalities. 
Broad participation can also contribute to consensus building and the responsible use of 
information for advocacy purposes.
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A number of diffi culties can arise when trying to increase local participation in needs 
assessments. These include raised hopes and expectations, bias in information, which can 
compromise the independence of an agency, and the additional time and resources needed 
for a more participatory approach. These are discussed in the following paragraphs. 

Raising hopes and expectations. The history of previous emergency and development 
interventions will infl uence the hopes and expectations of affected populations. Clear 
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oral and written information about the purpose and possible outcomes of the needs 
assessment should be made available to different local leadership structures (religious, 
administrative, political, CBOs), as well as to the population groups covered directly or 
indirectly by the assessment. 

Identifying biases. Biases can emerge when only certain geographical, political, socio-
economic, ethnic, age and gender groupings are reached. Biases can result in severe 
abuses of relief, and can strengthen the powerful at the expense of the weak. Respondents 
are unlikely to underestimate their own needs for potential emergency assistance. The 
potential biases in different sources of information and the implications for power 
relationships should be taken into consideration in both the choice of methods and 
the selection of team members for needs assessments. Early feedback on preliminary 
assessment fi ndings to different groups at different levels is not only good survey protocol, 
but can also act as an important verifi cation tool to identify biased information. Using 
a participatory approach in an inappropriate context can endanger the impartiality and 
neutrality of a needs assessment.

Additional costs and time. The use of a livelihood approach and greater local participation 
is costly in terms of the time and resources required for needs assessment. At the beginning 
of an acute crisis, these may not be available on the side of either the affected population 
or the organizations wishing to undertake the assessment. A livelihood-based needs 
assessment also has implications in terms of the type and duration of interventions that 
will emerge. Interventions that protect and promote good nutrition through strengthening 
livelihoods need to start earlier, to have broader target groups and to last for longer than 
interventions that focus on immediate life-saving needs. 

See Brief 3 for specifi c techniques that can be used to encourage participation in the 
assessment and design of interventions.

Analysis and interpretation of data and reporting

The technical briefs on developing checklists (Brief 1) and different survey and assessment 
methods (Briefs 2, 3, 4 and 5) provide practical guidance for implementing assessments. 
The data collected then need to be analysed to provide the following information:
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In assessments using RRA/PLA methods, data analysis normally needs to be undertaken 
at the same time as data collection. This helps to create a picture of the situation and 
identify gaps and inconsistencies in information that can be resolved while fi eldwork 
is in progress. Part I of this document presented livelihood, food security and nutrition 
concepts and interrelationships that can be explored during data analysis. Data can be 
structured, evaluated and synthesized by using matrices for each thematic area under 
investigation and comparing the situation for each livelihood and/or socio-economic 
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group. Differences by age and gender should also be noted. Box 22 gives an example of 
what an assessment report could cover.

Box 22: Example of report content
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When it is diffi cult to obtain quantitative data, analysis can compare how the current 
crisis situation is different from a normal or baseline year, or the previous year. It is 
important to identify trends in food availability and access, changes in sources of food 
and income, or the stage in a sequence of coping/crisis strategies. In conjunction with 
the suggestions for different checklists in Brief 1, the following subsections provide a 
basis for analysing the data obtained.
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Anthropometric data can determine the existence and extent of poor nutrition. It can also 
predict how the problem will evolve if no action is taken, as anthropometrics provides 
strong predicators of morbidity and mortality. However, there are no universally applicable 
rates to defi ne the severity of a situation, and so trends in anthropometric indicators are 
the most useful way of interpreting them. In crisis situations, rates of malnutrition and 
mortality may not increase until the problem is very severe, and only certain indicators of 
nutritional status are sensitive to short-term changes in food intake. Wherever possible, 
data should be disaggregated by age and social or occupational groups. See Brief 2 for 
further guidance on the interpretation and use of anthropometric data.

The use of contextual data: morbidity and mortality data. In order to determine the 
causes of malnutrition for different socio-economic groups, areas or age groups, trends 
in nutritional status should be compared with: 
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A picture of what types of households are more vulnerable to food and nutrition insecurity 
can be developed by using data disaggregated by livelihood system and socio-economic 
status. An examination of intra-household food allocation (by age and gender) and caring 
practices will help identify individuals who are at greater risk of malnutrition. 

Chronically resource-poor households. These households have few possessions or assets 
and less resilient livelihood strategies, and they are more vulnerable to food insecurity 
in crisis situations. Not all poor households are at risk of malnutrition. Some may have 
a combination of good sanitation and environmental conditions, be able to manage their 
limited resources effectively, or have cultural practices that help to protect members 
who are at increased risk because of their physiological status (children under fi ve years, 
pregnant or lactating women, and the chronically sick). 

Some situations may have led to the widespread loss, theft or destruction of household 
productive and liquid assets, so that previously rich households are suddenly as vulnerable 
to food insecurity as poor households. However, richer households may also have less 
obviously visible assets such as skills, social standing and kinship networks that enable 
them to recover more quickly.

Social factors. Confl ict situations and the HIV/AIDS epidemic can result in households 
and individuals (e.g. orphans, single male youths, elderly people) losing their kinship 
networks. While many cultures try to ensure that these individuals are cared for within 
the extended family network, this too may have broken down or, in the case of orphans, 
vulnerable individuals may be disinherited of land and other assets. 

In confl icts that have an ethnic or religious dimension, certain households may be 
discriminated against or marginalized because they belong to or have married into the 
wrong group.

Vulnerability at different stages of the life cycle. Nutrient requirements differ at different 
periods in the life cycle (pregnancy, lactation, infancy, childhood, old age), and some 
defi ciency diseases are more prevalent in particular population groups. 

The disabled, mentally ill and chronically sick. Some people may have physical, sensory 
or mental disabilities that make them more vulnerable than others to the safety and health 
hazards of disasters. They can have specifi c needs in emergency situations; for example, 
shelter allocation close to service facilities, aids to compensate for their disabilities.
 
Gender considerations. In crises, particularly those involving confl ict, a large proportion 
of households are without men. This may be because male household members have 
migrated in search of employment, have joined warring factions, or are missing or 
killed. Women therefore often have to cope alone with increased responsibilities for both 
productive activities and household chores, which limits their possibilities for involvement 
in public works. The physical safety of women is also often threatened by the presence 
of land mines, increased lawlessness and instability. Women are often deliberate targets 
of rape and violence in war situations, or they need to negotiate entitlements in exchange 
for sexual favours. Girls also shoulder increased physical and psychological burdens, 
through taking on additional household duties, missing out on education and schooling 
opportunities, and having to accept involuntary early marriage. 
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The most vulnerable members of society are the physiologically vulnerable individuals 
in socio-economically deprived households. In confl ict situations, particular ethnic 
groups may be at risk of additional harm. While the physiologically vulnerable can be 
readily identifi ed, and specifi c interventions targeted to meet their particular needs, the 
identifi cation of households at risk for socio-economic reasons is more diffi cult. No 
single criterion can automatically be applied, and measures to address vulnerability will 
depend on each particular situation. Identifying or targeting particular ethnic groups may 
also increase their vulnerability.
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It is also necessary to analyse the data in terms of threats to long-term food and nutrition 
security and what the opportunities are for strengthening the capacity to deal with these 
threats. The framework presented in Part I outlines potential risks; these should be 
specifi ed for each livelihood system, along with how a shock would affect the livelihood 
activities of different socio-economic groups and whether this would increase the 
vulnerability to food and nutrition insecurity and/or poverty. For each livelihood system 
it is also important to analyse how positive attributes can be supported and strengthened 
and how leverage points (e.g. existing programmes and institutional capacity) can be used 
to mitigate and/or reduce future vulnerability to food insecurity. A strengths, weaknesses, 
opportunities and threats (SWOT) analysis is a useful tool for organizing and analysing 
information in terms of understanding the strengths and weaknesses for each livelihood 
group and the opportunities and threats coming from outside the group. By carrying out 
a SWOT analysis for each livelihood group, common factors can be identifi ed that can 
lead to the development of a “win–win” intervention strategy, or potential tensions can 
be identifi ed where confl ict management or consensus building is required. See Brief 4 
for guidelines on how to carry out a SWOT analysis.
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The above analysis based on a nutrition and livelihood framework will provide an 
understanding of the key problems and characteristics (asset base, demographics, 
nutritional well-being, coping strategies) for different population groups. 

Different tools are available to assist the prioritization of key problems. A “problem 
tree” can be developed for each livelihood group, showing the cause and effect linkages 
and the interrelationships among problems (see Brief 5 for guidance on developing 
and using a problem tree). For each problem, it is necessary to specify which type of 
household (e.g. single-headed, with small cultivated areas, IDPs, returnees) or individual 
(e.g. elderly, orphans, physically disabled, widows) is most affected by these problems. 
It is also necessary to consider how gender and age differences and relations infl uence 
the impact of these problems. Such analysis will show that diverse actions are required, 
depending on how a shock affects different aspects of livelihoods and on the coping ability 
of the population group(s). It is then possible to plan and select the most appropriate 
interventions. 

Figure 2 provides an example of a problem tree for the food and nutrition problems 
identifi ed in Lunsar town, northern Sierra Leone. The country had seen a protracted and 
vicious civil war for more than fi ve years. Peace had been brokered, and democratic 
elections had taken place in March 1996. The assessment took place in July 1996.
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Figure 2: Example of problem tree
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Further reading and resources
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Brief 1. Development and testing of checklists

Brief 2. Anthropometric surveys

Brief 3. Rapid appraisal techniques

Brief 4. Developing a SWOT analysis

Brief 5. Developing and using a problem tree

Part III

FA
O

/2
34

35
/M

. B
le

ic
h

�	�����	
����
���
���	��������		�
����	���	



��

Part IV 
Planning and targeting household food security 
and nutrition actions 

Local-level planning, combined with the bringing together of people from different 
government departments and institutions, strengthens local capacities in the longer term. 
This contributes to sustainability so that activities will continue after external support 
has been withdrawn. Even in the initial acute stage of a crisis, when there is pressure 
for rapid decision-making and planning, efforts should be made to take a long-term 
perspective and to build commitment and consensus with the local population. Men and 
women need to be consulted and actively involved in decision-making in order to fi nd 
out how they can contribute and assume ownership of the recovery process. Coordinated 
planning can also ensure that external agencies work where there is most need, and that 
there is appropriate geographical and technical coverage.
 
While the design and planning of appropriate interventions should be based on reliable 
and timely information, in practice the planning of priority actions is also linked to other 
factors, such as political context, the scale and stage of the emergency, the availability of 
resources, and the management requirements for different types of interventions. 

The objectives of planning and targeting for food and nutrition actions are to:
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Interventions need to be designed so that they can respond to:
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Identifying objectives and potential activities

Within the overall goal of protecting and promoting good nutrition it will be necessary to 
formulate immediate objectives to address the key problems identifi ed. Figure 3 shows 
the type of objectives that were identifi ed based on the Lunsar problem tree.

Donors often require a logical framework that supports the project or intervention 
proposal. Where lack of stability and insecurity are constraining factors, it can be diffi cult 
to set measurable objectives. It is easier to judge whether objectives are realistic when 
there is good knowledge of the population and area in which the activities take place. 
It is important to keep a clear vision of the overall objectives, but adaptability may be 
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Part IV
needed in the implementation of activities. Objectives, outputs and the indicators to 
measure progress need therefore to be revised periodically in order to keep up with 
changing conditions.

Figure 3: Identifi cation of potential objectives and activities to address the food and 
nutrition situation in Lunsar
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Selection and screening of interventions

Limitations on time, resources and implementation capacity make it necessary to identify 
a limited number of complementary priority actions that will have the greatest impact 
and/or leverage on nutritional well-being. At the same time, it is necessary to screen for 
any possible negative impact. A wide group of stakeholders should identify criteria for 
selecting and screening interventions. The criteria can then be used systematically to 
evaluate each potential intervention. Box 23 provides examples of screening criteria that 
could be adapted to specifi c local conditions.

The planning team could draw up a list of locally relevant factors against which to screen 
potential interventions. Part V provides examples of how to screen potential interventions 
against these criteria.

Box 23: Examples of screening criteria
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Selecting interventions that are complementary
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In most emergencies, the focus is legitimately on immediate life-saving actions to help 
populations in distress. Normally, it is not until some time afterwards that anything other 
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than the immediate needs for food, shelter, water and other essentials are considered. 
However, an understanding of the long-term factors that increase vulnerability to food and 
nutrition insecurity should make it possible to design and plan an intervention strategy 
that can address both current and chronic vulnerability to food and nutrition insecurity.

Box 24 gives an example of how the potential objectives and activities identifi ed in 
Lunsar (Figure 3) were developed into an integrated programme.

Box 24: A small-scale integrated programme to reduce food insecurity
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It is possible to cluster and/or sequence complementary actions, so that there is an added 
value to individual interventions. This can be achieved whether the principle intervention 
is aimed at reducing current or long-term threats to food and nutrition security. Examples 
include an intervention that is designed to improve dietary diversity incorporating 
sequential actions to increase the availability of a wider range of seeds, together with 
extension advice for improved production techniques and nutrition education to promote 
consumption. Mechanisms for coordination among implementing partners and with 
donors need to be suffi ciently harmonized so that the same approach is used throughout 
a particular geographical area or target group. In practice, it is diffi cult to achieve joint 
implementation of complementary activities by different sectors or organizations. Instead, 
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a common conceptual framework and appropriate coordination mechanism can help to 
ensure that the targeting and sequencing of activities provide mutual reinforcement. 
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Interventions must be designed to be fl exible enough to respond to rapidly changing 
situations on the ground. Decisions about when to shift between different types of 
intervention can be made easier when possible “triggers” have been identifi ed beforehand. 
These can relate to the types of conditions, indicators and time scale that would make 
a shift necessary or feasible. Such types of conditions may include an adequate rainfall 
pattern, a stable or improved security situation, adequate quantity and quality of land 
available for resettlement, political stability, and donor commitment to long-term funding. 
Indicators could include malnutrition rates at normal levels, stabilized market prices, and 
increased local employment opportunities. Time benchmarks when shifts in interventions 
are more appropriate could be identifi ed for different livelihood patterns, for example, 
pre-planting period, post-winter, opening of fi shing season. The data needed to provide 
this information could be incorporated into a “context” monitoring system.

Planning cycles need to incorporate contingency planning, including a portfolio of 
different interventions that could be mobilized quickly. Work plans should be prepared 
on a three-month rolling basis to allow fl exibility for rapidly changing situations.

Targeting

The use of targeting can ensure optimal impact by directing limited resources to those 
geographical areas and population groups at greatest risk. However, targeting can have 
potential negative effects because of poor programme design or failure of the targeting 
mechanism. One example is when poorly targeted emergency food aid distorts the local 
market economy and leads to a decrease in local market prices, which creates a disincentive 
for local producers. Another example is when geographic targeting encourages population 
groups to move in order to take advantage of assistance. 

Targeting issues are particularly diffi cult in complex emergencies, where the choice 
of targeting methods is infl uenced by time limitations, the information available and 
security considerations. In order to reach the most vulnerable population groups, it may 
sometimes be necessary to surmount strong political and economic interests of the forces 
controlling the situation. Ineffective targeting can contribute to prolonging the confl ict, 
for example, when large amounts of food aid are diverted to feed the military, or when 
the most needy (e.g. ethnic or religious groups) are excluded or neglected. In confl ict 
situations, the design of targeting strategies needs explicitly to recognize local power 
relations, and targeting should only be attempted where it is technically feasible to do 
so. An example of this in Burundi is shown in Box 25.

Box 25: Non-participatory targeting in Burundi

�������������	

����	��
���
��
������
������������
���	��
��������������
��
����
�
	�����
���
����
����
����	�����	����
����	���������	�������
��
����
�
	�����
���������������������������	

�����
��
������	������
������
	����������
��������������������
	
���
��	�

�
	����
�����
��������	�����	�

	��
	�������������
��� 	����
������
!����	�����!�
����
����
����!�	���	������	����
�������

	�	��
�
��������	�����
����
������	�����	�������
�!��������
	�"��
������#��	�����$%%&�����$%�

The example from Burundi can be contrasted with the example from southern Sudan 
in Box 26, where a more participatory approach was possible and gender issues were 
explicitly addressed. 
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Box 26: Participatory targeting in southern Sudan
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A targeting strategy should incorporate the most appropriate mechanism (administrative 
targeting, self-targeting), identify the level for targeting and include criteria for screening 
potential benefi ciaries for admission to and exit from a programme. The technical, social, 
fi nancial and institutional factors and trade-offs associated with each of these three aspects 
are described in the following subsections. 
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For supplementary and therapeutic feeding programmes, individuals are normally 
screened on the basis of nutritional status (e.g. middle-upper-arm circumference [MUAC] 
or weight for height), reproductive status (e.g. pregnant or lactating women), health status 
(e.g. TB, HIV/AIDS) or social status (e.g. elderly, handicapped, orphans, etc.).

The ease of targeting depends on the delivery mechanism (facility-based/take-home 
ration). Socially and physically marginalized groups can be self-targeted, or may be 
expected to contribute to the operation of the centre.

For nutrition education interventions it is important to consider targeting all mothers, 
fathers and care takers (e.g. grandmothers, mothers-in-law, etc.), as well as infl uential 
persons in the community. Families with well-nourished children can act as role models 
(e.g. breastfeeding and infant feeding practices) and provide peer support. Fathers and 
other infl uential household members hold important decision-making power over the 
allocation of household resources for the purchase or production of foodstuffs. They also 
infl uence intra-household dietary habits and the allocation of foods or special dietary 
requirements for young children or chronically ill household members. To promote 
general nutritional well-being and prevent future nutrition problems from arising, all 
families should be included and information should be disseminated to the general public 
through different channels. 

Food for work will best reach food-insecure populations when it is targeted to the most 
disadvantaged regions. Although it is normally the more able-bodied members in a 
population group who become involved, through discussions with local groups a certain 
proportion of the ration can be allocated to households who are identifi ed as being 
vulnerable to food and nutrition insecurity but who are not physically able to contribute to 
an asset creation project. Non-able-bodied households may be able to contribute in other 
ways, such as by providing child care, preparing refreshments, or keeping records.

Targeting for programmes aimed at improving and diversifying food production and 
utilization needs to take the following factors into account:
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The establishment of common guidelines and mechanisms for targeting among agencies 
working in the same area can improve coordination and avoid confusion among benefi ciary 
populations. 

Effi cient and effective implementation modalities
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The institutional analysis that is carried out as part of the situation assessment and analysis 
will identify the technical and managerial capabilities of potential implementing partners. 
The design and planning of interventions should take into account implementing partners’ 
current capacity, and should perhaps start by reinforcing, expanding or modifying their 
existing activities. Planned activities can extend in coverage or complexity in parallel 
with training that is implemented through the capacity building strategy. Effi cient 
implementation also depends on physical infrastructure, communication systems, 
administrative systems for information dissemination, etc. The planning process needs to 
consider whether the current conditions and status of infrastructure and communication 
systems will change over the planning time frame.
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The location or setting of the emergency is another characteristic that affects the types 
of potential interventions. The affected population groups may be in situ in their place 
of origin, displaced within their own country or have sought asylum in a neighbouring 
country. They may originally be rural-based and have moved to peri-urban areas, or 
urban-based populations that have fl ed to the countryside to escape confl ict. They may 
be very visible in formal camp situations, scattered in informal camps or less easily 
differentiated, being hosted within the local resident population. The existing livelihood 
patterns and skills of the population, in conjunction with features of the new setting 
(availability and quality of agricultural land, income-earning opportunities, market 
dynamics), need to be taken into consideration in order to determine the most appropriate 
type of response. 
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An understanding of the immediate and underlying causes of the key problems will 
indicate the most effective level of intervention for the principle actions (e.g. individual, 
household, local group and institution). However, consideration should also be given 
to the reinforcing actions that might be required at other levels. For example, the 
rehabilitation of a water point may be a local-level initiative, which could be reinforced 
by environmental health and hygiene messages at the household/individual level. The 
longer-term maintenance of the water point would require a local institution (water point 
committee, neighbourhood group) to take responsibility.
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The sometimes confl icting values between humanitarian assistance and development 
assistance can lead to diffi culties when making decisions about whether assistance 
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should be “free” or involve some kind of payback mechanism. It is possible that the 
government and/or local leaders will lobby for free goods. There are times when this is 
appropriate, for example, for households whose resource base has already been eroded 
or that are in unstable situations where confl ict may return. However, free distributions 
are unsustainable in the long term and take no account of the local economy or coping 
strategies. They also devalue the distributed items – which may simply be sold or can be 
degrading to people and undermine personal responsibilities. In areas where agricultural 
services (through government or NGOs) are well established, credit or revolving funds 
may already exist, and general free distribution may undermine those efforts. 

During the situation assessment and analysis, the SWOT analysis may have identifi ed 
potential resources (skills, labour, materials, monetary) within communities that could 
contribute to project implementation so that benefi ciaries can assume ownership of 
the project. Communal or cooperative strategies may be appropriate, depending on the 
history and local experiences of these approaches; for example, in some countries or 
societies these may be associated with forced cooperation or collectivization. Communal 
approaches based around schools or health clinics will require additional management 
tasks that may need to be negotiated with facility staff. Payback mechanisms that build on 
local systems of saving and borrowing (e.g. revolving savings clubs, loans of animals and 
seeds) may be appropriate. Box 27 provides some examples of payback mechanisms.

Box 27: Examples of payback mechanisms
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In many IDP or refugee situations, the affected population lives in close proximity to or is 
hosted within local resident populations. Groups within the resident population may also 
be vulnerable to food and nutrition insecurity. This may be the result of structural poverty 
and/or the increasing pressure on natural resources and local-level assets (land, water, 
fuelwood, food and markets, health services, etc.) brought about by the increased numbers of 
displaced people. Tensions may arise if a host population perceives that the displaced group 
is receiving preferential treatment. It is necessary to plan potential support by taking into 
consideration how the host population might be affected or benefi t from interventions. Host 
communities will be able to supply skills and materials. Infrastructure should be planned 
so that local residents can also contribute and benefi t. Land-lease arrangements could be 
negotiated with local authorities whereby IDPs/refugees can grow fi eld crops and plant 
fruit/fodder/fuel trees that benefi t the local population when the IDPs leave. 
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One of the justifi cations for adopting a livelihood approach is that households will be 
supported to strengthen and diversify their sources of food and income in order to be 
less vulnerable to food and nutrition insecurity in the longer term. However, the success 
of this depends on:
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The expected duration of the emergency infl uences the perception of whether a short-
term response to provide relief in the form of basic food, clean water, health care and 
shelter is suffi cient. However, situations that are initially seen as temporary often develop 
into protracted emergencies because of underlying chronic poverty and/or confl ict 
situations. 

Greater and more immediately accessible funds and resources are usually available 
through relief departments or budgets than through development budgets. Donors tend 
to have quite rigid guidelines as to the type and duration of activities that can be included 
in proposals for relief interventions. Often relief funds must be spent within a six- to 
nine-month period. In addition, in some protracted crises, if the political make-up of a 
host authority is not acceptable to donors or the international community, the country 
is classifi ed as being eligible for humanitarian assistance only. This precludes access to 
development and investment funds. 

In order to surmount these diffi culties it is necessary to network with other implementing 
partners and advocate and negotiate with donors. Depending on the context, and the 
arguments presented, some donors may be more open to stretching the type of intervention 
that can be included under relief funding, or extending the implementation period. 
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Affected populations may be politically or economically marginalized as part of an explicit 
or implicit government strategy (e.g. to prevent support for rebel groups or to facilitate 
State investment in areas of high economic potential). Development strategies require 
choices about the legitimacy of host authorities, which may be a point of dispute. Choosing 
one host runs the risk of building the capacity of a party to the confl ict. Insuffi cient 
or inadequate knowledge of underlying power relations can lead to the unintentional 
favouring of more powerful groups at the expense of the more vulnerable. Information 
from the situation assessment should provide an analysis of relations among households, 
local-level institutions and other more immediate structures (local government, market 
organizations, civil society structures). 

In confl ict situations, it is particularly important to consider how an intervention might 
affect social tensions, cohesion and cultural identity. Some interventions can also increase 
the likelihood of violence (including domestic violence and child abuse) or physical 
oppression by one individual or group against another. 
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A crisis can act as a catalyst for changing gender relations either positively or negatively. 
Women are a key resource in achieving food and nutrition security. The planning process 
needs explicitly to incorporate the views of women and build on their capacities and 
technical skills, while recognizing the constraints that they face in terms of resource 
use and control. Men may fi nd that their previous roles and status as primary income 
earners are no longer relevant in the new context. The situation assessment should 
provide an analysis of how gender roles and relations have changed. This analysis needs 
to be built into the planning of interventions so that contributions and the potential for 
positive changes are recognized and supported. Efforts need to be made to avoid further 
marginalization of any group and to ensure that there is equal access to participation in 
and the benefi ts from any intervention. Working with women and children on food and 
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nutrition issues may not be perceived as politically threatening and can provide an entry 
point for working with other groups.
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The security situation in confl ict situations and physical access during a fl ood- or 
earthquake-type of natural disaster will infl uence the type of intervention. Only certain 
population groups may be accessible, either because they have moved out of affected 
areas or because they are in areas accessible to the assistance community. The condition 
of population groups in inaccessible areas is often not known; but it is still necessary to 
identify ways of assessing the situation of these groups, and of providing appropriate 
assistance. Information systems need to be able to monitor key indicators and provide 
information on the political situation and security conditions.
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Part V 
Nutrition actions in crisis situations

Introduction

This part presents a number of potential actions whose aims range from saving lives 
to supporting the diversifi cation of people’s livelihood mechanisms. These actions are 
considered against the key screening criteria that were presented in Part IV. The potential 
actions are assessed for their relevance in addressing specifi c nutrition and food security 
problems and their feasibility in different emergency contexts. The discussion then 
explains how combining or sequencing interventions can increase their effectiveness 
in protecting and promoting good nutrition in the long term. A combination of food 
production and/or diversifi cation, health, water and sanitation interventions, together with 
nutrition education, is ideal for achieving improved nutritional well-being. Examples of 
indicators for monitoring the process and impact of actions are also included. 

The potential actions are grouped under the following broad themes:
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Theme I. Food production and diversifi cation

Enabling people to produce at least some of their own food is an essential component of 
any strategy to address food insecurity in acute and chronic crisis situations. However, a 
combination of support to life-saving and to livelihood-protecting/enhancing activities 
may be needed for some time following an acute emergency.
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Wherever and whenever possible, food distribution should be combined with actions 
designed to improve self-reliant access to food. If an assessment has highlighted food 
insecurity as a contributory factor to malnutrition, and there are conditions suitable 
for agriculture and livestock husbandry, it is relevant to support food production and 
diversifi cation. The activity should be appropriate to the context, introduce incremental 
change and refl ect identifi ed seasonal food shortfalls and nutrient gaps. Actions can aim 
to increase food diversity through fi eld crop production, horticulture, rearing of poultry 
or small livestock, cultivation of fruit and nut trees, aquaculture/fi shing, small-scale 
irrigation and the utilization of wild foods. 

Box 28: Filling nutrient gaps by increasing food diversity
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These actions are feasible only where there are reasonable expectations of stability and 
security. Interventions to promote improved and diversifi ed food production do not imply 
that other types of emergency support can be completely phased out, especially food aid. 
General food rations are not calculated to cover the food energy needs that are needed 
for the physical labour involved in agricultural work.

The following paragraphs outline the aspects that should be considered when assessing 
the feasibility of interventions aimed at improving food production and diversifi cation.

Access to adequate land and water availability. Access to a suffi cient area of land of 
suffi cient quality to produce a family’s food requirements can be problematic owing to 
a number of factors. Resource-poor and single-headed households, IDPs and resettled 
refugees are more likely to face diffi culties. Negotiations need to be conducted with local 
authorities and host populations to determine possible modalities for providing land for 
affected populations. The measures should take into account existing population pressure, 
and landownership and tenure patterns. The resulting arrangements may be formal or 
informal, each of which has different implications for the choice of intervention. Potential 
areas for agricultural production need to be assessed in terms of the security situation, 
the threat of crop theft, the distance between living areas and agricultural land, and the 
availability of water. Often, these factors mean that only small areas can be cultivated, 
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so home gardening, homestead fruit tree production (e.g. of rapidly maturing trees such 
as banana, papaya and guava), poultry or small livestock programmes may be more 
appropriate than staple crop production. (See Box 29 for examples of gardening activities 
for displaced people.) Rainfall distribution will infl uence the feasibility of upland 
agriculture. However, more intensive vegetable production may be possible around water 
points, small dams, low-lying permanently damp areas or the margins or wetlands.

Box 29: Cultivation of gardens in crisis situations
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Existing natural resource-based livelihood activities. The interventions selected should 
be adapted to local conditions. Information on the agro-ecological conditions, existing 
agricultural, fi shing and forestry activities, and the production cycle and constraints 
(pests and diseases) should be available from secondary information, key informants 
and the situation assessment. It is also necessary to consider the pre-existing cultural 
practices and preferences of the incoming population group, but this may be diffi cult if 
people have been displaced into a very different agro-ecological zone (e.g. a shift from 
predominantly cassava-adapted areas to cereal-producing ones).

Availability and division of labour. An understanding of the division of labour and labour 
requirements for different livelihood activities should be incorporated into the choice and 
planning of interventions. Affected populations often have higher proportions of women, 
the elderly and children. If virgin land is allocated for agriculture, women may not have 
access to male labour for clearing, and other arrangements need to be considered (e.g. food-
for-work mechanisms, tractor hire, etc.). Women may not have the necessary experience or 
agronomic knowledge for certain crops. Labour requirements and peak labour periods vary 
for different agricultural and non-agricultural activities. Comparing the labour requirements 
of different interventions with daily and seasonal activity calendars for men and women 
can help identify interventions that will not add to women’s existing workloads. A high 
prevalence of HIV/AIDS may increase labour stress. Potential interventions should therefore 
be oriented towards non-labour-intensive activities (e.g. cassava production, poultry 
keeping), improved labour productivity through water harvesting and soil conservation 
interventions, and the spreading of existing labour peaks. 

The location of agricultural activities should also be considered with respect to labour 
constraints (e.g. home gardens versus upland fi elds). It may be easier and more appropriate 
to target women through identifying the types of land that they have access to, and the 
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crops, livestock and natural resources that are normally under their control. Women 
may be more likely to participate in interventions that can be implemented at locations 
around the homestead, or close to water points, as such activities can be combined with 
their other responsibilities.

Storage, processing and marketing considerations. When screening potential 
interventions, the storage, processing and marketing characteristics and trade-offs of the 
particular crop should be considered. Root and tuber crops may be preferable, because 
they can be stored in the ground and are less susceptible to looting. However, cassava 
(for example) requires specifi c processing techniques to eliminate toxicity. Oilseed 
production could contribute to raising the energy density of infant weaning foods, and 
can improve the palatability of family meals; however, there is a need to have knowledge 
about household- or local-level processing techniques, or to provide suitable technology. 
Vegetable production is useful for both diversifying household food consumption and 
generating cash income. However, access to markets and/or knowledge about conservation 
(e.g. solar drying) is necessary to cope with potential production gluts. Some processing 
activities may be more appropriate at the area level than the household level. Processing 
interventions should also consider the needs of households that face labour constraints 
or have housebound members, for example, HIV/AIDS-affected households. 

Input requirements. One of the most widespread rehabilitation interventions is the distribution 
of seeds, hand tools and, where appropriate, pesticides, fertilizers and animal health inputs. 
However, to make use of these inputs, households must also have enough food (e.g. from a 
general ration). Without the protection of a general ration, households may be forced to eat 
the seed, sell the agricultural inputs to buy food, or work on other people’s farms or on food-
for-work schemes at the expense of cultivating their own fi elds. Interventions that depend 
on the continuation of external inputs are unlikely to be sustainable. Input supply should be 
tied to a revolving or payback mechanism, and the provision of support to local small-scale 
traders who can continue to market inputs in the longer term. In areas with high HIV/AIDS 
prevalence it may be appropriate to promote low-input agricultural systems to minimize the 
expenditure for households that are already under economic stress.

If seed distribution is being considered, it is important to understand the existing practices 
and mechanisms for seed multiplication, conservation and distribution, and how these can 
be supported and strengthened. Examples of this could be the use of “quality declared” 
rather than “certifi ed” seed, and supporting local purchase and marketing mechanisms 
through seed fairs or seed voucher systems. 

Inputs for other livelihood activities might include the establishment of mother tree 
nurseries, the provision of fi shing equipment, the restocking of small livestock, and access 
to craft materials, beehives, etc. Box 30 gives examples of different types of support to 
fi shers, but these have no explicit link to nutrition.
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Box 30: Diversifi ed livelihoods contributing to diversifi ed income and food production
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Interventions aimed at increasing and diversifying agricultural production can be highly 
effective in contributing to sustained improvements to household food and income 
sources. This depends on the availability of and access to the basic means of production, 
favourable climatic conditions, political and military stability, and markets. 

The integration of agricultural extension and nutrition education activities will help to 
ensure that improvements in household food security are translated into nutritional well-
being for all members of the family. This is especially important when unfamiliar crops 
are being promoted.

The distribution of agricultural inputs provides an ideal opportunity for agriculture and 
nutrition education on the nutritional values of crops, the benefi ts of producing and 
consuming a wide variety of foods, and the specifi c nutritional needs of individuals in 
the family. Education is more effective when associated with inputs that increase the 
demand for available information. Gardening can also stimulate the creation of marketing 
associations, cooperatives and shops. Box 31 describes some examples of how improved 
food production can translate into improved consumption or benefi ts for vulnerable 
households. 
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Box 31: Linking improving food production to improved consumption
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Theme II. Access to food
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For population groups that are dependent on market purchases/exchange for their main 
source of essential food and non-food items, improving economic access to food is 
particularly relevant in situations where:
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In crisis situations physical access to markets may have been disrupted because transport, 
road infrastructure and market facilities have been damaged, destroyed or mined. Itinerant 
trading networks can also be affected by the impact of HIV/AIDS, as the high mobility 
of traders may put them at greater risk of infection.

���	
�
�
�

Petty trading of food and non-food commodities is one of the most common income-
generating activities in African countries, and is often practised by women and youths. 
These activities can restart quickly, especially in situations where food rations are sold 
to obtain other essential food and non-food items. Small start-up grants or a daily credit 
system could be established to support activities such as the sale of snack or processed 
foods or the trading of used clothing.
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Box 32: Examples of actions to promote access to food
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The sourcing of new or alternative employment opportunities requires: 
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Successful income-generating activities require:
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The following factors should be taken into account when considering the feasibility of 
a particular intervention:
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The development of income-generating activities can increase income levels and 
purchasing power. However, these do not necessarily translate into improved nutritional 
well-being. Income generation activities need to be targeted and complemented by other 
actions, such as the following: 
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Support to the rehabilitation of market infrastructure and market functioning can be more 
effective when:
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Box 33: Stimulating market recovery
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Theme III. Household food utilization

Storage 

���������

In many acute crisis situations, storage issues may not be a priority problem. Households 
may not be involved in agricultural production, or agricultural surpluses are sold 
immediately, for example, to meet non-food needs or to avoid the risk of looting. 
However, in the acute stage of a crisis it is important to provide information and raise 
awareness about the best methods to store general ration commodities at the household 
level, particularly blended foods that may contain oil. 

After prolonged periods of social and economic upheaval, the local knowledge and 
skills related to storage technology may have been lost and need to be rediscovered. 
When unfamiliar crops (e.g. sweet potatoes) or crop varieties with different storage 
characteristics (e.g. “dent” maize varieties, which have softer kernels than “fl int” varieties) 
are introduced, there is a need to provide farmers with relevant information and access 
to appropriate storage technology.

During periods of gradual change, improved storage facilities and techniques can help 
to address problems related to post-harvest losses, wide inter-annual fl uctuations in 
production levels, low food availability during hungry periods, seasonal price fl uctuations 
and the destruction of storage structures through confl ict, fl ood or hurricane damage.

����	
	�	��

Technical interventions should be based on an analysis of the causes of food losses. 
Local methods, practices and material for storing different food commodities should be 
identifi ed, and the positive aspects of these strengthened. Consideration should also be 
given to crop-specifi c practices for certain crops, whether men or women are responsible 
for the storage of specifi c crops or for specifi c stages in storage processes (e.g. the 
production or treatment of foods to be stored), and how seed storage is dealt with.

The level (fi eld, household, village) of storage should be appropriate to the context. The 
feasibility of village-level stores needs to be carefully assessed in terms of cultural beliefs, 
management requirements, costs and the strength of local organization.

In order to implement storage interventions successfully, materials, capital (or small 
grants if necessary) and labour should be available.

Box 34: Examples of storage interventions
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Not only can storage interventions be effective in increasing the availability and stability 
of food supplies, but they can also contribute to improved environmental hygiene around 
the home through reducing insects, rodents, etc. There may be direct improvements to 
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health status through reducing the risks of mycotoxin contamination caused by moulds. 
However, storage interventions need to be cost-effective; it may be cheaper to sell 
surpluses and purchase later on, rather than invest in improved storage structures.

Activities to improve storage should be integrated with agricultural extension programmes. 
Training can be provided in the management of local structures, the safe use of chemicals, 
the identifi cation of fungal contamination, and alternative safe uses for spoiled grains 
(e.g. animal feed), etc.
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Processing, conservation and preparation
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All foods need to be processed into a more digestible or palatable form (grain to fl our) 
and/or conserved to prolong shelf-life. Examples include processed roots and tubers, 
smoked and dried fi sh, fermented milk, and dried fruits or vegetables (wild and cultivated). 
Not only does processing extend the availability of these foods and increase dietary 
diversity, but it can also add value when the products are marketed. Interventions in this 
area are relevant if:
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The following factors should be considered when assessing the feasibility of 
interventions:

�� �������� ����� ��
� �
�� ���
��#
�		���������
� ���� �	� �
�� �������
� ���
�������������
�����
���������������	�������������&����������������	������������������	���
�� �
��������������������������	��
�����
��������
�� �
����������������	���	%�����������������	�����������������
�����
�������
�� �
������� ����������
����������"��	��
���������
�������
�� �
���������	����� �����
����
��
���������"�
�� �
����������������	����
��������
�
�	�������������� �����������	������
"�
�� ����������������� �����
��������������
�	%����������
��������������"�

Part V



��

Box 35: Examples of processing, conservation and preparation interventions
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These types of interventions can improve the use of food products and reduce seasonal 
fl uctuations in micronutrient availability. Some interventions may lead to a reduction in 
women’s labour requirement through the mechanized processing of cereals, or through 
more effi cient or alternative cooking methods that reduce the time needed for collecting 
fuelwood. Women can use the time saved for more economically productive activities, 
and for taking care of themselves, young children and other family members. These 
interventions can also increase the impact of production-oriented interventions such as 
home gardening.
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Food safety and quality
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The safety and quality of food can be severely compromised in conditions of overcrowding, 
inadequate sanitary facilities and social upheaval. This can lead to the contamination of 
food and water and the risk of food-borne illnesses, diarrhoea and cholera epidemics. 
Awareness of food safety and quality issues is relevant at all stages of the food chain, 
from crop, livestock and fi sheries production, slaughter, harvesting, storage, marketing 
and distribution to processing, conservation and utilization within the home, or the sale 
of cooked foods outside the home. 

Interventions in this area are relevant if:
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Box 36: Examples of activities to promote food security and quality
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In conditions of overcrowding and inadequate water and sanitation facilities, safe food 
preparation and storage and the maintenance of household and personal hygiene become 
a challenge. Interventions within this context need to be relevant and feasible. Advice and 
education should be channelled though different media and be linked with the provision 
of basic equipment or facilities. Different population groups and their leaders need to 
be involved in developing appropriate messages and mobilizing the wider population 
for mass sensitization and clean-up campaigns. Adequate conditions for the transport, 
storage and distribution of food aid commodities need to be in place.
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In order to be effective, food safety and quality issues need to be incorporated into all 
interventions: from different perspectives (producer and consumer), through different 
channels (health centres, schools, market places), and at different levels (individual, 
homes, public spaces). Food safety interventions will be more effective when adequate 
latrines, water and bathing facilities are provided. The rearing and kraaling of livestock 
should be separate from human habitations. 
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Theme IV. Health, water and sanitation

Health provision

���������

The interrelationships among inadequate dietary intake, disease and malnutrition were 
outlined in Part I. Overcrowding, inadequate sanitary conditions and reduced access 
to health facilities can lead to epidemics and contribute to increased morbidity and 
mortality rates. Preventive and curative health interventions are particularly relevant if 
causal analysis has indicated that food insecurity may not be the major determinant of 
high malnutrition rates. The increasing prevalence of chronic illnesses such as TB and 
HIV/AIDS also underlines the relevance of preventive and palliative interventions to 
support local-level responses to these diseases. 
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The local health infrastructure may have been destroyed by natural events (e.g. fl oods, 
hurricanes) or deliberately as a result of war, or it may be chronically underequipped 
and understaffed. In the acute stage of a crisis, or when there is an imminent threat of 
an epidemic such as cholera, it may be necessary to bring in national- or international-
level medical teams. Temporary and/or mobile curative facilities may be established to 
stabilize the situation in the short term. 

However, it is also important to support the rapid re-establishment of primary health care 
activities, as these can contribute to building local capacity and will be more sustainable. 
The conditions necessary to achieve this include:
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Basic curative and preventive health services can have an impact on nutritional well-
being. Management of diarrhoea, immunization campaigns for measles and deworming 
can contribute to reducing some of the precipitating causes of malnutrition. There is 
considerable scope for local participation, strengthening the role and status of women, 
and increasing the impact of other interventions.
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Box 37: Examples of health interventions
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Water and sanitation provision 
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Improving the quantity and quality of water is a relevant intervention in: 
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The situation assessment and analysis also indicate whether there are outbreaks of 
water-borne diseases (diarrhoea, typhoid), or a lack of water for personal hygiene has 
led to an increase in skin infections. In these cases, water and sanitation interventions are 
appropriate and should be reinforced by environmental hygiene measures (e.g. rubbish 
collection, clearing drainage channels and mosquito breeding areas) and public health 
education and promotion.
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The hydrological and soil conditions often determine the type of technology that can be 
used (e.g. boreholes versus shallow hand-dug wells). The location and design of water 
and sanitation services should meet technical standards (e.g. Sphere) and be discussed 
with the affected and host populations to ensure access for both groups. Maintenance 
requirements and access to spare parts etc. should be discussed and negotiated during 
project design and planning. Group-run maintenance systems and privately operated 
services each have their own advantages and disadvantages. Local-level contributions 
could be raised via a sugar/bread/salt tax operated through local shopkeepers or market 
stall owners. Clear ground rules should be established as to how water sources cater for 
human, domestic, livestock and agricultural needs.
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Water and sanitation interventions provide the essential conditions that can make primary 
health care and public health and nutrition education actions more effective. When there 
is a source of safe water close at hand, the pressures on women’s time can be reduced 
and family members do not fall ill and require additional care and attention.
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Box 38: Examples of water and sanitation interventions
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Theme V. Feeding and caring practices

Breastfeeding, infant and child feeding practices

���������

A situation assessment and analysis should identify existing infant and child feeding 
knowledge and practices, in order to determine which practices should be protected and 
which could be improved. The social and economic upheaval in a crisis can contribute 
to negative nutritional practices, such as reductions in the duration of breastfeeding or 
early introductions of liquids and foods. In urban contexts, there may be greater exposure 
to commercially promoted breastmilk substitutes and infant foods. In some situations 
(e.g. when there are large numbers of orphaned or abandoned babies), the introduction 
of breastmilk substitutes for babies under six months of age may be justifi ed.

In a population that is dependent on food aid, children of weaning age (from six months) 
will be vulnerable to malnutrition if traditional feeding practices are poor and/or the 
general food distribution does not include a locally available blended food suitable for 
complementary feeding. 

����	
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Many factors infl uence infant feeding practices, including tradition, social status, 
education, income level, and peer pressure. Positive breastfeeding practices can be 
protected through promotion campaigns that acknowledge specifi c constraints. It may 
be necessary to supply an additional or special ration for lactating women. Mother- and 
baby-friendly spaces (e.g. breastfeeding stations) can be provided with counselling 
support from peer mothers. If necessary (e.g. for orphaned/abandoned babies), breastmilk 
substitutes should be provided under close support and supervision and in line with the 
international code on breastmilk substitutes. WHO recommends that HIV-positive mothers 
avoid breastfeeding if replacement feeding from birth is acceptable, feasible, affordable, 
sustainable and safe (AFASS). If these conditions are not met, then it is recommended 
that HIV-positive mothers practise exclusive breastfeeding for the fi rst six months of 
life (WHO, 2004. What are the options? Using formative research to adapt global 
recommendations on HIV and infant feeding to the local context). This places demands 
on the provision of services and information to mothers or care takers so that they can 
make informed choices, and requires additional support and counselling staff. 

The design and implementation of interventions to promote improved complementary 
feeding (from six months of age, in addition to breastfeeding) should take the following 
issues into account:
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The promotion of breastfeeding is a very effective way of protecting infant health and 
nutritional status in areas where the water supply and environmental conditions are poor. 
Breastfeeding also enhances family planning efforts. In crisis situations, the promotion 
of breastfeeding needs to be complemented by strict enforcement of the International 
Code on Breast Milk Substitutes, and clear guidelines on the disposal of unwanted or 
inappropriate donations.

Complementary feeding interventions can have a high impact on the prevalence of 
moderate and severe malnutrition. Improved child health resulting from enriching or 
supplementing the local diet for young children will also benefi t mothers/care takers, 
who will have to spend less time caring for sick children. The production and sale of 
local complementary foods can provide an income-generating activity for individual 
women or groups. Nutrition education and communication, together with information 
on food hygiene are essential components of a programme for developing and promoting 
complementary foods. Mothers and care takers also need to be able to discuss their 
concerns about the introduction of new foods and the potential attendant risks. Promoting 
improved infant feeding interventions can be matched with agricultural extension for the 
cultivation of appropriate crops, and nutrition education. This will require the training 
of respected women, TBAs and others at the local level in order to promote the specifi c 
crops and new practices. 
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Womenʼs status and socially vulnerable groups 


��������

In many crisis situations there are periods of prolonged stress, confl ict, family separation 
and the breakdown of social and kin networks. Identifying and promoting local-level and 
family mechanisms that recognize and support women’s responsibilities and status and 
the care-related needs of socially vulnerable groups helps to ensure that that there is no 
further erosion of human rights. 
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These types of interventions are often given low priority in the acute stage of a crisis, 
which may be the time when women and young girls are most vulnerable because of 
social upheaval, family separation and living in unknown and uncertain environments. 
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Relief commodity distribution mechanisms and public facilities (water, latrines) should be 
designed to be safe for women and to enable access for people with disabilities (location of 
facility, timing of distributions). Physical structures may be needed to provide woman- and 
child-friendly spaces. Civic awareness campaigns may be needed to provide information 
on rights, and reporting procedures for confi dential referral and accountability if these 
rights are violated. These types of interventions require training and skills (counselling, 
psycho-social, protection and legal), which are often overlooked.

Box 39: Examples of interventions to support caring and social networks
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Support to the strengthening or re-establishment of social capital and networks will 
enhance the impact of interventions that address physical needs.
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The chronically ill and people living with HIV/AIDS


��������

Crisis situations may increase the susceptibility to HIV infection through increased 
mobility, the adoption of risky livelihood choices, the deliberate use of rape as a weapon of 
confl ict, and increased gender-based violence. Food insecurity and poor nutritional status 
also accelerate the progression from HIV infection to symptomatic AIDS. Some population 
groups may have been relatively isolated during a confl ict, and the post-confl ict context 
may lead to increased contact with population groups that have higher HIV prevalence. 
Relief operations increase the potential for transmitting HIV infection through the infl ux 
of relief and logistics personnel with disposable incomes, and through the abuse of relief 
commodities in exchange for sexual services. However, relief operations also provide 
an opportunity to implement a wide range of prevention, treatment, care and mitigation 
interventions for different target groups.

�����������

Food security and nutrition actions have a key role to play in all aspects of HIV/AIDS 
initiatives. The implementation strategy should depend on the HIV prevalence levels 
(where known), the stage in evolution of the HIV/AIDS crisis, and cultural and religious 
characteristics of the population groups affected. Food and nutrition interventions for HIV/
AIDS-affected populations should be planned, taking into account HIV/AIDS activities 
and potential partners in other sectors. Rather than establishing parallel interventions 
for HIV/AIDS, it may be more appropriate to ensure that HIV/AIDS considerations 
are mainstreamed into all interventions by applying an HIV/AIDS “lens” to ongoing 
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or proposed activities. This involves asking whether the objective of an intervention 
is still attainable in an AIDS context (e.g. how will the implementation of extension 
and nutrition education programmes be affected by increased morbidity and mortality 
among community-based workers?) and whether a proposed intervention is relevant 
and appropriate in the HIV/AIDS context (e.g. what are the labour implications for a 
proposed intervention?).

�������������

HIV/AIDS awareness and sensitization activities are increasingly being included in relief 
operations (e.g. theatre groups during food distributions); however, it is more diffi cult to 
ensure that increased awareness leads to behaviour change. In order to achieve behaviour 
change, HIV/AIDS initiatives need to address four aspects – prevention, treatment, 
care and mitigation – through partnerships among different government departments or 
organizations, and synergies among interventions. It is only by offering hope and improved 
quality of life through treatment, supportive care and legal rights that the stigma attached 
to HIV infection can be reduced and people become motivated to take responsibility for 
their own actions and well-being. 

Box 40: Examples of promoting food and nutrition actions in the HIV/AIDS context

�����������	
���

����	����	��������������	
	�������	�
�������	������	
����	�
��	�����
������	�	���
�����������	�
�������������	��	��������	���������
����
�
������
�����������������������������������������	���������	�
����������������	������
���	���������	������������	�����������

��������	�����	���
����	�����������	����������������������
�����������	����������
	�
�����������������������	������������������	���	��������
�������������
��������

�����������������������	�����	�
��	�����������
��������������
����
����������������

��	������������������������
�	�����	���	������	���������
�	���	�	�
�������������������������
������������������

������������
��	
�����	
����	�������	���������������������������	����������
����
�������	������������������	����������	����	���������������������	�
�����������
����������	����

����������������	�����	�����������	�������������
���	������������	���������������
	�
�����������
���������	�����	�
�	�������

��������
���	
�
����������	�������������	�����	�����������	�������
��������	�����
������	���������
����������������������	�
��������������	�������������	�����
	�������������	��������	��������������������������������
	����	�
������������������	
�
�	�������	����	�
���
�����	������������������

���	������
������������	���
����������������	�������	���
������
���
����
������	���
������������������������������������

�����������
�������
�����	��������	������
���������
����������	�
�
���������
������
	�����	��������	���
���������	�
���	����������������������������

	
���
����

�� �������	�����	�
��	����������������	��
��	��������	�����

�� ��������	����	�����	����	�����������	�������
�� ���	������ ��	����� 	�
���	����� �������
���������	����� ����
��������� �	�����

�������

Part V



��

Theme VI. Community-based growth monitoring and promotion

���������

Community-based growth monitoring and promotion (CbGMP) activities are relevant 
where there is low awareness of the causes of malnutrition and where families do not 
have the necessary information to help them protect and promote their children’s health. 
Growth monitoring refers to weighing a child (from birth through the fi rst two, three or 
fi ve years of life) and recording the weight on a growth chart. Because weighing and 
charting alone cannot improve growth, promotional activities are also needed. These 
include counselling and action to improve child growth. CbGMP activities can provide 
an entry point for households and local groups to use the information on child growth to 
guide activities that address the problems identifi ed. CbGMP is a relevant complementary 
activity for many of the actions and interventions described in Part IV.
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CbGMP requires a situation that is relatively stable and not an emergency. Developments 
need to be under way such that people have begun to improve and reconstruct their own 
lives. Growth promotion requires trained people at the local level with proper support, 
some basic guidelines and suffi cient time with families. Community growth promoters 
(CGPs) are usually experienced and respected mothers (and occasionally fathers), or 
parents who have successfully managed the rehabilitation of a malnourished child. CGPs 
need to know how to weigh children, record data and counsel mothers. 

CGPs require supervision from the local clinic nurse or health worker, or the nearest 
hospital nutritionist. They decide whether weight gains are adequate or not, and counsel 
mothers – congratulating them on healthy children or advising them on feeding and 
the next steps to follow. They also help facilitate and support actions at the family and 
community levels to address specifi c problems. 

A suitable structure to function as a weighing post needs to be identifi ed or built, and 
measuring equipment and record books provided. A suffi cient number of CGPs need to 
be trained, so that the time volunteered by one individual does not infringe on their other 
responsibilities. While CGPs usually work on a voluntary basis, some recognition of their 
contribution may be required (e.g. t-shirts, hats, etc.). There should also be a system for 
referring sick children to health services.
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Growth promotion can be particularly useful when it is employed in decision-making 
about:
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Box 41: The growth promotion package
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Local-level ownership and responsibility are essential. Growth monitoring data should 
be presented and discussed at a local-level forum so as to contribute to increasing pride 
and accountability for the well-being of all children in the community. Horizontal 
integration with other local-level initiatives will help communities to identify and 
implement actions that give them the highest gains in nutrition indicators. A reliable 
referral and supervision system needs to be in place to ensure medical treatment 
for children where necessary and to provide on-the-job training, supervision and 
encouragement to the CGPs. 

In situations where the full package (see Box 41) cannot be implemented, the problem 
solving nature of the process should not be abandoned, because that is what makes the 
approach more effective. In these cases, innovation may be required in the design of the 
weight assessment, decision-making and action package, or in the infrastructure for its 
implementation. Innovations that could be considered include:
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Theme VII. Food and nutrition education
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Food and nutrition education plays a vital role in protecting and promoting household food 
security and nutrition. In relatively normal times, but also in situations of scarcity, it is 
essential that people know how best to make use of limited resources to acquire a variety 
of safe and good-quality foods to ensure nutritional well-being. Adequate knowledge of 
what constitutes an appropriate diet, as well as the skills and motivation to practise good 
care and feeding practices, are vital for households’ survival, especially during times of 
crisis. Learning how to make optimal use of the foods available, including local foods 
and unfamiliar relief rations, and practising healthy eating patterns are essential skills 
that can help households and individuals meet their nutritional needs.

Nutrition education involves a combination of activities, including providing information, 
increasing people’s knowledge of why specifi c foods and feeding practices are benefi cial 
(e.g. exclusive breastfeeding up to six months, the introduction of complementary foods 
from six months onwards, feeding young children frequently, giving young children their 
own cups and spoons, feeding them separately from the family and other children so that 
they get their fair share, feeding actively by giving children preference in feeding, etc.), 
which infl uences their attitudes and beliefs (e.g. low value placed on vegetables, high 
value placed on meat), helps them to develop personal skills (e.g. preparing an energy-
dense complementary food, learning how to feed a child actively) and motivates and 
supports them to adopt healthy eating practices (e.g. forming mothers’ support groups, 
providing information sessions for mothers on child feeding at monthly growth monitoring 
and promotion sessions, following up with mothers at home for individual support and 
counselling). Nutrition education also involves infl uencing public policy and promoting 
access to a variety of nutritious foods that are rich in macro- and micronutrients.

Once an assessment has indicated that malnutrition or nutrition-related problems might be 
partly attributed to lack of knowledge, traditional beliefs and/or harmful nutritional care 
and feeding practices, nutrition education becomes an essential element of comprehensive 
food security and nutrition programmes. Nutrition education is especially important if 
wider livelihood and food security interventions that increase food and income availability 
are to translate into improved nutritional well-being. An assessment will contribute to a 
good understanding of the factors affecting food and nutrition security, so that nutrition 
education interventions can be designed to be relevant to the conditions in which families 
fi nd themselves. For example, in an emergency, lack of fuelwood may be a more immediate 
constraint than lack of food itself. In this case, the most useful information would relate 
to constructing fuel-effi cient stoves. In crisis situations, nutrition knowledge and skills 
are a mobile asset that displaced individuals or families can use when they return to their 
areas of origin. 
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The development of a nutrition education and communication programme will need 
to call on the skills of adult education specialists and social communication/marketing 
experts, as well as nutritionists, agriculturists, etc. Prior to the development of nutrition 
education messages and materials, it will be necessary to prepare an inventory of already 
existing resources and materials, including studies on people’s perceptions, knowledge, 
attitudes and practices. 

Successful implementation of nutrition education and communication must consider the 
technical content and concept of the message; the target group/s, communication channels 
and tools; and the development of training materials and visual aids.
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Message development. The messages and training material should be:
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Advice will rarely be put into practice if, by doing so:
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Box 42: Common themes for nutrition and health education in relief and rehabilitation
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Communication channels. People communicate best with others of their own area, age 
and social class. Agricultural extension and health workers, teachers, youth leaders and 
other interested and infl uential local individuals need to be trained to pass on appropriate 
knowledge and skills and to counsel people with specifi c problems. If the entire extension 
and health system has been disrupted, local groups should select people to receive basic 
training in health and nutrition and communication skills. 

The communication mechanism depends on the context and cultural preferences and 
on how people normally receive/obtain information. Mechanisms could include group 
discussions, role-play, drama, demonstrations, practical sessions, newsletters, posters, 
radio/TV slots and videos, and songs. In refugee or IDP camps there may be more 
opportunities at on-site feeding sessions or central locations, such as food distribution 
sites or water collection areas. With more dispersed populations, social or religious spaces 
and events may be more appropriate opportunities for nutrition and health information to 
be passed on to mothers or care takers. One-to-one counselling works well during home 
visits or at health centres when problems of a sensitive nature (e.g. family planning, 
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voluntary counselling and testing for HIV/AIDS) that affect a particular family or its 
child can be discussed, and help and advice offered. Food and nutrition education can 
also be included in school curricula. Non-formal education programmes (e.g. literacy 
classes, youth and women’s groups) are also potential channels for providing nutrition 
and health education. 

Both adults and children can easily lose interest, so communication methods should be as 
visual, interactive and participatory as possible. Mothers, care takers, grandparents and 
older siblings should be actively involved in education and practical sessions on health, 
hygiene, food preparation and complementary feeding. This is also an opportunity for 
them to contribute their own knowledge and skills. They should have a chance to practise 
their new knowledge and skills, and exchange experiences so that they are motivated to 
learn and continue to practise what they have learned. 
 
�������������

It is diffi cult to separate the impacts of nutrition education and communication from those 
of other components, such as health care or supplementary feeding. However, in order 
to be effective, nutrition education should be linked with the means to adapt or adopt 
new practices; for example, nutrition advice about eating certain foods is supported by 
advice on how to plant, protect, store, process and prepare those foods. In urban situations, 
foods should be available in local markets and be affordable to the target group. Nutrition 
education or advocacy with decision-makers (government policy-makers, local leadership, 
the donor community, NGO managers) is also crucial in providing an enabling political, 
policy and economic environment and the cross-sector linkages that are necessary for 
ensuring successful interventions.

There are many opportunities for linking nutrition education to other activities, for 
example, in on-site feeding programmes, supplementary and general ration distributions, 
community-based therapeutic care programmes, growth monitoring and promotion, 
training in home gardening, and community poultry raising. 

Although many of the themes covered by nutrition education relate to women’s activities, 
men should be invited to join in. This raises men’s nutrition knowledge and wins their 
enthusiasm and support for improving practices at the household level. Within schools 
and youth clubs, home economics and nutrition/health education should be given to boys 
as well as girls.
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Box 43: A case study from Somalia: home gardening in an emergency context 
– Shabelle and Juba valleys in Bay Region
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Nutrition education and communication will be more effective if they are reinforced by 
the use of different channels and the adaptation of messages for different target groups. 
The exchange of information and knowledge between host and displaced populations 
can often result in rapid changes of positive practices.
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Theme VIII. Training and extension 

����������
Training of trainers and support to government extension services (where these are still 
functioning) are important interventions to ensure that there is technical backstopping, 
referral and supervision of local-level workers. Training can also play a key role in 
developing a common understanding of the multisectoral nature of food security and 
nutrition problems. 
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Activities related to the training of trainers and extension workers should be part of an 
overall capacity building strategy. Training needs should have been prioritized in relation 
to the key food and nutrition problems that were identifi ed in the situation assessment. 
Training materials and training formats need to be adapted or developed to refl ect the 
language and cultural characteristics of the situation. Training interventions need to be 
based on:
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Training should provide extension workers with basic concepts related to food security 
and nutrition, and an understanding of the roles of different disciplines in addressing 
problems and improving nutritional well-being. The following are some examples: 
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This contributes to closer links among local-level health, education and agricultural 
extension work, and ensures that nutrition interventions complement and reinforce each 
other. Teamwork can be promoted through participation in joint problem analysis, needs 
assessment, etc.

In recent years, increased attention has been given to the integration of agriculture 
assistance, nutrition rehabilitation and nutrition education and training. Women bringing 
their children to the nutrition rehabilitation facilities are provided with basic training on 
crop production and agricultural inputs for when they return to their communities. This 
has resulted in decreased readmission rates of the children attending these facilities. The 
self-targeting modality of such projects makes them an interesting model for replication 
and diversifi cation.
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Box 44: A case study from Burundi: integrated nutrition and agriculture interventions
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Theme IX. Food aid

In acute crises, the most essential and life-saving response to a situation of existing or 
threatened food scarcity or malnutrition is to provide food aid in the form of general 
distributions and/or selective feeding programmes. However, food aid must be part of 
an overall response – nutritional status will not be protected without meeting other basic 
needs, especially shelter, clean water, sanitation and an adequate caring environment. 

Food aid interventions should not be limited to addressing immediate needs, but can be 
designed to ensure the transition from short- to longer-term approaches to assistance. 
Targeted food distributions may be appropriate at an earlier stage to protect livelihoods 
when coping mechanisms are under stress and people are selling productive assets such 
as livestock in order to obtain food. In some situations, the food donor and recipient 
government agree that food aid be “monetized” and the proceeds used to invest in mutually 
agreed programmes. Figure 4 shows the possible uses of food aid in crisis situations. 
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Figure 4: Uses of food aid in crisis situations
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General and complementary food ration distribution

���������

A general food distribution can be part of an appropriate response to protect lives when 
people have suddenly been cut off from their normal means of access to food. This can 
happen, for example, when agricultural production has failed through drought or fl oods, or 
when people have involuntarily left their homes and become IDPs or refugees. A targeted 
general food distribution may be relevant when there is the danger that households begin 
to sell their productive assets in order to obtain food. A complementary food ration is 
appropriate when households have adequate access to staple foods, but have shortfalls 
in protein-rich, energy-dense foods and/or micronutrients. 

In situations where people have very limited or no access to food, nutritional considerations 
are most important in deciding the size and content of the ration. In the fi rst stages of an 
emergency, the priority should be to provide a suffi cient supply of the basic commodities 
that provide an adequate subsistence diet (staples, edible oils and fats, protein-rich food 
such as pulses and salt). Where the population has no access to complementary foods 
(sugar, fresh vegetables and fruit, or blended vitamin-enriched foods) some or all of these 
should also be provided, as they supply additional nutrients and increase the palatability 
of meals. Iodized salt and culturally important condiments should be included if the 
population has no alternative access to these items. In the past, priority was given to 
supplying the minimum energy value when planning the ration. However, while energy 
is the fi rst aspect to consider, it is only one of the essential nutrients. Where people (e.g. 
refugees and IDPs) are totally dependent on relief commodities, they may be at risk of 
micronutrient defi ciencies (vitamin A defi ciency, anaemia, iodine defi ciency diseases, 
beriberi, pellagra, scurvy). While these nutrient defi ciencies may be avoided by providing 
a diverse food basket, it may also be necessary to consider fortifying certain food products 
(e.g. cereals, blended foods).

In situations of food scarcity where people are selling productive assets, economic 
considerations are most important in deciding the make up and quantity of the ration. 
In such cases, where food aid is being provided as economic support to households, its 
transfer value rather than its nutritional value is important. The transfer value is how 
much it would cost to buy an equivalent amount of food on the market, and/or how much 
money it would raise if it was sold.

Pastoralists are one of the groups for whom food aid can play a valuable role in sustaining 
livelihoods. There is a minimum herd composition and size below which a herd cannot 
recover, even if pasture conditions become ideal. The provision of food aid, combined 
with livestock health and feed inputs, can avoid the need to sell livestock and can maintain 
the status of the herd to enable rapid recovery. Targeted food aid distributions can also 
be used to support households in their place of origin. This is preferable to waiting for 
a situation to deteriorate until family members are forced to adopt abnormal migration 
practices in search of employment, pastures, water, etc. 

����	
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Once the content and size of the food aid ration have been determined on the basis of 
the affected population’s situation and the available resources, other aspects need to be 
considered. The proposed ration should be assessed in terms of dietary quality, variety, 
safety and cultural acceptability. There must also be facilities for processing and cooking 
the food commodities. 

The principle food aid donors/agencies (WFP, the United States Agency for International 
Development [USAID], the European Union [EU], ICRC often work with and/or through 
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implementing partners (international and national NGOs) to distribute and monitor 
the use of food rations. This requires considerable fi nancial, logistical, administrative 
and personnel resources to ensure that food distributions are timely and reach targeted 
populations, and that losses through spoilage and leakages are kept to a minimum. 

Access conditions (isolation, transport and communication infrastructure, seasonal factors 
and the security situation) can infl uence the feasibility of a food distribution operation. 
Pressures in the awarding of transport contracts and the danger of food aid deliveries being 
hijacked or diverted are additional factors that may be present in confl ict situations.

�������������

Food aid needs to be used with caution, as it is expensive compared with other interventions 
and can have many drawbacks. Except in the most extreme emergencies, it is always 
diffi cult to decide whether to provide free food aid and, if so, how much to provide. If 
needs are underestimated, increased malnutrition and/or further loss of livelihoods may 
result, while if needs are overestimated, the prevailing negative consequences of food 
aid will be intensifi ed. Local and regional purchases should be promoted as sources of 
food aid. This can act as an incentive for local production, marketing and development. 
The negative effects of food aid are to some extent unavoidable, even when food aid 
provision accurately corresponds to needs. 

Box 45 gives examples of ways to avoid or minimize these effects. The important criterion 
for the use and continuation of free food aid distribution is that its benefi ts should greatly 
outweigh the disadvantages. 

Box 45: The negative consequences of food aid and ways of minimizing them
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The distribution of general food rations should be accompanied by information concerning 
quantities, the contents of the rations, the number of individuals and period of time that 
they should cover, and how best to use the commodities. There should also be discussions 
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with local leaders and representatives (particularly women) about the expected duration 
of general food distributions and the overall planning, management, distribution and 
monitoring of food aid distributions. These discussions provide an opportunity to identify 
options for the transition to more sustainable forms of support.
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Selective feeding programmes5 
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Supplementary feeding programmes6 (SFPs) are needed if an assessment has identifi ed 
the following conditions: 
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The objective of SFPs is to promote growth and prevent severe malnutrition. SFPs are 
inappropriate if the cause of malnutrition is not lack of food. They can divert attention 
and resources away from pressing priorities that would have a more sustainable impact on 
nutrition and health, such as immunization campaigns, the establishment of clean water 
supplies and sanitary facilities, and local-level education and participatory training in 
nutrition and health practices. Figure 5 provides a matrix to help consider the need for the 
best type of nutritional strategy, including selective feeding programmes, for situations 
where people have little or no access to food other than food aid, such as following a 
large infl ux of refugees. 
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Figure 5: Selection of nutritional strategies
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The following requirements are essential for the successful implementation of SFPs:
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Locally available and marketed fortifi ed and blended foods should be used in supplementary 
feeding programmes for children. Blended foods are ideal for the intended benefi ciary 
and, in general, unfamiliar to and unappreciated by adults. This reduces the risk of 
supplementary foods being diverted within the family. If local blended food mixes are 
not available in suffi ciently large quantities, imported blended foods such as corn–soya 
blend (CSB) could be used as an interim measure. However, the continued use of CSB 
as a complementary food in supplementary feeding centres, or as a take-home ration, 
reinforces a medical model of malnutrition as a disease that requires to be cured with 
special commodities.

It is harmful to distribute dry skimmed milk (DSM) powder. DSM does not supply an 
adequate nutrient mix, and when reconstituted with unclean water it becomes an ideal 
breeding ground for bacteria, especially in hot climates. A premix porridge can be made 
up with cereal fl our, oil, sugar and DSM mixed together. The premix then has to be boiled 
to make it edible.

Identifi cation of an appropriate delivery mechanism. Supplementary feeding programmes 
can provide cooked meals (“wet feeding”) at a central site, or provide dry take-home 
rations. There are advantages and disadvantages of both methods, and neither has been 
consistently shown to be more effective than the other. 

Wet feeding can be more easily targeted to malnourished children, but is more labour-
intensive and costly and is more frequently used for day care or 24-hour therapeutic feeding. 
A physical structure with water and sanitation provision needs to be identifi ed or built. 
Cross-infections are likely to increase when a large number of sickly children are cared for 
together. A care taker should accompany the child to the feeding centre; this can increase 
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the pressures on women’s time and disrupt family meal patterns and activities.
 
More recently there have been initiatives to treat severe acute malnutrition at the local 
level, as Box 46 explains. 

Box 46: Comminity-based therapeutic care
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A dry take-home ration system allows distribution to greater numbers of children, at a 
frequency that takes into account the local context and resource availability. A wider 
catchment area can be covered. These factors may be important in situations where 
confl ict limits humanitarian access, and the general population continues to circulate 
between unstable and secure areas. Local health or extension workers, teachers, etc. 
could be involved in the implementation and monitoring of take-home ration systems. 
The disadvantages of this system are that unless an unfamiliar blended mix is used the 
food is generally placed in the “family pot” rather than given to the intended benefi ciary 
alone. There are also fewer opportunities to implement direct nutrition and public health 
promotion activities. 
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An effi cient monitoring and follow-up system is needed to minimize the number of drop-
outs from SFCs. If the overall situation remains food-insecure, or there is an inadequate 
general ration, the number of readmissions will be high. Households with children in 
an SFP should have priority for longer-term interventions aimed at increasing income 
levels and food production. The size of dry take-home rations should be calculated on 
the assumption that the food will be shared at least among other children in the family.

Selective feeding programmes can be designed in a way that fosters local participation, 
self-reliance and integration with other activities, such as community-based growth 
monitoring and promotion, the use of local materials to construct facilities and provide 
ingredients for rations, and the employment of mothers or the elderly from poor and/or 
vulnerable households. Selective feeding programmes should routinely provide nutrition 
and health education (i.e. basic hygiene, health care, HIV/AIDS sensitization/awareness, 
complementary/weaning food preparation) as this greatly enhances their effectiveness. 
Education classes with group discussions and practical demonstrations should be 
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organized, taking into account the social and cultural preferences for timing and location. 
Existing health workers, teachers and extension workers could be given basic/refresher 
training to provide nutrition education, counselling, community-based growth monitoring 
and referrals in their home areas.

����������

Monitoring the functioning of supplementary or therapeutic feeding centres for 
malnourished children should include:

�� ��������	�
���

���
��
�� ����
�����������
����������������������
�� ������
�
����

	�������
��
�����������������������������������
�� ������
��	���������
�
�����
���

���
�
�� ������
��	�	����������������
��
�
�� ��
���
����	�������
����
�������
�����
�
�������
�� ������
��	�
���
�����
����
�����������
�
���������

The role of food aid in shifting between short- and long-term 
interventions

The basic right to an adequate quantity and quality of food must be ensured and upheld 
at all times. The timing of when to move from one food distribution modality to 
another therefore depends on information on livelihood options, the security situation 
and nutritional surveillance. General food distribution should be phased out as soon 
as appropriate, but must be tied to support that strengthens and reinforces households’ 
existing coping mechanisms and/or allows people to develop alternative means of 
obtaining food. The general distribution can be replaced by a targeted system following 
an assessment of who needs continued aid, and when adequate programmes to promote 
livelihoods are in place. Targeting food aid to the most vulnerable helps to prevent an 
oversupply of commodities on the market, which may depress prices. In such cases, food 
aid commodities lose their economic value and farmers have little incentive to resume 
or increase production.

In protracted crisis situations, when households have regained a level of self-reliance, 
targeted food distribution may be phased out and replaced with a safety net for the most 
vulnerable, as well as self-targeting mechanisms such as food for work. 

Targeted food aid distributions

Part of WFP’s food aid policy incorporates the concept of “food for assets”. Through 
this modality, the food-for-work (FFW) concept has been expanded with the specifi c 
idea of creating long-lasting productive assets that result in better health, nutrition and 
productivity, as well as mitigating future shocks. This has implications in terms of the 
ability to intervene early in order to provide assistance to protect assets, contribute to 
good nutrition in early childhood, use food to help children attend primary school and 
learn, and assist the poor to use natural resources in a sustainable manner before they 
become irretrievably degraded. 
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FFW/food-for-assets activities are appropriate if an assessment has identifi ed the following 
conditions:
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The timing and duration of potential food-for-assets activities needs to be assessed. If 
individuals are engaged in a local-level food-for-assets project, they cannot spend time 
on their own productive activities or on building up their own assets. The implications 
for child care provision need to be considered, especially if women are among the target 
group for the activity. Box 47 describes how FFW activities have been used to encourage 
savings among women in Burundi.

Box 47: FFW for agriculture and cash generation in Burundi
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Food-for-assets activities are not an appropriate way of addressing direct nutritional 
objectives, as households with malnourished individuals may not have the physical 
capacity to work on these projects, and rations may not be based on nutritional 
considerations.
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The following conditions need to be in place for a successful FFW/food-for-assets 
project:
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In stable and secure areas, food-for-assets activities can be oriented towards establishing 
or rehabilitating productive infrastructure: irrigation systems, terracing lands, clearing 
and planting fi elds, planting trees, repairing roads/bridges to market towns, making 
drying fl oors, etc. 

In confl ict and unstable situations, food-for-assets modalities should focus on investing 
in skills and training that create mobile assets (e.g. marketing, business skills and caring 
practices for vulnerable household members).
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The ration size (wage) will determine both the numbers and the alternative occupations of 
those who enrol. A lower wage will result in self-targeting to the poorest and most food-
insecure people. High wages may have the benefi t of driving up wages in the local labour 
market, but may draw people away from other occupations. The food rations provided 
may have disincentive effects on local agriculture and markets. Ideally, the ration is set 
to be equivalent to existing cash wages, so people are not drawn away from other types 
of employment, and the programme simply provides additional employment.

All food distribution modalities should be complemented by information about the reasons 
and criteria for any targeting mechanism, the content of food rations, and options as to 
how best to utilize it. 
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The reconstruction of physical infrastructure alone is not suffi cient to allow social and 
welfare facilities to function. Service facilities (e.g. health centres and schools) should 
not be reconstructed until it has been established who (government, local authorities, 
communities) will equip the facility, provide trained staff and guarantee a regular budget 
to enable the facility to operate sustainably. 

Wherever possible, nutrition, health and social awareness promotion should be 
incorporated into activities related to the construction or rehabilitation of social and 
welfare infrastructure. For example, public health and sanitation should be promoted in 
conjunction with well construction, and youth, sport and social clubs should be supported 
in conjunction with the construction of meeting spaces. 

Food-for-assets modalities can help to provide conditions for future sustainable livelihood 
activities, for example, rehabilitating irrigation systems, reclaiming land, conserving 
land and water, conservation farming techniques, and seed multiplication. These types 
of projects should also incorporate agriculture and nutrition information that is related 
to different aspects of the food chain, i.e. from productive activities, storage, processing 
and marketing to consumption and utilization. 

Food-for-assets interventions involving training and skill acquisition could be linked 
to the provision of small grants on “graduation” in order to provide start-up capital for 
income generation activities.

Food-for-assets programmes have high potential for supporting local decision-making 
capacity, organization and management. Both men and women should be involved 
in planning, implementing, monitoring and evaluating activities. Box 48 gives some 
examples of how gender and participation issues can be approached in different food 
aid distribution contexts.
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Box 48: Focusing on gender and participation in emergency food aid distributions
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Box 49 provides examples of activities where FFW or food for assets could play a role.
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Box 49: Examples of activities where FFW/food for assets could play a role
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Brief 8. Strategies and lessons for establishing home gardens

Brief 9. Estimating general ration needs per person and calculating food aid 
requirements

Brief 10. Issues to consider when choosing food relief commodities
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Theme X. Information systems

In crisis situations, there are increased demands on information systems. These demands 
refl ect the often unstable and insecure operational environment, multiple information 
needs and users, and the need for real-time information on which to base decisions. 
Humanitarian information systems may include the following components:
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All these components can contain data and information relevant to assessing, analysing 
and acting on food security and nutrition problems. Some of the components can operate 
simultaneously, others provide information that can be used in other components. Each 
component may have specifi c objectives, users and uses, and may operate at different 
levels. While there is a need for collaboration and coordination (to ensure standardized 
methodologies, coding, formats and data exchange), an integrated master system is often 
neither feasible nor desirable. Box 50 illustrates the experience in southern Sudan. 

Box 50: Food security data in southern Sudan: access and management issues
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These describe and analyse the risk factors to which vulnerable populations are exposed, 
and their capacity for dealing with risks and the impact of shocks. The information is 
normally used for informing long-term poverty alleviation programmes, social safety-
net mechanisms and national disaster management and contingency plans. It is valuable 
at the national level for drawing out differences in vulnerability and poverty that are 
based on geographical and population groups. When they already exist, vulnerability and 
poverty assessments and maps can provide extremely useful background and baseline 
information on risks, livelihood systems and the characteristics of different population 
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groups. This information can provide basic indicators for an early warning system to 
assess the changes brought about by a crisis. 
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These should be an ongoing activity to provide information for predicting and mitigating 
the impact of shocks before an emergency situation has emerged. Early warning systems 
can operate at different levels, for example, the Global Information and Early Warning 
System on Food and Agriculture (GIEWS), the Famine Early Warning System Network 
(FEWS NET) and the Food Insecurity and Vulnerability Information and Mapping System 
(FIVIMS) at the global level, the Southern Africa Development Community (SADC) and 
the Intergovernmental Authority on Development (IGAD) at regional levels, and national 
early warning systems at the country level. Early warning data collection activities may be 
based on a statistically representative sample population, or sentinel sites may be chosen 
to represent best- and worst-case situations or population groups of particular concern. If 
the objective of an early warning system is to draw national comparisons, it is necessary 
to collect standardized data on a key set of common variables. However, these may not 
be the most relevant indicators at the local level, and the interpretation of each indicator 
can be location-, production group- and even season-specifi c. Many societies (especially 
pastoralists) use indigenous technical knowledge (ITK) to predict climatic and pasture 
conditions. In some situations, it may be possible to include indicators based on ITK in 
a national system, in order to complement or verify other information sources.

Normally EWS includes modules on the following aspects.

Agricultural production: Monitoring activities for agricultural production are generally 
based on seasonal assessments that are carried out by provincial or district offi cials. 
Variables include cropping patterns, area under cultivation, input availability, crop 
development and yield forecast. Climatic data, together with remotely sensed data on 
cold cloud cover and vegetation indices, are also used to feed into early predictions of 
likely crop performance.

Market information: This is used to monitor supply and demand conditions at different 
levels for agricultural inputs, produce and food commodities. Analysis of seasonal and 
inter-annual price movements and shifts in terms of trade can contribute to understanding 
how production failures may affect food access.

Health and nutrition surveillance: This can be based on data collected from facilities 
(e.g. health clinics and schools) or through population-based surveys. Data on nutritional 
status, morbidity and mortality may be included. Care is required when interpreting 
facility-based data, as they refl ect the situation only of those attending or with access to 
the facility. Household living condition surveys and expenditure and consumption surveys 
may be available, but only at intervals of fi ve to ten years. Box 51 describes a nutritional 
surveillance system in the Sudan.

Other types of data that feed into early warning systems for food security relate to 
demography (e.g. population movements), food aid, macroeconomic performance and 
incomes. More recently, indicators relating to confl ict (e.g. the build up of militia groups, 
clan tensions over access to water and pasture) and political conditions (e.g. border 
closures) are being included; however, by their nature, these are highly sensitive and 
may only be used to help interpret a situation, rather than being explicitly incorporated 
into a reporting system.
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Box 51: Food security data in southern Sudan: assessment and monitoring
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Early warning information should feed into disaster preparedness and response 
mechanisms at the international, national and local levels. Emerging problem areas or 
groups should be fl agged in order to activate an emergency needs assessment. Box 52 
gives examples of systems that are currently operating in the Horn of Africa.

Box 52: Examples of disaster preparedness and contingency planning in the Horn 
of Africa
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This is designed to ensure that specifi c inputs (food, seeds, training activities) reach 
their intended target groups in a timely manner and achieve the expected outputs or 
results (food distributions, crops cultivated, people trained). The main users of this type 
of information are programme managers and donors, who use it to ensure that adequate 
control systems are in place and that there is accountability of the funds received. 
Examples of programme monitoring indicators include numbers of benefi ciaries reached 
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(by gender), and quantities of items distributed. Box 53 gives an example of monitoring 
food ration distributions among refugees in the United Republic of Tanzania.

Box 53: Monitoring rations received by refugees in Benco camp, Ngara, United 
Republic of Tanzania

������������	�
����
����������	�����������
���
��
������������	������	�	������������
�	��������������
���������������������������������������������
��������� ���	�
�
��
�!����	"��
�#�$!%������	�
�����&��	���'���������!�	��#&'!��������������
�&��	�����������	�����'���������!�	��(&�'!)%����	�����������	
��	���	��
����������������������������������	
��	���	��������	�
��$�����*����	�	�
������
���������������������
���	
��	���	��
����	�����+��������	�	��������������������
�
�������	����
���

	���������������	��������
�	���������������	+���������	�����������	
��	���	����������������������	+	������������,���
�����������������	�	�
�#�����������-�*����������%������+	
	�������������������
�����������������	
��	���	��
�	��������������	����������+�	���	�	���	�����������������
��	����
������������
�������	�	�
����������	+	��������������������	������	����
�����
��������������
���
����������.�	������	�����������	��
���
������������
���������
����	�	�
��	
��	��������������	
��	���	�����������/�����

	�����0������	��������	
���
��������������������������	��	+	����
��������������	
��	���������������,���������	
��	���	������������
���������������	������������	���
������1�2�
���
������

����������	
����

Regardless of whether or not specifi c inputs have been supplied, it is necessary to evaluate 
whether the desired impact is being achieved. Examples of impact indicators include 
changes in the consumption of specifi c foods, dietary variety, infant feeding practices, 
levels of food insecurity and malnutrition, morbidity, levels and sources of income, and 
levels and types of participation. An impact evaluation provides critical feedback for 
the design and implementation of interventions, and can help the assessment of which 
particular activity is most effective in reaching the desired objective or goal. 

A monitoring and evaluation plan should be prepared at the project/intervention design 
stage, in order to identify which data should be collected (and how they will be linked 
to needs assessments and baseline surveys), how they will be collected, and who will 
be responsible for the different steps in the monitoring and evaluation process. The plan 
should also identify mechanisms for linking the information generated to programme 
decision-makers and benefi ciary communities.

Monitoring and evaluation indicators need to be selected on the basis of: 
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It is also important to be able to differentiate the effects of a specifi c intervention from 
those of other factors that may have infl uenced an outcome. For example, increased 
food production may not be the result of a seed distribution intervention, but rather of 
improved stability and security allowing more land to be cultivated, or of better than 
normal rainfall patterns. 
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Box 54 provides an example of the use of location-specifi c indicators to monitor the 
impact of a food intervention after the agency had recognized that aid provision played 
an additional role. This case also illustrates how, in emergency situations, objectives are 
modifi ed or added to during implementation.

Box 54: Indicators to monitor the impact of food aid in Goma, eastern Democratic 
Republic of the Congo
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These can be used to complement the types of information described in the previous 
subsection, for example, to determine whether the contents of a ration were culturally 
acceptable and of adequate quality, the seeds distributed were agronomically suited 
and germinated, or the training activities were relevant and conducted at convenient 
times. Participatory monitoring and evaluation can be designed to show different 
perspectives (e.g. by age, gender, livelihood). Monitoring activities can be incorporated 
into schools, with children collecting market price data, surveying the number of 
latrines constructed, etc.

The results from monitoring and evaluation activities can be posted in public places 
(markets, schools, religious meeting places) or presented at public meetings. This is 
important because providing feedback to affected populations can assist the verifi cation 
of information and stimulate discussion as to why interventions are not having their 
intended effects. 
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This is similar to early warning information activities; however, the monitoring of climatic 
and production conditions, nutrition surveillance, the political and security situation, and 
institutional capacity or strength is used to judge the balance between the needs for life-
saving interventions and livelihood protection or promotion. Context monitoring also 
makes it easier to interpret monitoring and evaluation indicators, for example, an unusual 
increase in market prices may be the result of a disruption to commercial and relief food 
distribution networks caused by deteriorated security conditions. 
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These are critical components that contribute to institutional memory. They can be 
internal exercises conducted by organizations with benefi ciary groups, or they can be 
implemented on behalf of donors or public fundraising mechanisms (e.g. the Disaster 
Emergency Committee in the United Kingdom). Findings from lessons learned studies 
can provide feedback for disaster preparedness, contribute to improving agency adherence 
to international standards and codes of conduct, and highlight best practices.
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These can be autonomous and/or complement national early warning or food security 
and nutrition information systems. They can be established in situations where there is 
suffi cient time and stability to discuss the need for and use of information with local 
groups. Investments need to be made in training and oversight. The process of choosing 
indicators can stimulate discussions about local perceptions and defi nitions of food 
insecurity and malnutrition. Local-level identifi cation and ownership of the data collected 
and the resulting information are crucial if community self-monitoring systems are to 
be self-sustaining. A combination of normative (for national comparisons) and location-
specifi c indicators can be collected. Data collection can be incorporated into ongoing 
activities (e.g. a community-based growth monitoring programme). 

Box 55 highlights some of the advantages of supporting the development of a local food 
and nutrition information system. 

Box 55: Supporting the development of a local food and nutrition information system
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Community-based information systems can support local problem identifi cation, analysis 
and action. However, this approach needs to be able to tap both local and external resources 
in order to develop interventions that address the problems identifi ed, and to provide 
tangible results in order to be successful
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Part V
Matrix of nutrition activities in emergency situations
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Part VI 
Technical resources and sources for 
methodologies and practical tools

Technical briefs

Brief 1. Development and testing of checklists

Preparation for the needs assessment starts with identifying information needs based on 
the framework developed in Part I. A review of existing secondary data and information 
will help to refi ne and focus primary data collection needs to avoid duplicating effort. 
Checklists can be developed to help screen and review secondary data sources, support 
the preparation of structured questionnaires and/or guide semi-structured interviews, or 
provide the basis for focus group discussions and diagramming exercises. 

Checklists need to be appropriate to the stage of assessment (secondary literature 
review, primary data collection, validation), the level of inquiry (community, household, 
individual) and the specifi c topic. 
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Interviews with key informants should clarify whether they are providing information 
about the area as a whole or about what they think/do themselves. When household-level 
information is being collected, each household should be characterized by livelihood 
group, socio-economic status, residence status and household head status as appropriate, 
so that the data can be analysed in a disaggregated manner. 

Developing lists with assessment team members helps team building and the identifi cation 
of priorities. The checklists should be developed in the local language/s to ensure that 
key concepts can be internalized and explained appropriately. Testing the checklist in the 
fi eld helps to identify any ambiguity in the questions or in the interpretation of possible 
responses. Piloting a checklist can also help to improve and standardize interviewing 
techniques.
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Geographical, demographic and administrative information
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Local-level information 
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Information needed for planning activities
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Additional types of information needed in areas of confl ict
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Sources: Secondary information, key informants from government departments, multilateral agencies (e.g. 
UNICEF, WFP, OCHA, UNHCR, FAO), NGO (e.g. Care International, SCF, Concern, ACF). 

Livelihoods information: how different types of households normally 
achieve their food and nutrition security and how this has changed as a 
result of the crisis 

Natural resource base
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Sources: Secondary data and documentation from government and non-governmental institutions (agricultural, 
environmental, water, natural resources, meteorological). Local-level mapping exercises and transects.

Local and household asset base

Social organization and assets (before and after the crisis)
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Physical and economic infrastructure available to affected populations
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Financial and physical assets
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Livelihood strategies
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Livestock
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Sources: Key informants, livestock census, household survey data, transects, mapping, focus group discussions, 
semi-structured household interviews.

Income sources
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Sources: Key informants, household survey data, transects, mapping, seasonal calendars, proportional piling, 
focus group discussions, semi-structured household interviews.

Other livelihood activities: seasonality, gender differentiation
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Sources: Key informants, household survey data, transects, mapping, seasonal calendars, proportional piling, 
focus group discussions, observation, semi-structured household interviews.

For different types of small businesses or livelihood enterprises 
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Sources: Key informants, household survey data, business and enterprise survey data, seasonal calendars, 
proportional piling, focus group discussions, observation, semi-structured household interviews.

Household expenditures
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Market assessment and formal and informal trade and procurement mechanisms
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informants.

Household utilization of food
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Caring practices
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Sources: Focus group discussion, semi-structured interviews, observation, key informants, KAPP surveys, 
government and agency reports.

Water and sanitation 
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Sources: Focus group discussion, semi-structured interviews, observation, key informants, mapping, government 
and agency reports.

Health and infection
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Sources: Demographic and health surveys, health facility records, key informants, seasonal calendars, 
government and agency reports.

Nutritional status 
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Sources: Demographic and health surveys, health facility records (under-fi ve clinics), surveillance system data, 
nutrition survey data, feeding programme data, key informants, observation.

People’s own perceptions of their food and nutritional problems
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Sources: Key informants, focus group discussions, knowledge, attitudes, perceptions and practices (KAPP) 
surveys.

Coping and crisis strategies
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Sources: Semi-structured interviews, focus group discussions, observation, government and agency reports.

Checklist for food quality and safety in fl ood-affected areas

The following checklist has been developed to assist the identifi cation of food safety and 
quality issues in fl ood-affected areas.

Has the pattern of food-borne disease changed signifi cantly in the aftermath of the fl ood 
(e.g. types of infection, geographical distribution)? If so, explore the causes. Interviews 
with health care offi cials and household members, as well as available hospital or clinic 
records, may be useful information sources.
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Availability of potable water. What is the quality of the water available for use in 
households or other major food processing/preparation locations? This has important 
implications on food safety, and not only in terms of direct water consumption; water is 
used in many food preparation and processing operations. The use of contaminated water 
in agriculture can represent a risk when fruit or vegetables are eaten raw.
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Is there adequate knowledge of and adherence to hygienic practice in the preparation of 
food?
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Have food control resources and procedures been adapted to the current reality?
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Have new food storage/processing problems emerged as a result of the post-fl ood 
conditions?
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Have there been changes in agricultural practices that might introduce hazards into 
the food chain?
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Figure 6 provides an example of a livelihoods model that can help in visualizing the 
relationships among different livelihood strategies and their outcomes.
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Figure 6: Food Insecurity and Vulnerability Information and Mapping System (FIVIMS) 
framework on food security, livelihoods and nutrition
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Brief 2. Anthropometric surveys

Anthropometrics is the physical measurement of the human body. Anthropometrical 
surveys are commonly used in situations of food scarcity. They are useful for:
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Data on weight, height, mid-upper-arm circumference (MUAC), the presence of bilateral 
oedema and age can be collected from population-based surveys or facility-based 
health information systems. Anthropometrical indices are derived from combinations of 
these measurements, and are compared with a reference group from a healthy, well-fed 
population to determine whether an individual deviates from the mean or median value 
for the reference population. Different indices show different forms of malnutrition, for 
example, wasting, stunting or underweight. 

The choice of index to use depends on the purpose of the survey and on practical 
constraints. Weight for height (WFH) is the most appropriate index for assessing short-
term changes in weight. Where age cannot be reported accurately (as is the case in most 
emergency situations), WFH and MUAC are the only options. 

It is often assumed that the anthropometric status of children of six to 59 months can 
be used as an indicator of the nutritional status and/or food availability for the whole 
community. This assumption cannot always be fully justifi ed as children can become 
malnourished for reasons other than lack of food per se, such as inadequate weaning 
practices. Knowledge of local patterns of disease and intra-household food consumption 
is needed. Furthermore, both dietary and anthropometric data show that parents usually 
try to protect young children from malnutrition, at a cost to their own health in times of 
food insecurity.

However, it is convenient to use this assumption in relief and rehabilitation settings, 
because the best method for assessing malnutrition in older children and adults is still 
not clear.8 

The following indices are those most often used in emergencies:
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Observed measurements can be related to the reference in different ways:
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A combination of the indice and a cut-off point becomes an indicator. A commonly used 
cut-off for WFH, WFA and HFA is “-2 Z scores”, i.e. 2 standard deviation (SD) units below 
the reference mean. It is recommended (WHO, 1986) that malnutrition in individuals be 
classifi ed using Z-scores for the analysis of survey data. Percentage of the median of the 
reference population represents different standard deviations depending on the age of the 
child. Z-scores are statistically more precise, and can be consistently applied for all indices. 
However survey data should also be presented as percentages of the median when they are to 
guide decisions about interventions. Percentage median reference WFH is better correlated 
with risk of mortality, and should be used as an entry criterion for feeding programmes. 
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Table 1 illustrates indicators and cut-offs10  for malnutrition in children and adults.

Table 1: Indicators and cut-offs for adults and children under fi ve years

Results from surveys that use different indices and/or cut-offs are not comparable, even 
though the same terms (“moderate”, “severe”) are used to classify malnutrition. When 
measured on the same children, MUAC gives the largest estimates for the percentage 
of children who are malnourished, followed by Z-score for WFH, while percentage of 
the median WFH gives the lowest estimates. It is therefore always important to specify 
which indicator has been used.

Levels of wasting in non-emergency conditions vary greatly across populations. There 
is therefore no single criterion for deciding the severity of prevalence of wasting at the 
population level. In Latin America, the usual prevalence of wasting (below -2 Z scores 
WFH) is about 2.5 percent, while among children in Africa it is 5 to 10 percent in non-
drought situations. For guidance, a prevalence of 20 percent wasting indicates a serious 
situation, and more than 40 percent indicates a severe crisis.

Mean BMI in non-emergency conditions also varies greatly across populations. Cut-off 
points seem to imply different impacts for men and women in terms of risk of illness 
and death. It is also not clear whether the same cut-off points should be used for all age 
groups (e.g. adolescents and the elderly) and ethnic groups. Although for simplicity a 
cut-off point of 16 or 17 has now been accepted as indicating wasting in an individual, 
there is no guidance for the prevalence value that indicates the existence of a serious 
situation at the population level. BMI is thus mainly useful for assessing trends over time 
within the same group, and for identifying those individuals who are most vulnerable in 
a population group. This is also true for MUAC measurements in adults.
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The planning of a formal survey requires knowledge and experience of survey design, 
sampling and statistics, and cannot be done without technical expertise. Implementation 
of the survey requires teams of people who are literate, numerate and accurate in their 
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measurements. A nutrition survey should only be undertaken when these skills, and a 
period of at least two weeks, are available, as it is better to have no data than poor survey 
results that do not refl ect the real situation.

In emergency situations, it is recommended that a random two-stage cluster sampling 
methodology is used, i.e. 30 clusters x 30 children. If support from a statistician is 
available, a different sample size could be calculated. All children in a household should 
be measured, and the presence of bilateral oedema should be checked. If mortality data 
are being collected, the sampling methodology should be 30 clusters x 30 households, 
and households without children under fi ve years should be included for mortality and 
other data collection. 

When conducting a nutrition survey, it is common practice to collect additional information 
by means of a short questionnaire. This can provide data on household demography, 
morbidity, access to clean water supply, sanitation provision and food access. These data 
allow the cross-tabulation of key variables in order to determine the possible determinants 
of malnutrition.
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Data collected from health centres cannot indicate the prevalence of malnutrition in the 
whole population, because the individuals who visit a health centre are self-selecting and 
the results may be biased, refl ecting the situation of either the population with access to 
the health facility or those who visit the health facility because they are ill.

If different surveys have used the same methodology, sample size, indices and cut-off 
points, their results can be compared for trend analysis, or to study regional variations. 

Interpretation of anthropometric data should take the following points into consideration:
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Anthropometry as a measure of nutritional status can indicate poor food security at the 
household level. However, nutritional status is affected by other factors, apart from 
access to food, and it is not always an indication of a household’s food security status. 
An individual may be malnourished through disease or poor hygiene education. 

In an emergency context, however, it is very likely that a malnourished individual comes 
from a food-insecure household if the crisis has affected livelihoods and the ability to 
grow or purchase food through the normal channels. In some communities – e.g. in 
Darfur, the Sudan before the 1984–1985 famine (de Waal, 1989) and Wollo, Ethiopia 
during the drought of 1987–1988 (Kelly, 1992) – early coping strategies were to preserve 
food stocks and go hungry in order to protect future livelihoods. Anthropometric status 
could therefore be used as an early indicator of food stress.

The anthropometric indices that are the most sensitive to change are the best indicators 
of food stress (WFH in children, BMI for adults and MUAC for both age groups.)

When assessing the severity of a nutritional problem, anthropometric data and rates 
of clinical defi ciencies, mortality and morbidity should be considered. Some guidance 
for the interpretation of rates is given in the following subsection, but there are 
no universally applicable rates to defi ne the severity of a situation; trends in these 
indicators are more useful. 
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Levels of severe wasting 
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Brief 3. Rapid appraisal techniques

In an emergency situation, information is needed rapidly, and so qualitative data collection 
techniques are a particularly useful tool for understanding the key issues and processes. 
A rapid appraisal can provide decision-makers with timely and relevant information. It 
adopts a systematic fi eld-based approach and direct interaction with the local community. 
Rapid appraisal methods are an advantage when security considerations do not allow 
a team to remain in an area for long. However, the potential unreliability of informally 
gathered material must always be borne in mind – particularly if cross-checking is 
problematic (e.g. in southern Sudan; Young and Jaspars, 1995).
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Triangulation: Accuracy is achieved through gathering diverse information from different 
kinds of sources. For example:
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A multidisciplinary approach: Using a team with a mix of diverse skills, perspectives 
and gender should be followed.

Mixing tools and techniques: The sequencing and timing of these depends on the context.

Optimal ignorance and appropriate imprecision: Unnecessary detail or the collection 
of too many data should be avoided.

On-the-spot analysis: Analysis of the data and information gathered is an integral 
part of the fi eldwork. The iterative process contributes to verifying the internal 
consistency of data, identifying data and information gaps, and narrowing the focus 
as the fi eldwork progresses.

Descriptions of some rapid appraisal techniques and tools that are useful for food security 
and nutrition assessments are included in the following subsections. The choice of tool 
depends on the data or information required, and this brief should be read in conjunction 
with Brief 1, which provides guidance on developing checklists; for example, calendars 
can be used to collect data that require seasonal comparisons. A mix of techniques 
should be used to allow cross-checking and verifi cation of information. These methods 
are designed to provide information quickly, and success relies to a large extent on the 
team members’ interviewing and analytical skills and sensitivity. There is a literature that 
documents past experiences and provides advice. See the recommended further reading 
at the end of this Brief. 
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The objectives and purpose of the assessment should be explained in advance to key 
government offi cials and local leaders. The explanation should include the methodology 
that will be used, the time scale, and how the results of the assessment will be used. Care 
should be taken to avoid raising expectations, for example over food aid. If necessary, 
the translation and interpretation of key terms such as food security should be checked; 
for example, in confl ict situations, “security” may be misinterpreted to mean military 
security. The right of confi dentiality and the right not to participate in the assessment 
should also be explained.
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Examples of how these tools and techniques can be used in the emergency context are 
given in brackets.

Semi-structured interviews. Interviews are usually “semi-structured”, meaning that they 
are informal, but guided. Only some of the questions are predetermined, and new questions 
or subjects that lead from earlier answers can arise during the interview. Informants 
with special knowledge or who hold positions of interest are identifi ed and interviewed 
on a one-to-one basis about these topics. Key informants are usually asked to provide 
information about the area as a whole and differences within it. Semi-structured interviews 
with household heads aim to reach an understanding of the attitudes, perceptions and 
practices of that particular household.

(Ask NGO health staff about the main nutritional and medical problems of displaced 
populations.)

Examples of key informants: Village leader, head of women’s cooperative, community 
health worker, agricultural extension offi cer, local NGO staff member. 

Group interviews/focus group discussions. Local groups with particular 
characteristics (e.g. wealth, age, gender) or specific expertise or interest (fishers, 
petty traders, health service users) are invited to participate in an open-ended 
discussion on a stated topic. For example, a group of mothers at a clinic would 
be a good source of information about children’s diets, while a group of farmers 
could discuss the constraints on food production. A facilitator is needed to stimulate 
and guide the discussion, and a note-taker to record the main points. For in-depth 
discussions the group should consist of fewer than ten people.

(Talk to women refugees about their use of food aid commodities.)

Examples of groups: Male farmers, female farmers, women heads of household, teachers, 
health workers, mothers’ groups, fi shers, informal groups at markets or health centres. 
(Depending on the culture, it may be advisable to meet men and women separately in  
order to avoid people feeling inhibited.)

Observations. These are any direct observations of objects, events, processes, relationships 
or people, and are recorded in note or diagrammatic form. Systematic observations of 
the situation, especially of individual, household and group behaviour, are a fundamental 
tool for cross-checking the information obtained from other sources.

(Observe what food aid commodities are sold in the market, and what people are buying 
with the proceeds. Observe rubbish pits to see what people have been eating, and what 
they throw away.)

Resources maps: These are schematic representations of the area, which are drawn 
by a group from the area with the objective of obtaining an overview of all types of 
resources, such as water sources, health facilities, markets, cropping patterns, roads, 
grazing areas and forests. A map can help to identify different livelihood systems, 
population concentrations and security risks. Discussions around the map can help 
to highlight the diversity and similarity in an area, and contribute to the purposive 
sampling of villages to visit. 

(Obtain a map of refugee camps showing sources of water and fuelwood, security 
risks, etc.)
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Transects: This tool builds directly on the resources map to learn more about the 
environmental, economic and social resources in a community. It is a one-dimensional 
map of a line cut through the area. Team members walk along the line with local people, 
recording their opinions and observations of differences in various features such as soils, 
crops, trees, wildlife, housing patterns, and livelihood and social activities.
 
(Obtain transects before and after a drought showing changes in land use and food 
sources.)

Seasonal calendars: These are single or composite diagrams that illustrate inter-seasonal 
changes in factors of interest, such as climate, crop sequences, pests and diseases, wild 
foods, labour demand, prices, human diseases, social events, income/expenditure, and 
food consumption. They can be prepared by different groups in the population, such as 
women heads of household, landless labourers or landowning farmers, and they help 
to clarify periods of the year when there is nutritional stress, and what can be done to 
relieve it.

(Find out from drought-affected populations what their problems are in the hungry season. 
Identify periods of the year in which time is an important constraint.)

Historical profi le: This is a chart that summarizes events of great importance to the 
affected population. Often it is useful to do this with elderly people. The “origin” story 
of a group or area, can serve to underline power relations and tensions. In emergencies, 
the profi le might cover a much shorter period and specifi c themes, because the situation 
can change so rapidly. Historical profi les can reveal successive displacements, epidemics, 
changes in food habits, etc.

(Ask refugees about major events that have affected their welfare, before arrival in the 
camp and since arrival. Historical profi les can show that droughts were recurrent events 
in the past, and further discussion can show how the population has been able to cope 
with these.)

Time charts or daily action clocks (24-hour clocks): These are diagrams that illustrate 
the proportions of the day spent performing different tasks. Different groups (form a 
separate focus group for each category) relating to occupation, age or gender place 
beans or stones in piles of different sizes corresponding to the proportion of their total 
working time spent on each task. Alternatively, a circular clock is drawn with different 
sized slices corresponding to the different proportions of time spent. Time charts help 
to identify the relative workloads between, for example, the elderly and the young, men 
and women, and the rich and the poor. This is also a useful tool at the beginning of an 
assessment to identify the best time to meet people in their homes, or where to fi nd people 
at a particular time of day.

(Ask drought-affected farmers how they spend their day now and how they used to spend 
their day before the fl ood. Repeat the exercise with farmers’ spouses. Alternatively, ask 
the women, men and/or elderly in refugee camps what their daily activities are and how 
much time they spend gathering fuelwood, queuing for water and food distributions, 
taking children to feeding centres, preparing food at home, caring for the young and 
elderly, etc.)

Venn diagrams: These help to clarify the importance of local groups and institutions, 
the links among institutions, how close the population is to the different institutions, 
and who makes decisions. They can also help to identify implementing partners and 
potential confl icts of interest. Key institutions and individuals responsible for decisions 
are represented by circles of different degrees of overlap and distance from the group 
being interviewed. This provides insight into local perceptions of institutional control 
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and decision-making. It is useful to compare the diagrams produced by different groups 
and investigate the reasons for the differences.

(Identify who should/could be responsible for clean-up campaigns. Is there a community/
social space where common issues can be discussed?)

Other diagrams: These can represent fl ows or decisions to demonstrate hypotheses or 
summarize interview information. They can be problem trees, which summarize the 
information gathered and help identify solutions.

������������������	�
Preference or frequency rankings: Items are compared with each other; for example, 
problems are compared to see which are considered the most grave, or food types to see 
which are consumed most often or are most preferred. If there are more than two items, 
the results can be recorded on a matrix, and the number of times each item is preferred 
can be recorded in order to rank the different items. Alternatively, the ranking can be 
obtained directly, without pair-wise comparisons.

(Ask the benefi ciaries of food aid distributions to rank food aid commodities in terms of 
taste preference, ease of cooking, and ease of sale.)

Wealth rankings: Informants’ perceptions are used to rank the households within a village 
or portion of a village into groups according to overall wealth. (It is easier to classify 
individuals into groups than to rank each individual in comparison with every other one.) 
There can be four stages in this:
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Local-level workshops: These are open discussion sessions where research issues can 
be explored or results fed back to the community. Workshops can be managed as one 
single group, or the larger group can be broken up into smaller discussion groups with 
plenary feedback.

Analytical workshops: These are sessions that bring people together (both the fi eld team 
and outsiders) to review, analyse and evaluate the information gathered. Both plenary 
sessions and group work can be used to arrive at a consensus of opinion about the causes 
of problems and priorities for action.

Further reading and resources
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Brief 4. Developing a SWOT analysis

The strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats11 (SWOT) analysis is a tool that 
may help to summarize, structure and evaluate the information gathered from a situation 
assessment and analysis. SWOT analysis aims at organizing this information in terms 
of strengths and weaknesses within a population group (for each livelihood group), and 
opportunities and threats coming from outside the group. Strengths and opportunities help 
a group; weaknesses and threats hinder it in addressing the food and nutritional problems 
that have been identifi ed. The advantage of a SWOT analysis is that it makes it possible to 
look at both the positive and the negative factors and situations. By carrying out a SWOT 
analysis for each livelihood group, common factors can be identifi ed, which can lead to 
the development of a “win–win” intervention strategy. Alternatively, potential tensions 
can be identifi ed where confl ict management or consensus building is required.
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The following (Table 2) is an example of a SWOT analysis from Angola. This was used 
in conjunction with the problem tree in Brief 5 to develop a set of recommendations.
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Brief 5. Developing and using a problem tree

Nutritional problems have multiple causes. Part III showed how important it is to develop 
a holistic analysis in order to understand the interrelationships among causes and their 
impacts on different groups. This makes it easier to design appropriate actions. The 
assessment team, together with local groups, NGO representatives and government 
offi cials, must be able to summarize, structure and evaluate the information gathered from 
the needs assessment in order to identify key problems and agree on priority actions. 

A problem tree can be developed for each livelihood group, showing the cause and effect 
linkages and the interrelationships among problems. For each problem, it is necessary to 
specify who is most affected, for example, individuals within households12 (e.g. the elderly, 
orphans, the physically disabled, widows), households (e.g. single-headed households, 
households with small cultivated area) and population groups (e.g. returnees, IDPs). It 
is also necessary to consider how gender and age differences and relations infl uence the 
impact of these problems.
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Figure 7: Bengo Province Angola, rapid assessment of food security and nutrition: 
problem tree
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Brief 6. Issues related to targeting in crisis situations

Targeting is a method of delivering goods and/or services to a select group of individuals 
or households, rather than to every individual or household in the population. The approach 
chosen for targeting must be consistent with:
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Targeting mechanisms can be divided into administratively targeted mechanisms, for 
which benefi ciaries are selected by either an external agency or community-based 
structures, and self-targeted mechanisms, for which benefi ciaries themselves decide 
whether or not to become involved in a programme activity. In practice, combined 
methods or a multi-stage process and multiple selection criteria are used, and may be 
more effective in overcoming the constraints raised in confl ict situations.

Whatever approach or combination is selected, the objectives, rationale and criteria should 
be discussed with and publicized to the affected population.
 ������������	
�����
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Administrative targeting involves the selection of specific geographical areas, 
communities and/or households or individuals. Geographical targeting is normally done 
by programme planners and staff and can be based on a national or regional vulnerability 
mapping exercise. The selection of specifi c households or individuals can be done by 
programme staff and/or communities, on the basis of whether or not candidates meet 
defi ned criteria.
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In this approach, the benefi ts are accessible to all, but programme incentives are set in 
such a way that the non-needy elect not to participate. Self-targeting does not involve 
the selection of programme participants by an external entity. This approach may be 
appropriate in situations in which targeting can be considered a “solidarity-breaking 
mechanism”.
 
The following are some examples of self-targeting:
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The choice of location or distribution method is also a tool in self-targeting approaches. 
For example, if a distribution centre is located in a poor area, it is less likely to be 
attended by richer households, or if food is available through a soup kitchen, it might be 
less attractive than dry rations.
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Ideally, self-targeting methods can work through and build on local traditional methods. 
Finding out what will work and what not can be reviewed with the population through 
consultation and cross-checking with various groups. 

����������	�
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Geographical. Only certain areas may have been affected by a disaster. Geographical 
targeting focuses on the poorest areas (using socio-economic criteria), or those identifi ed 
as being at the highest nutritional and health risk. Vulnerability and poverty assessments 
and mapping using a range of information sources and indicators can be used to identify 
geographical areas that are vulnerable to food and nutrition insecurity.

Socio-economic/livelihood group. Not all population groups will necessarily have been 
affected by the disaster or civil confl ict. Individuals and households can be selected using 
socio-economic criteria such as ownership of assets (land, animals, tools), access to an 
income or remittances, or livelihood group. Examples of socio-economic/livelihood 
groups are:
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Selection of households and individuals. This is normally done after a geographic area 
or livelihood grouping has been selected by an external organization. The selection of 
households and individuals is often part of a multi-stage targeting process. Choosing the 
most appropriate criteria is the key to minimizing inclusion and exclusion errors when 
potential benefi ciaries are being screened. The identifi cation of admission and exit criteria, 
and the selection of households or individuals can be decided by external organizations 
using, for example, needs assessment, survey data and registration points. Aid agencies 
may not be in a position to collect data on sensitive topics such as food production and 
defi cits at the household level. 

Community-based targeting. If local-level leadership structures are still intact, local 
representatives will have good knowledge of individual households’ circumstances and 
can select the households to be covered by an activity. However, this method requires a 
mechanism that independently verifi es the selected households, as payment is sometimes 
demanded before a household is included. Criteria are decided either by local decision-
making structures alone or through negotiation and discussion between the implementing 
organization and the community. A community-based targeting approach is compatible 
with a participatory and capacity building philosophy, and benefi ts from the insider’s 
perspective. However, it requires an assessment of local decision-making structures, an 
analysis of existing support mechanisms, and public participation and education, so it 
may only be fully feasible in situations of stability. 

Disadvantages of this approach, which may be exacerbated in complex crises, include:
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Brief 7. Strategies for establishing home gardening activities, and 
lessons learned from Africa and Asia

Gardening, or “food production in small quantities close to the house”, enhances food 
security in several ways, most importantly through:
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Households can use several strategies for ensuring continuous access to a variety 
of nutritious foods. Appropriate garden technologies are available to extend garden 
production and enable households to process and store perishable staples, legumes, 
vegetables and fruits, in order to extend their availability and enhance their marketing 
potential.
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Plan improvements with the active participation of the community, and build on 
indigenous knowledge. This means identifying and assessing such factors as: 
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Identify appropriate improvements of the current food system to enhance variety and 
year-round availability, for example: 
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Seed/plant material provision. Promote local varieties of indigenous species for which 
gardeners have experience of vegetative or seed reproduction, use and exchange. Minimize 
the distribution of purchased seeds, unless low-cost, accessible supplies are available for 
direct purchase by gardeners. Avoid the promotion of imported seeds that are not suited to 
local climatic conditions. They are often of poor quality and unfamiliar to local people.

Water supply. Various techniques have been developed for effective gardening in areas 
with overabundant or scarce water supplies. Gardens in high rainfall areas use raised 
beds, drainage canals, water-loving plants and plastic coverings, while dry gardens make 
use of mulching, ground covers and other water-conserving horticultural practices, the 
planting of drought-tolerant plants, the use of household waste water for irrigation, and 
seasonal gardening. In areas where water is of such short supply that gardening competes 
directly with basic household water needs or water collection requires too much time, 
it may be unreasonable to pursue vegetable gardening. A few perennial plants could be 
maintained, however. 

Soil fertility/landlessness. Poor soil fertility or a lack of cultivable soil are limitations 
faced by many gardeners. Fortunately, a lot of applied research has been carried out on 
low-cost methods for improving soil fertility, such as composting, planting leguminous 
trees and cover crops, and terracing. Container and trellis gardening are options for 
families with no access to homestead land, as are local-level and school gardens.

Fencing. Promotion projects need to address the common problem of animal interference 
with gardening. Depending on the costs of fencing and the relative importance of livestock 
compared with plants, as well as family preferences, it may be better to enclose the 
livestock (chickens, pigs, goats) rather than fence the garden. Live fencing of the garden 
is an option that keeps costs down and obtains benefi ts from the fence plants.

Labour and input supply. In general, home gardens are more likely to be continued in the 
long term if input and labour requirements are low and fl exible. A few days to establish 
the garden, and an hour a day for its maintenance are reasonable. More time and money 
will be invested if the gardens produce a regular marketable surplus. Projects cannot 
assume abundant family labour nor a low opportunity cost for family labour. Assess the 
household value of potential competing activities. 

Integrating nutrition. The promotion of home gardening cannot be exclusively agronomic 
or nutrition-oriented as both concerns are fundamental and interrelated. Nutrition 
education is essential for ensuring effective linkages between garden food availability and 
consumption, and between consumption and bio-availability or absorption by the body. 
However, effective communication of  nutrition is a two-way process. An assessment of 
the traditional diet, seasonal food shortages, food storage and cooking practices, intra-
household food distribution and food taboos will provide important information for 
planning an appropriate nutrition education strategy.

Training. Field workers and men and women farmers need to be trained in both gardening 
techniques and nutrition. This ensures that gardens are planned to provide a year-round 
supply of nutrient-rich foods that are compatible with local taste preferences. Recipe 
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development and cooking demonstrations are helpful when introducing new foods, or 
when teaching harvest, storage and preparation practices that optimize the nutritional 
value of foods. In addition, families need to know what factors promote or inhibit 
the bio-availability of consumed nutrients (e.g. eating fruits that contain vitamin C to 
enhance iron absorption, including fat/oil crops in the diet to enhance vitamin utilization). 
Communicating these messages involves a creative process that evolves from participatory 
project design and implementation in each local context.

Recognizing the income generation and other economic benefi ts of gardening. It 
is counterproductive to impose the nutrition objective to the exclusion of the income 
generation objective, because both are linked and compatible in most gardening situations. 
Among the urban poor, gardening generates income during hard times, and income or 
purchasing power is an important element of food security where households cannot be 
self-suffi cient in food needs.

The multiple economic benefi ts of home gardening, include: 
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Understanding women’s and children’s roles in gardening. Women’s role in gardening 
varies by region and culture. Gardening is typically a family activity, involving women, 
men, children and the elderly, with some tasks carried out separately and others jointly. 
Men generally participate in the most physical tasks – bed establishment, fence building, 
well digging and tree harvesting – while women manage the day-to-day maintenance 
tasks. Women and children typically care for small livestock. The elderly play a special 
role in passing down traditional gardening knowledge to following generations, especially 
their understanding of the care and use of indigenous plants. 

It is therefore important to involve the whole family in gardening promotion projects, 
even though emphasizing women’s participation may be fully justifi ed. There is also a 
need for caution regarding the assumption that women have unlimited time for gardening. 
Women will invest more time in gardening if the garden generates income as well as 
food for the family. In Africa, there is evidence that men take over the management and 
marketing functions when gardens become more profi table. Projects need to be aware of 
this risk and assist women to preserve the gains they achieve from gardening.

There is evidence that when gardens are controlled by women, both women and children 
are more likely to consume a larger proportion of the garden harvests. This is especially 
true if women are educated about the nutritional and health benefi ts of eating vitamin-
rich foods daily, and the special needs of young children. Children benefi t directly from 
home gardens as a nearby food source when their parents are busy for long periods in the 
fi elds. Children may also gather and sell garden produce for money to buy food.
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The most successful household gardening efforts in terms of food security achievements 
and sustainability are those that involve both the nutrition/health and the agriculture 
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sectors in an integrated approach. Equally important is the participation of both private 
non-profi t organizations (NGOs) and government ministries, even when government is 
involved only in a facilitative role. 

If small, isolated gardening projects are to be built up into effective regional and national 
efforts, governments must provide basic policy support (e.g. through public agricultural 
research and extension services, schools, health clinics and supportive land use regulations 
in rural and urban areas, including improved access to land by women).
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Brief 8. Estimating general ration needs per person, and calculating 
food aid requirements

Immediate food aid requirements (in particular for refugees and IDPs) are normally 
calculated on the basis of estimating the number of people affected and multiplying this 
by an individual daily ration. Calculations for estimating food aid requirements should 
also take into consideration the demographic profi le and assumed level of activity among 
the affected population.13  If there are high levels of malnutrition but food insecurity does 
not appear to be the major causal factor, targeted supplementary programmes may be 
necessary, in combination with interventions to address the location-specifi c determinants 
of malnutrition. 

In situations where households are still able to continue some productive activities, food 
defi cits are estimated for different wealth groups, based on an understanding of how 
households obtain food. This method is based on the household food economy approach 
developed by SCF-UK. It assumes that households are able to compensate for some food 
shortfalls through expanding their alternative food and income sources, or adopting coping 
strategies. This can be used for more effective targeting, and for justifying earlier food 
aid interventions, so that households do not need to resort to coping strategies that may 
erode future productive capacity and/or household well-being.

The following are the WFP/UNHCR guidelines for estimating general ration needs per 
person:
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The energy value of the ration should be changed in  the following circumstances:
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N.B. The Red Cross (1986) recommends a target ration of 2 400 kcal for an average 
population, in order to cover the nutritional needs of pregnant and lactating women, 
cold stress, physical activity, catch-up growth and losses during transport, storage and 
distribution.
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Ration item (pppd) x Benefi ciaries x Planning period x Transport loss adjustment

Ration item: Individual amount of each ration item per person per day
Pppd: Per person per day
Beneficiaries: The projected average number of beneficiaries for the 

project
Planning period: The duration of the feeding operation in days
Transport loss adjustment: Add on percentage for losses during transport, storage and 

handling: country with port +5 percent; landlocked country 
+10 percent

Further reading and resources
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Brief 9. Issues to consider when choosing food relief commodities 
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EVERY YEAR, NATURAL DISASTERS, armed conflicts and other forms of crisis 
adversely affect the lives of millions of people in the developing world.  In many 
countries, families are forced to abandon their homes, farms and villages; access 
to adequate food becomes difficult, and hardship contributes to high rates of 
malnutrition.  Temporary food distribution and supplementary feeding for vulnerable 
groups are common humanitarian interventions to help people to cope under 
emergency conditions.  At the same time, assistance is also often needed to help 
restore local food production and to reduce the dependency on food aid.  Through 
its Emergency Operations and Rehabilitation Division, FAO plays a vital role in the 
aftermath of natural disasters and conflicts in saving and enhancing rural livelihoods.

The Food and Nutrition Division of FAO has prepared this book as a complement to 
the Technical Handbook Series on FAO’s Emergency Activities.  It offers guidance to 
programme planners and technicians in the fields of nutrition, food security, agriculture 
and community and social development in adopting a longer-term perspective to 
addressing problems of household food insecurity and malnutrition during periods 
of crisis and recovery. It provides a framework for an implementation strategy that 
focuses on both saving lives in the short term and strengthening livelihoods to ensure 
that households are less vulnerable to food and nutrition insecurity in the future.




