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1. Summary  

This rapid review summarises the evidence on the ways in which social inequalities and 

discrimination affect the risk of famine or severe food insecurity. Looking at the risk at the 

national and sub-national level, gender and other horizontal inequities can affect a society’s risk 

of violent conflict and therefore food insecurity, while fragile livelihoods associated with ethnic 

marginalisation can impact on regional food security. At the individual and household level, there 

is a lack of disaggregated data on people’s social characteristics and famines. There is a broader 

literature on the impact of systemic discrimination (based on gender, age, disability, sexuality, 

and ethnic identity) on individuals’ and households’ livelihoods and assets, thereby increasing 

their vulnerability to food insecurity. A key finding from the literature is the gender gap, with 

women more at risk of being food insecure than men. Also, some ethnic groups are highly 

vulnerable particularly in conflict-related famines; starvation is used as a warfare tactic in political 

and ethnic conflicts. There is evidence of how social inequalities heighten individuals’ risks during 

food crises and famines, including through exposure to protection threats, while limiting their 

access to essential services and humanitarian assistance. A broad range of measures seek to 

address the multi-dimensional ways in which social inequalities affect vulnerability and resilience 

to food insecurity. 

Report focus, scope and structure: This rapid literature review focuses on inequalities arising 

from the discrimination of people based on their gender; age; disability; sexual orientation, 

gender identity and/or expression, and sex characteristics; and religious belief. The review has 

looked for evidence on how these inequalities have affected vulnerability and resilience to famine 

and severe food insecurity in particular in Afghanistan, Burkina Faso, the Central African 

Republic, the Democratic Republic of Congo, Ethiopia, Nigeria, Somalia, South Sudan, Sudan, 

Syria and Yemen. This is a rapid review that provides an illustrative selection of research, with 

the aim of showing the range of evidence available and key findings in the literature. The 

resources included in this report were identified through a non-systematic desk-based search of 

English language materials and suggestions from several experts.  The evidence is presented in 

five sections: the key concepts and analytical frameworks; disaggregated data and early warning 

systems; national and sub-national risk of famine or severe food insecurity; individual and 

household risk of famine or severe food insecurity; measures addressing these. 

Evidence base: There is limited disaggregated data and analysis on the impact of social 

inequalities and discrimination on people’s vulnerability to, and during, famines. There is a larger 

literature on socially determined vulnerabilities and food insecurity risk, including severe food 

insecurity. There is substantial research and analysis on the differential enjoyment of food 

security by women and men; some evidence on differences by livelihood, ethnicity, geographic 

and residential status (rural/urban, settled/transitory/displaced); and less on the differences in 

food security due to discrimination by age, disability, and sexuality. It was difficult to find research 

on religious identity and food insecurity. This review found a range of literature to draw on, 

including 1) academic research on famine, including theoretical frameworks and in-depth case 

studies; 2) peer reviewed articles, independent evaluations and a large grey literature analysing 

women’s vulnerability to food insecurity across countries, or across crisis events, and much less 

on other groups; and 3) humanitarian vulnerability assessments in food crises (involving severe 

food insecurity and famine conditions). Humanitarian organisations have also produced 

substantial guidance on vulnerabilities and risks faced by groups of people during humanitarian 

crises, including food insecurity emergencies, and how to mitigate these. 
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Key findings 

Key concepts and analytical frameworks: Famine and severe food insecurity are 

multidimensional, interrelated concepts. Food security means all people have at all times access 

to sufficient, safe, and nutritious food1, while food insecurity can be understood as a continuum, 

with starvation the most extreme experience (Hendriks, 2015). The Integrated Food Security 

Phase Classification (IPC) sets out the criteria for the widely agreed classification of “famine”, 

which involves “(s)tarvation, death, destitution and extremely critical levels of acute malnutrition” 

(IPC, 2020: 1). Research provides insights into famine as a process, a system, and a unique 

state characterised by social breakdown (key contributions from Devereux, Howe, and Maxwell 

among others). Food insecurity risk is an outcome of individuals’ and households’ vulnerability 

and resilience, which are shaped by social inequalities and discrimination. Food security 

vulnerability assessments draw on the Sustainable Livelihoods Framework (DFID, 1999), with a 

recent interest in applying an intersectional approach to understand individual risks in a crisis.  

Disaggregated data and early warning systems: Data on individuals’ vulnerability and resilience 

at times of severe food insecurity and (particularly in) famines is scarce. The humanitarian sector 

aims to improve the collection of disaggregated data to understand how crises have differential 

impacts on people and the effect of social inequalities. However, despite the increase of 

guidance and learning resources in recent years, key food security and famine early warning 

systems tend not to include data on individuals and social categories.  

Looking at famine or severe food insecurity risk at the national and sub-national level: 

 Food insecurity is both an effect and cause of conflict while in recent years the worst food 

crises have occurred in areas of active conflict (Messer & Cohen, 2004; Elver, 2020). 

 Gender inequalities, in particular women’s vulnerability to violence, influence a “country’s 

propensity for violent conflict” (United Nations & World Bank, 2018: 116). High levels of 

economic and political inequalities experienced by ethnic, regional and religious groups 

can “make violent conflict more likely”, with perceptions of inequalities important (Bahgat 

et al., 2017: 185). Experts highlight evidence gaps and complex interlinkages of causal 

factors (Birchall, 2019; Bahgat et al., 2017). 

 Vulnerability of pastoralist livelihoods impacts on Africa’s national and regional 

economies (FAO, 2018a). 

 Global tracking of countries’ humanitarian risk takes social inequalities into account. 

Looking at the ways in which social inequalities contribute to individual/household risk of famine 

or severe food insecurity: 

Drivers of vulnerability:  

 Who is vulnerable in a famine tends to be context specific: this requires careful analysis, 

including of the causes of famine (Howe, 2018: 148; Devereux et al., 2017: 3).  

 Vulnerability to severe food insecurity and famine is affected by 1) underlying chronic 

food insecurity and undernutrition, 2) susceptibility (e.g. dependency on a single 

livelihood), and 3) limited assets affecting individuals’ and households’ ability to withstand 

potential disruptive factors (Howe, 2018: 146). 

                                                   
1 https://www.ifpri.org/topic/food-security [Accessed 24 June 2021]  

https://www.ifpri.org/topic/food-security
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 Evidence shows that systematic discrimination and marginalisation by gender, age, 

disability, sexuality and ethnicity impacts negatively on people’s livelihoods and assets, 

making them more vulnerable to food insecurity, and at times severe food insecurity. 

Notably, there is substantial research on women’s higher level of vulnerability to food 

insecurity compared to men’s, “even when they have the same income and education 

levels and live in similar areas as men” (FAO et al., 2020: 24).  

 The literature highlights the importance of ethnicity as a factor affecting vulnerability in 

famines. In situations of conflict driven by political, ethnic and/or religious tensions and 

factionalism, starvation of civilians may be used as a method of warfare.  

Risks: Research on malnutrition, morbidity and mortality during famines provides an insight into 

the heightened vulnerabilities by age, gender, displacement status, and minority ethnic groups 

(but there appears to be little evidence on the impact of disability, sexuality and religious identity): 

 Mortality rates point to high risks for children, young infants and elderly during famines, 

however “adults and adolescents also die in large numbers” (Devereux et al., 2017: 12; 

Devereux, 2000: 10). Women consistently experience lower death rates in famines, but 

in some famines girls had higher mortality rates than boys (Devereux, 2000: 11).  

 Nutrition is critical for prenatal/lactating women and infants with women more vulnerable 

to inadequate nutrition in food shortages (de la O Campus & Garner, 2014: 7).  

 In addition, displaced people and minority ethnic groups are often more at risk.  

Access to services and humanitarian assistance: The evidence shows social inequalities and 

discrimination can impede access to basic services in food secure situations; in food crises these 

inequalities tend to be exacerbated. Socially constructed barriers affecting access to services 

and humanitarian assistance can be environmental, institutional and/or attitudinal.  

Exposure to protection threats:   

 Negative coping mechanisms during food crises have particular risks for women and 

girls, for example, pressure for girls to marry young (de la O Campos & Garner, 2014).  

 Displacement heightens risks of deprivation; women, children, elderly, people with 

disabilities and minority ethnic groups are overrepresented in displaced populations.  

 Women and girls are vulnerable to gender-based violence in times of severe food 

insecurity, through increases in domestic violence; transactional sex; and sexual 

exploitation and abuse by aid workers and other food aid distributors (Fraser, 2020). 

 Minority groups and children, especially children with disabilities, face protection threats. 

 Intersectional inequalities can heighten vulnerability: women and girls with disabilities 

and/or from a minority ethnic group are more at risk of conflict related sexual violence.  

There are a wide range of measures to address these issues, including interventions on: 1) food 

crisis monitoring and analysis; 2) financing and delivery of humanitarian assistance; 3) civil 

society engagement and accountability to affected populations, including protection from sexual 

exploitation and abuse at all levels of the humanitarian system; 4) diplomacy relating to conflict 

prevention, respect for International Humanitarian Law and humanitarian access; 5) resilience, 

looking at social protection and women’s empowerment. 
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2. Key concepts and analytical approaches 

Setting the framework for this review is challenging because famine and food insecurity are two 

related, multi-dimensional, complex concepts, for which there are a range of analytical models.    

Definitions of food insecurity and famine 

Measures of food insecurity2 include the FAO’s Food Insecurity Experience Scale3 which finds 

that people experiencing severe levels of food insecurity go for entire days without eating.  

A famine is declared if certain criteria are reached. According to the predominant global system 

for classifying famines – the Integrated Food Security Phase Classification (IPC),4 famine is “an 

extreme deprivation of food. Starvation, death, destitution and extremely critical levels of acute 

malnutrition are or will likely be evident” (IPC, 2020: 1). A Phase 5 famine classification (the 

highest phase of the IPC Acute Food Insecurity scale) “is attributed when an area has at least 

20% of households facing an extreme lack of food, at least 30% of children suffering from acute 

malnutrition, and two people for every 10,000 dying each day due to outright starvation or to the 

interaction of malnutrition and disease” (IPC, 2020: 1).  

However, before the IPC area-based criteria for a famine are reached, individuals and 

households may experience famine-like conditions. Recognising this, IPC may classify 

households as in IPC Phase 5 Catastrophe to highlight the households that “have an extreme 

lack of food and/ or other basic needs even after full employment of coping strategies”, even if 

the area has not met the criteria of IPC Phase 5 Famine (IPC Global Partners, 2019: 87). In June 

2021, “assessments show that tragically, 584,000 are already experiencing famine-like 

conditions (IPC phase 5/Catastrophe) in Ethiopia, Madagascar, South Sudan and Yemen. 

Nigeria and Burkina Faso are also of particular concern because they have in recent months had 

pockets of people in IPC phase 5”.5 There are political pressures on the data; governments can 

be reluctant to declare a famine under their administration (Maxwell & Hailey, 2020: 8). 

This rapid review has not found an agreed definition of “risk of famine”6. In June 2021 WFP 

reported that the 41 million people in 43 countries (arise from 27 million in 2019) in the preceding 

phase (IPC phase 4/Emergency) are “teetering on the very edge of famine …  and the slightest 

                                                   

2 It is also pertinent to consider the definition of food security: “Food security, as defined by the United Nations’ 
Committee on World Food Security, means that all people, at all times, have physical, social, and economic 
access to sufficient, safe, and nutritious food that meets their food preferences and dietary needs for an active 
and healthy life.” https://www.ifpri.org/topic/food-security [Accessed 24 June 2021]  

The World Summit on Food Security in 2009 identified four pillars of food security – availability, access, utilisation 
and stability. http://www.fao.org/wsfs/wsfs-list-documents/en/ [Accessed 24 June 2021] 

3 http://www.fao.org/in-action/voices-of-the-hungry/fies/en/ [Accessed 22 June 2021] 

4 http://www.ipcinfo.org/ [Accessed 24 May 2021] 

5 https://www.wfp.org/news/wfp-says-41-million-people-now-imminent-risk-famine-without-urgent-funding-and-
immediate [Accessed 26 June 2021] 

6 Koch and Fuhrman (2019) report that “(t)he global IPC community is in the process of agreeing on the definition 
of risk of famine”.  

https://www.ifpri.org/topic/food-security
http://www.fao.org/wsfs/wsfs-list-documents/en/
http://www.fao.org/in-action/voices-of-the-hungry/fies/en/
http://www.ipcinfo.org/
https://www.wfp.org/news/wfp-says-41-million-people-now-imminent-risk-famine-without-urgent-funding-and-immediate
https://www.wfp.org/news/wfp-says-41-million-people-now-imminent-risk-famine-without-urgent-funding-and-immediate
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shock will push them over the precipice”.7 In 2020 a FAO-WFP early warning analysis of acute 

food insecurity hotspots where “any further deterioration over the coming months could lead to a 

risk of famine” were selected based on parameters of: (WFP & FAO, 2020: 6) 

 “Assessed levels of recent or current food insecurity and malnutrition with a focus on 

acute food insecurity – and deterioration in comparison to pre-COVID-19 times;  

 Three to six month projections of acute food insecurity situations based on analysis of 

primary and secondary drivers …; 

 Presence of natural hazard risks, economic risks and conflict risks that are likely to drive 

food insecurity levels further up …; 

 Dependence on commodity exports, food imports and remittances;  

 Planned and ongoing agricultural activities during the October-December period and 

existing or likely disruptions by impacts of COVID-19-related restrictions;  

 Presence of particularly vulnerable or at-high-risk populations including women, Internally 

Displaced Persons (IDPs), refugees, migrants and asylum seekers, and others;  

 Presence of operational and humanitarian access constraints”. 

Analytical frameworks 

Food insecurity 

International humanitarian actors tend to understand food insecurity as a continuum, in which 

starvation is the most extreme experience (Hendriks, 2015).  

The linkages between the different dimensions of food insecurity are complex. Food insecurity 

can be understood by both its duration and its severity. Devereux (2006: xi) suggests a 2x2 

classification: “moderate chronic (e.g. chronic hunger); severe chronic (for instance, using high 

infant mortality and child mortality rates as proxies); moderate transitory (e.g. the annual ‘hungry 

season’ in tropical agriculture); and severe transitory (food crises)”.  

Famines 

The literature on famines describes how theories of causality have developed over time:  

 from food production shortfalls (through drought, flood, pest) seen as the primary 

cause of famines;  

 to Amartya Sen’s entitlement theories in the 1980s focusing on the social and 

economic ability to access food, which highlighted “social differentiation in cause and 

outcome of vulnerability” to famine (Adger, 2006: 271; Howe, 2018: 145); 

 to an appreciation of “the salience of politics, historical processes and social 

disruption in creating conditions of vulnerability and famine” especially in conflict 

situations (Baro & Deubel, 2006: 524, citing Alex de Waal among others). 

                                                   

7 https://www.wfp.org/news/wfp-says-41-million-people-now-imminent-risk-famine-without-urgent-funding-and-
immediate [Accessed 26 June 2021] 

https://www.wfp.org/news/wfp-says-41-million-people-now-imminent-risk-famine-without-urgent-funding-and-immediate
https://www.wfp.org/news/wfp-says-41-million-people-now-imminent-risk-famine-without-urgent-funding-and-immediate
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Famine, once understood primarily as an event, is now explored in the research as a process. 

Howe and Devereux (2004: 366) explain famine as “an accelerated process of rising individual 

malnutrition, household destitution and social breakdown.” Howe (2018: 145) “emphasizes 

systems thinking”, suggesting “it is the interaction of factors in a system, rather than a simple 

linear sequence of stages, that characterizes the evolution of a famine”. He highlights 

“synergistic interactions among different elements that lead to the rapid shifts that characterize 

famines: the price spirals, the rise in malnutrition and mortality, and the intensive responses, after 

which interest and support taper off”. The literature also highlights famine is “a distinct state” – 

characterised by social disruption – that is “qualitatively different from other forms of extreme 

food insecurity”, and therefore not to be understood as “the extreme of a continuum of 

underdevelopment, measurable simply by poverty” (Rivers et al., 1976: 346; Howe & Devereux, 

2004: 366).  

Vulnerability and resilience 

Food insecurity risk can be understood as an outcome of vulnerability and resilience, which is 

socially determined. DG ECHO (2016: 10) defines vulnerability as the “(l)ife circumstances (e.g. 

poverty, education) and/or discrimination based on physical or social characteristics (sex, 

disability, age, ethnicity, religion, sexual orientation, etc.) reducing the ability of primary 

stakeholders (for example, individuals/households/community) to withstand adverse impact from 

external stressors”.8 Looking more specifically at vulnerability, or lack of resilience, to food 

insecurity, Howe identifies three critical pathways affecting “the susceptibility of certain 

populations to experiencing food security and nutrition crises”: 

1) “underlying chronic food insecurity and undernutrition, which disruptive factors can 

accelerate rapidly into famine conditions”.  

2) “an expression of susceptibility to potential disruptive factors. For instance, if a 

community is dependent on a single livelihood, such as rain-fed agriculture, its food 

security and nutrition is more easily disrupted by a drought, creating greater 

vulnerability”.  

3) “a function of a limited capacity, in terms of assets, to withstand a combination of 

disruptive factors”. 

Vulnerability and resilience analyses are used to identify individuals, households and 

communities who may become severely food insecure in a particular context: 

 A key approach is the Sustainable Livelihoods Framework, conceptualised by DFID in 

1999 and widely used by humanitarian actors. It allows a holistic appreciation of the 

factors shaping households’ livelihood strategies, differential asset accumulation 

(including human, natural, physical, financial, social capital), and vulnerability (Carter, 

2021: 5, citing Levine & Sharp, 2015).  

 There is growing focus on using intersectional vulnerability analysis to understand 

individual needs and risks in a crisis, moving beyond a homogenous group 

                                                   

8 This summary is taken from Carter (2021) which provides an overview of the literature on the impact of social 
inequalities on vulnerability to crises. 
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categorisation (Kuran et al., 2020). Broader research highlights how in everyday life – 

and in crises – social inequalities and discrimination along gender, age, disability, 

sexuality, ethnicity and religious lines result in overlapping, compounding disadvantages, 

shaping each person’s individual experience (Carter, 2021).  

3. Disaggregated data and early warning systems 

Humanitarian vulnerability assessments identify which individuals and households affected by 

social inequalities and discrimination are more vulnerable to severe food insecurity. For 

example, in 2021 OCHA found in Syria that, with close to 90% of the population living below the 

poverty line of which 60-65% are estimated to live in extreme poverty, the “(l)evels of both 

moderate and severe food insecurity are particularly high among returnees, female-headed 

households, households with member/s with a disability, older persons and children” (OCHA, 

2021b: 28). Moreover, the assessment concludes that “(w)hen gender, age and disability 

intersect in the Syrian context, individual and household vulnerability is notably compounded. In 

2021, it is these social determinants that most accurately indicate humanitarian needs and 

provide an in-depth understanding of broader geographical factors” (OCHA, 2021b: 31). 

However, data on individuals’ vulnerability and resilience in the lead up to and during severe 

food insecurity and (particularly in) famines is scarce. Famine risk analysis is a technically 

difficult and politically charged exercise, affected by serious logistical challenges in conflict and 

fragile settings; consequently, data is often missing9 (Maxwell & Hailey, 2020: 22). 

There is an aim in the humanitarian sector to improve data, including by collecting disaggregated 

data, as this is essential to understand how crises have differential impacts on people depending 

on their “sex or gender, age, disability, geography, ethnicity, religion, caste or any other factors” 

(Sphere Association, 2018: 12). Standards and guidelines for disaggregated humanitarian data 

collection, methodologies and processes are set out in the Core Humanitarian Standards on 

Quality and Accountability,10 the Sphere Handbook,11 the United Nations' Joint Intersectoral 

Analysis Framework (JIAF),12 the Interagency Standing Committee’s (IASC) Gender Handbook 

for Humanitarian Action,13 and the IASC Guidelines on Inclusion of Persons with Disabilities in 

Humanitarian Action,14 among others.  

However, despite the increase of guidance and learning resources in recent years, the collection 

and analysis of disaggregated humanitarian data is still sporadic. Key food security and famine 

                                                   

9 Maxwell and Hailey (2020: 19) find that “(t)he three categories of data most frequently missing—at least for a 
substantial proportion of the areas analysed—included mortality data (South Sudan, Nigeria, Yemen, Kenya); 
baseline and updated population data (all country cases); displacement data (Ethiopia, Nigeria, South Sudan); 
and nutrition data (almost all cases)”.  

10 https://corehumanitarianstandard.org/the-standard [Accessed 17 June 2021] 

11 https://spherestandards.org/handbook-2018/ [Accessed 17 June 2021] 

12 https://www.jiaf.info/ [Accessed 17 June 2021] 

13 https://www.gihahandbook.org/ [Accessed 17 June 2021] 

14 https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/iasc-task-team-inclusion-persons-disabilities-humanitarian-
action/documents/iasc-guidelines [Accessed 17 June 2021] 

https://corehumanitarianstandard.org/the-standard
https://spherestandards.org/handbook-2018/
https://www.jiaf.info/
https://www.gihahandbook.org/
https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/iasc-task-team-inclusion-persons-disabilities-humanitarian-action/documents/iasc-guidelines
https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/iasc-task-team-inclusion-persons-disabilities-humanitarian-action/documents/iasc-guidelines
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early warning systems do not include data on individuals and social categories; most data is on 

households, and sometimes on the head of the household.15 There is some gender 

disaggregated data from famines and severe food insecurity situations, but this remains patchy. 

Often gender is only available for malnutrition and mortality data (as found in South Sudan by 

Maxwell et al., 2018), while household level data does not allow insight into intra-household food 

equity dynamics. FAO et al. (2019: 91) conclude this “lack of data disaggregated by wealth 

quintile, gender, age, geography and disability … poses a significant barrier to addressing 

inequality and tackling undernourishment and malnutrition in marginalized groups”. 

The Integrated Phase Classification Tool – which covers data on acute food insecurity, chronic 

food insecurity and acute malnutrition – dominates contemporary food security and famine 

analysis (Maxwell & Hailey, 2020: 8; IPC Global Partners, 2019: 3). It provides an estimation of 

the scale and severity of food insecurity within a geographical area. The IPC aims to answer the 

question “(w)ho are those most affected?” to inform targeting of assistance (IPC Global Partners, 

2019: 12). The IPC Integrated Food Security and Nutrition Conceptual Framework considers 

households’ livelihood strategies and assets, with “(g)ender and other socio-economic 

inequalities and discrimination” identified as drivers of vulnerability (IPC Global Partners, 2019: 

10-11). The IPC guidelines also specify identification of “household affected groups” 

distinguished “by variations in wealth, gender, ethnic affiliation, livelihood, religion, exposure to a 

hazard event, or any other factor or combination of factors that make these groups distinct” (IPC 

Global Partners, 2019: 51). 

Reports of what is collected in practice using IPC analysis include: 

 In South Sudan, Somalia, Nigeria and Yemen data showed if the household is male- or 

female-headed but with no intra-household data disaggregation (Kim et al., 2018).  

 A report on IPC analysis in Sudan found the Food Security and Nutrition Monitoring 

System (FSNMS) “includes analysis on who accesses food distributions and who 

controls the decision making on use of food rations. It also analyses the gender 

protection issues related to food issues. However, there does not appear to be an 

analysis of the differential impact of food insecurity on gender or analysis of the 

implications of gender differences” (Maxwell et al., 2018: 25). 

 A report on IPC data in Yemen found extremely limited attention to marginalised groups, 

with little quantitative or qualitative data, although a “fair amount of discussion occurs 

about social networks and indigenous support systems” (Maxwell et al., 2019: 24-25). 

 In Somalia, South Sudan, Ethiopia, Nigeria, and Yemen, IPC and CH16 emphasis on 

“outcome indicator data (food security status, malnutrition, and mortality, as well as 

livelihood assets and coping strategies in complete analyses)” tends to “relegate data on 

causal factors to a secondary (and sometimes quite diminished) place in the analysis 

(Maxwell & Hailey, 2020: 22). 

                                                   

15 https://www.devex.com/news/where-are-the-women-in-food-insecurity-analysis-98804 [Accessed 22 June 
2021] 

16 Cadre Harmonisé is the regional framework used in West Africa. https://www.food-security.net/en/visualise/ 
[Accessed 22 June 2021] Maxwell and Hailey (2020: 13) describe CH as having a near identical format to IPC. 
and CH data is presented on the IPC platform: http://www.ipcinfo.org/ch [Accessed 21 June 20121] 

https://www.devex.com/news/where-are-the-women-in-food-insecurity-analysis-98804
https://www.food-security.net/en/visualise/
http://www.ipcinfo.org/ch
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There are other early warning famine systems: briefly, here are some highlights of how they 

consider the relationship between social inequalities and famine risk: 

 The USAID-funded Famine Early Warning System Network (FEWS NET) provides data 

on regions and livelihood zones within a country to predict food insecurity, using IPC 

classification.17 It works closely with IPC analysts but with “a different and more detailed 

approach to the early warning function” (Maxwell, 2019: 6). Scenario development for 

acute malnutrition and mortality includes questions on whether sub-groups – such as the 

poorest households, internally displaced persons, or flood-affected populations – are 

more affected than others (FEWS NET, 2018).  

 The World Food Programme's Vulnerability Assessment and Mapping Unit conducts 

assessments and provides early warning (Maxwell, 2019: 7). WFP's Mobile Vulnerability 

Analysis and Mapping (mVAM) includes household data disaggregated by the gender of 

the head of household (WFP, 2015a). However, the 2020 evaluation of WFP’s gender 

policy finds limited data collected for individuals (Peacocke et al., 2020: iv). 

4. Social inequalities and national/sub-national risk 

There appears to be little research exploring the ways in which social inequalities contribute to a 

national or sub-national risk of famine or severe food insecurity. There is some evidence on the 

relationship between some forms of social inequalities and the risk of national or sub-national 

conflict, and there is other research exploring the complex links between conflict and food 

insecurity. Experts caution there remain evidence gaps. Key findings from the evidence include: 

Relationship between conflict and famines or severe food insecurity: Common drivers of 

recent famines have been a complex interaction of conflict and displacement, disasters and 

extreme weather, diseases and pests, economic shocks and high food prices, and 

inadequate/untimely humanitarian response (IPC, 2020: 2). In recent years “the worst food crises 

have occurred in areas of active conflict” (Elver, 2020: 11). Conflicts can become “‘food wars’, 

not only because hunger is used as a weapon but also because food insecurity is both an effect 

and cause of conflict” (Messer & Cohen: 2004: 1). 

Relationship between social inequalities, conflict, and risk of famine or severe food 

insecurity at the national/sub-national level:  

 Quantitative research shows that gender inequalities, and in particular women’s 

vulnerability to violence, “is a significant predictor of the country’s propensity for violent 

conflict overall” (United Nations & World Bank, 2018: 116). Moreover discriminatory 

gender norms that underpin “unequal gendered roles and power relations” are proven to 

motivate support for and perpetuate conflict (Birchall, 2019: 3). Birchall’s recent evidence 

summary stressed the importance of considering gender as a causal factor for conflict 

“inextricably linked with other factors, including weak or unaccountable governance, 

ethnic, communal and religious tensions, social exclusion, reduced livelihood, education 

                                                   

17 https://fews.net/ [Accessed 21 June 2021] 

https://fews.net/
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and employment opportunities, lack of access to health care, security and justice, and 

land rights” (Birchall, 2019: 7).18 

 Looking at the evidence on “inequalities based on group identities, such as ethnicity, 

region, and religion”, Bahgat et al. (2017: 185) find “solid” evidence that “high levels of 

horizontal economic and political inequalities among the relatively deprived make violent 

conflict more likely”. A small literature shows that perceptions of inequalities are 

important in attitudes towards violence, while “objective and perceived horizontal 

inequalities do not necessarily overlap” (Bahgat et al., 2017: 185). Relevant grievances 

can include competition over land and water (such as between pastoralists and crop 

producers), or a lack of economic opportunities (with youth unemployment “consistently 

cited in citizen perception surveys as a motive for joining both rebel movements and 

urban gangs” (International Development Association, 2020: 3)). However, “the 

conditions under which certain group identities become relevant for mobilizing people for 

violence is still clear” (Bahgat et al., 2017: iv). 

Vulnerability of livelihood groups and national and subnational level fragility and food 

insecurity: there is a body of research on how the vulnerability of marginalised pastoralist 

groups has an impact on regional food security in the Sudano-Sahel ecological zone19  (Jobbins 

& McDonnell, 2021: 15; FAO, 2018a: 1). “The pastoral livestock value chain involves millions of 

herders, farmers, and businesses” and “plays an important role in the national and regional 

economies of Africa”, through its contribution to household consumption, transport and domestic 

and international trade (Jobbins & McDonnell, 2021: 7; FAO, 2018: 1). Therefore “(w)hen this 

system is disrupted by violence, forced displacement, or failed land management, the 

consequences ripple across the region, threatening food security and economic stability” 

(Jobbins & McDonnell, 2021: 7). 

Global tracking of countries’ humanitarian risk takes into account social inequalities (to a 

certain extent). For example, the global INFORM Risk Index20 ranks countries according to their 

risk levels for humanitarian crises. It takes into consideration how social inequalities may impact 

on national and subnational vulnerability to crises in two ways – directly by including data on 

vulnerable groups (including data on food insecurity)21 and by including data on development, 

deprivation and vertical inequality (Marin-Ferrer et al., 2017).  

5. Social inequalities and individual or household risk 

This section outlines the evidence on how social inequalities affect the vulnerability and 

resilience of individuals and households to famine and severe food insecurity. It summarises the 

literature on individual and household level 1) drivers of vulnerability to famine and food 

                                                   

18 This paragraph draws on a previous summary of this evidence in Carter (2021). 

19 A term used by Jobbins and McDonnell (2021: 3) to refer to: “(i) the Liptako-Gourma triangle at the intersection 
of Mali, Niger, and Burkina Faso; (ii) Nigeria and the Lake Chad Basin; (iii) the Central African Republic and 
surrounding border regions; and (iv) the Sudan/South Sudan border region”. 

20 https://drmkc.jrc.ec.europa.eu/inform-index/INFORM-Risk [Accessed 11 June 2021] 

21  The vulnerable groups component includes data on “uprooted groups” and “others”, the later with data on 
health conditions, children under 5, recent shocks and food security, while gender inequality is included in the 
vertical inequality component (using the Gender Inequality Distribution data) (Marin-Ferrer et al., 2017). 

https://drmkc.jrc.ec.europa.eu/inform-index/INFORM-Risk
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insecurity; 2) risks and access to essential services and humanitarian assistance; 3) exposure to 

protection threats related to food crises. 

Drivers of vulnerability  

The literature highlights the importance of careful contextual analysis to identify “the causes 

of famine vulnerability, and who is likely to be more vulnerable” (Devereux et al., 2017: 3; see 

also Howe, 2018: 148). Often the poorest people are at highest risk, but in some cases, 

particularly conflict-related famines, vulnerability has been “more complicated” (Devereux et al., 

2017: 12). For example, “in Darfur in 1984, poor and rich were equally likely to be malnourished” 

while in the 1997 South Sudan famine “there was a strong correlation between initial wealth and 

famine mortality – as the richer were targeted for their asset wealth” (Devereux et al., 2017: 12).  

Devereux (2006) and Howe (2018) unpack the drivers of vulnerability to famine at the household 

and individual level: 

 Devereux (2006: xii) sets out how vulnerability and resilience are affected by “strong 

negative synergies between chronic and transitory food insecurity, and between 

moderate and severe food insecurity”. Repeated transitory shocks can lead to chronic 

food insecurity as households use up or sell their assets until they “face destitution as 

well as heightened vulnerability to famine”, while people who are already moderately food 

insecure are highly vulnerable to severe food insecurity when a shock occurs (Devereux, 

2006: xii). 

 Howe (2018: 146-147) looks at how interaction between vulnerability and disruptive 

factors that can result in a famine have a differential impact on households and 

communities depending on “economic, social, political, demographic, 

environmental, and biological characteristics”. He finds at the outset of a famine, 

some individuals and households are more vulnerable due to “gender, age, disability and 

other diversity characteristics” or biological vulnerability especially for “young children, 

the elderly, and sometimes males” (Howe, 2018: 146). The “self-reinforcing dynamics” of 

a famine then “start to change the society in ways that further heighten and expose other 

forms of vulnerability (e.g. social marginalization of the elderly). The breakdown of 

traditions of communal sharing, the rise in crime, and the emotional and physical 

changes associated with hunger ramify outwards and have implications for who is most 

vulnerable during the crisis and for the heightening of that vulnerability” (Howe, 2018: 

147).  

Turning to look at the evidence on particular forms of social inequalities and vulnerability to 

famines and severe food insecurity, there is substantial evidence on how systematic 

discrimination and marginalisation based on gender, age, disability, sexuality and ethnic identity 

impacts negatively on people’s livelihoods and assets, and in turn makes them more 

vulnerable to food insecurity, and at times severe food insecurity. In particular in famine 

contexts the literature highlights the importance of ethnicity as a factor affecting risk and 

vulnerability. It has been difficult to find evidence on the relationship between religious identity, 

social inequalities and food insecurity.  

Research has shown how ethnicity can be an important factor. For example, social connections, 

often configured through ethnic identity, have been important in accessing land, irrigation and 
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other resources vital to food security in Afghanistan (Lautze et al., 2002: 25-26). In Somalia local 

authorities use clan structures “to allocate resources and influence access to power, leading to 

marginalisation and exclusion of minority clans” (Lwanga-Ntale & Owino, 2020: 6). Moreover, in 

situations of conflict driven by political, ethnic and/or religious tensions and factionalism, 

“starvation of civilians may be used as a method of warfare with famine conditions deliberately 

inflicted on certain groups” (Devereux, 2006: xii). For example, the international community has 

drawn attention to cases in Yemen, Syria and South Sudan22 (see also Human Rights Council, 

2020), with concerns reported for Tigray, Ethiopia in June 202123.   

Key findings from the evidence include: 

 The data shows women are more likely to be food insecure than men. Globally the 

prevalence of moderate or severe food insecurity is higher among women than men, a 

gender gap that increased from 2018 to 2019 (FAO et al., 2020: xx, 3). In-depth analysis 

of FAO 2014 to 2018 data from the Food Insecurity Experience Scale revealed women 

are more likely than men to find access to food difficult “even when they have the same 

income and education levels and live in similar areas as men”24 (FAO et al., 2020: 24). In 

particular female-headed households are often more vulnerable to shocks and food 

insecurity.25 There is an established evidence base linking women’s increased 

vulnerability to food insecurity to gender inequities and multiple compounding 

disadvantages (Njuki et al., 2021). Key constraints are: 1) unequal access to and 

ownership of assets, including land rights and productive resources; 2) disproportionate 

representation in lower-paying, insecure jobs, with less autonomy over household 

decisions, or no income; and 3) discriminatory gender norms that restrict women’s 

freedom of movement and burden women with the majority of unpaid caring 

responsibilities (Njuki et al., 2021; Brody et al., 2014: 21; Botreau & Cohen, 2019: 8).  

 FAO et al (2019: 100) find that “indigenous peoples are disproportionately represented 

among food-insecure and hungry populations”, and “are often affected by poor food 

security and nutrition. They frequently live in extreme poverty and in environments that 

have been damaged; or they have lost their land and no longer have access to traditional 

food sources.” Indigenous women are often among the most vulnerable populations, 

facing marginalisation within their own communities (FAO et al., 2019: 99).  

 People with diverse sexual orientation, gender identity and/or expression, and sex 

characteristics are often “excluded from education and employment due to stigma and 

                                                   

22 https://starvationaccountability.org/resources/expert-report [Accessed 25 June 2021] 

23 https://time.com/6076167/famine-tigray/ [Accessed 30 June 2021] 

24 The study finds that: “After controlling for socio-economic characteristics, women still had about a 13 percent 
higher chance of experiencing moderate or severe food insecurity than men, and close to 27 percent higher 
chance of being severely food insecure at the global level” (FAO et al., 2020: 24). Moreover “The gender gap in 
food insecurity is larger among the poorer and less-educated strata of the population, and for individuals who are 
out of the workforce, with health problems and who live in suburbs of large cities compared with those who live in 
rural areas” (FAO et al., 2020: 24).  

25 For example, in Syria, the 2021 Humanitarian Needs Overview finds that “Female-headed households are less 
likely to be able to meet basic needs (one per cent adequate, 23 per cent fair) compared to overall (four per cent 
adequate, 31 per cent fair) and have experienced a steeper deterioration of their ability to do so in the past 12 
months” (OCHA, 2021: 31). 

https://starvationaccountability.org/resources/expert-report
https://time.com/6076167/famine-tigray/
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discrimination, with little chance to access the formal employment sector and the 

corresponding job security” (Bishop, 2020: 17). In many countries they “are 

disproportionately affected by poverty, homelessness and food insecurity” (Madrigal-

Borloz, 2018: 16). In a global study, House (2020: 8) found “a clear connection between 

discrimination against LBT+26 communities and lack of access to decent work. The lack 

of access includes unemployment, as well as work that may be insecure, informal, 

unsafe, and/or poorly paid”, and identify “an urgent need for further research on LBT+ 

poverty and its links with hunger, food insecurity and nutrition, as well as lack of shelter”.  

 “People with disabilities in [low and middle income countries], particularly women with 

disabilities, were already more likely to be living in poverty, and more likely to experience 

food insecurity” before the impacts of COVID-19 (Meaney-Davis, 2020: 5, citing 

UNDESA, 2019). While there is little research on people with mental disabilities’ 

vulnerability to food insecurity, a community-based study in a rural Ethiopian district 

found households with people living with severe mental disorders (SMD)27 experienced 

more than twice as high levels of severe food insecurity than households from the 

general population (Tirfessa et al., 2017: 402-403). The study identified that possible 

factors included the impact on the household of caregiving taking away time available for 

food production and decreased community cooperation due to stigma.  

 A survey conducted by HelpAge in humanitarian contexts showed that 64% of older 

people (over 50 years old) did not have enough to eat (McGivern, 2020: 4). For many 

poverty increases in older age with declining work opportunities and patchy access to 

pensions28, in particular for women (Juergens & Galvani, 2020).   

 Some children are particularly vulnerable to food insecurity: A resilience analysis of 

South Sudan finds that “(o)rphaned and other groups of vulnerable children, like girls and 

demobilized child soldiers, are an especially affected group within populations of 

humanitarian concern, due to their lack of sources of livelihoods, knowledge and skills, 

and thus their dependence on others” (WFP, 2015a: 55).  

The literature also highlights that displaced people forced to leave their homes, livelihoods and 

resources face increased risk of food insecurity. They lose access to normal sources of food, 

work and shelter while facing novel threats (diseases, unsafe water, overcrowding) in their new 

environments (Devereux, 2000: 5). In Yemen 43% of displaced households were unable to meet 

minimum food needs in September 2020 (WFP, 2020). Often women and children are displaced, 

while in some contexts marginalised ethnic minorities are disproportionately affected, such as by 

the Muhamasheen in Yemen (a historically marginalised group representing about 10% of the 

country’s population) (Al-Warraq, 2019: 8; OCHA, 2021c: 32). People with disabilities are 

especially vulnerable during displacement: in a humanitarian displacement setting, Jimenez-

Damary (2020: 15) finds households with people with disabilities “are more likely to experience 

                                                   

26 Lesbians, bi women and trans people. 

27 The study details SMD as including schizophrenia, schizoaffective disorder, bipolar disorder or severe 
depression/depression with psychotic features (Tirfessa et al., 2017). 

28 They highlight that in “In Sub-Saharan Africa only 22 per cent of people above the retirement age receive a 
pension and large coverage gaps remain in Southern Asia (23 percent coverage) and the Arab States (27 
percent) (Juergens & Galvani, 2020). 
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food insecurity, because they possess fewer economic resources and work opportunities, may 

require more health services and may incur extra costs and expenditure related to disability”.   

Livelihoods 

Looking in more detail at some of the evidence specifically on livelihoods and food insecurity, the 

literature highlights that two major livelihood disruptors – conflict and climate change – 

accentuate existing social inequalities and deepen vulnerabilities:  

 Elver (2020: 11) finds “(p)rotracted conflict, local insecurity and violence disrupt 

agricultural production and threaten livelihoods, accentuating negative coping strategies 

and deepening vulnerability to shocks. Those who rely directly on the agricultural sector 

for their food and livelihood are particularly vulnerable and inequalities based on gender, 

age, location, race, ethnicity and migration status are accentuated”. Elver (2017: 11) 

identifies that: “(i)n times of conflict, disadvantaged groups, such as children under 5 

years of age, orphans, pregnant and lactating women, female-headed households, 

refugees and internally displaced persons, older persons, persons with disabilities, 

minorities and already marginalized communities suffering from social exclusion, tend to 

have less access to resources and the lowest coping capacities, leaving them most 

vulnerable to the risk of an inadequate diet. Pastoralists, nomadic peoples and 

indigenous communities are also vulnerable, with conflict having an impact on their 

access to land, fishing and hunting resources.”  

 Similarly “Climate change impacts differ among diverse social groups depending on 

factors such as age, ethnicity, ability/disability, sexual orientation, gender, wealth, and 

class” (Mbow et al., 2019: 446). Mbow et al. (2019: 446) find “(p)overty, along with socio-

economic and political marginalisation, cumulatively put women, children and the elderly 

in a disadvantaged position in coping with the adverse impacts of the changing climate”. 

Looking at women’s increased vulnerability, Women Deliver (2021: 1) find gender 

inequality results in “unequal access to basic social goods and natural and financial 

resources, reduction in food security, unequal decision-making power, and barriers in 

building capacity to increase individuals’ resilience to extreme weather events”. 

The literature highlights the association between livelihoods and location – and in particular 

the degree of urbanisation – as a factor affecting vulnerability to food insecurity. Typically, 

people living in urban areas are more able to diversify livelihoods and have better access to food, 

while rural populations are much more vulnerable to climate stresses, and have fewer livelihood 

options (Devereux et al., 2017; Rao et al., 2019: 965).  

In the case of rural pastoralist groups in the Horn of Africa, analysts draw attention to the 

complex political, economic and social processes of marginalisation that leaves them 

“increasingly vulnerable to malnutrition and food insecurity as their capacity to adapt to and 

recover from crises declines in the face of recurrent and often overlapping shocks. This was 

starkly illustrated in 2017 as Somalia veered towards famine” (FAO, 2018a: v; Pavanello, 2009: 

8). Moreover “ethnic and religious divisions between pastoralist groups and others are 

sometimes used to justify exclusionary politics and escalate intercommunal conflicts” (Brottem & 

McDonnell, 2020: 3) 
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Meanwhile, those overrepresented in precarious livelihoods (often in the informal sector) 

or unemployed, including in urban areas, are more likely to lose their jobs when there is an 

economic downturn, and have fewer resources and assets to cope with a sudden loss of income 

(Carter, 2021: 7; see also FAO et al., 2019: 99). For example, looking at COVID-19, evidence 

shows that people affected by pre-crisis economic marginalisation have been more susceptible 

to, and have less resilience to cope with, the negative economic impacts in low and middle-

income countries, leaving them more vulnerable to food insecurity. This includes “people with 

disabilities, refugees and internally displaced persons, the elderly, and women, adolescents and 

children”.29 Rohwerder (2020) summarises the available evidence. Some examples are: 

 A high proportion of women in low- and middle-income countries work in the informal 

sector, hit by high job losses during the pandemic (Meaney-Davis, 2020). As a result of 

income loss, “(s)ince the global pandemic began, female-headed households have 

significantly higher prevalence of moderate and/or severe food insecurity than male-

headed households” across Ethiopia, Malawi, Nigeria, and Uganda (Josephson et al., 

2020: 6).  

 Meaney-Davies (2020: 5) highlights “substantial evidence that many people with 

disabilities in LMICs are currently experiencing loss of work and income, extreme 

financial hardship and food insecurity” as a result of COVID-19 impacts, with those 

working in the informal sector or already experiencing extreme poverty “particularly 

severely impacted.” She cites evidence from multiple countries.  

 ILGA World (2020: 3) finds that “in South Africa, many migrants have escaped there in 

order to flee persecution for their sexual orientation, gender identity or expression in their 

home countries. Many of the migrants rely on jobs in the service industry and have been 

unable to find jobs during the lockdown”.  

Unequal access to assets 

The research highlights the link between social inequalities in secure land tenure and 

resulting food insecurity for rural communities, indigenous people, women and marginalised 

groups (von Grebmer et al., 2020: 26; Berkhout, 2021: 43). While “rural women account for 

nearly half the agricultural workforce” in lower income countries (Botreau & Cohen, 2019: 8), less 

than 15% of landowners are women across the world, and women are less likely to have the right 

to manage, transfer or derive economic benefits from land (FAO, 2018b). Meanwhile, in a range 

of countries there is ongoing displacement of smallholder farmers, pastoralists, and indigenous 

people in the face of land and clearing for commercial agriculture (von Grebmer et al., 2020: 26).  

Access to credit is important to fund consumption during shocks; people affected by social 

inequalities and discrimination continue to face barriers in accessing credit, with evidence in the 

literature for women (Brody et al., 2014).  and people with disabilities (“for example in some 

countries more than 30 percent of banks were not accessible to people with disabilities prior to 

the pandemic” (Meaney-Davis, 2020: 5, citing UNDESA, 2019: 3)). 

                                                   

29 https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm5801/cmselect/cmintdev/292-secondary-impacts/29207.htm#footnote-
120 [Accessed 26 June 2021] 

https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm5801/cmselect/cmintdev/292-secondary-impacts/29207.htm#footnote-120
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm5801/cmselect/cmintdev/292-secondary-impacts/29207.htm#footnote-120
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Discrimination can mean some people do not have access to social networks and support, 

increasing their vulnerability to food insecurity. Research on famine and HIV/AIDS in Africa in the 

1990s led to a deeper understanding of coping strategies when households face hunger 

(Hendriks, 2015: 613). More recent work has highlighted the importance of social capital and 

social connections as a source of help in times of famine and severe food insecurity (Maxwell et 

al., 2016). Research on the 2011 famine in Somalia finds that “(t)he nature of reciprocity, the 

resources available within people’s networks, and the collective risks and hazards faced within 

networks, all determined people’s individual and household outcomes in the famine and are 

related to the social structures and social hierarchies within Somali society” (Maxwell et al., 2016: 

63). Those most vulnerable in 2011 were “social groups most dependent on the rural economy 

with fewest relatives and clan-members outside of these areas (Maxwell et al., 2016: 68).  

Intra-household dynamics affect individual household members’ access to resources within the 

household. FAO et al. (2019: 99) note bargaining power is distributed unevenly within 

households by factors such as gender, age, and birth order. However there is limited evidence 

and “no systematic bias at the global level has been observed towards one specific age or sex 

group within a household concerning intra-household food distribution” (FAO et al., 2019: 99). 

Mbow et al. (2019: 447) reports that intrahousehold food allocation “norms vary according to age, 

ethnicity, culture, region, and social position, as well as by location in rural or urban areas”. 

Nevertheless, there is a “wide consensus” that because of their weaker bargaining position 

(underpinned by discriminatory patriarchal norms), within households women and girls 

“frequently eat least, last and least well” (FAO et al., 2019; 99; Botreau & Cohen, 2019: 8: Koch 

& Fuhrman, 2020: 2). Moreover, “pregnant women tend to receive relatively lower allocations, 

with likelihood of serious consequences for their own and their child’s nutritional status” (FAO et 

al., 2019: 99). Studies in low- and middle- income countries also report “reduced share of 

household food resources” to members, including children, with disabilities, with stigma a driving 

factor (Schwartz et al., 2019: 113; Groce et al., 2014: 311). This rapid review has not found 

evidence on intra-household food dynamics during famines. 

Risks and access 

Risk of malnutrition, morbidity, mortality  

There is some research on malnutrition, morbidity and mortality during famines which provides 

an insight into the heightened vulnerabilities by age, gender, displacement status and ethnicity 

(but little evidence was found on the relationship with disability, sexuality and religious identity). 

Devereux (2000: 5, 10) points out that generalising about patterns of mortality during famines is 

not easy due to 1) the complexity in estimating mortality estimates and limitations of data; and 

2)  “complex interactions between biological and sociocultural vulnerability”, the latter being 

context-specific. Devereux (2000: 10) cautions that “(i)ntrahousehold mortality patterns during 

famines reflect local social hierarchies, cultural practices and economic priorities as well as age- 

and sex- specific biological vulnerability”. With this caveat, key findings on mortality patterns 

during famines include: 

 “Children and young infants are at the greatest risk during famine. In many situations, 

however, adults and adolescents also die in large numbers. Specialist provision should 

also be made for these two groups”. (Devereux et al., 2017: 12) 
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 'Young children and the elderly are at greatest risk in normal times, and these groups 

tend to suffer the greatest absolute rise in deaths during food crises” (Devereux, 2000: 

10). 

Evidence on the risks faced by women, girls and infants include: 

 “Although gendered inequalities generally work against women and girls, there is 

consistent evidence of female mortality advantage (lower death rates for women than 

men) during famines, for a combination of biological and sociocultural reasons.” 

(Devereux et al., 2017: 11) 

 However, in some famines, girls have experienced higher mortality rates than boys. For 

example, in the Ethiopian famine of the 1970s, while more men than women died overall, 

there was “evidence of intrahousehold gender bias favouring the survival of sons over 

daughters”, who had mortality rates up to 50 percent higher than boys. (Devereux, 2000: 

11)  

 “Nutrition is of particular importance for prenatal and/or lactating women and their infants” 

while at the same time women are “biologically and socially … more vulnerable to 

inadequate nutrition during food shortages” (de la O Campus & Garner, 2014: 7). Women 

Deliver (2021: 7) highlight that “macro- and micronutrient deficiencies caused by food 

insecurity and undernutrition among pregnant women can affect pregnancy, nursing, and 

newborn outcomes and lead to low-weight births, miscarriages, and perinatal mortality”. 

De la O Campus and Garner (2014: 77) note “the first 1 000 days between a woman’s 

pregnancy and her child’s 2nd birthday are the most essential for protecting lifelong 

development for babies. For this reason, changes in diet for women and children are of 

special concern, as micronutrient deficiencies have been associated with heightened 

morbidity and mortality – particularly among preschool children and pregnant women”. 

 Some diseases disproportionately affect women in food insecure situations. For example, 

with limited support or livelihood opportunities, displaced women are more likely to have 

to sell sex in unsafe situations, leading to risks of HIV or hepatitis B (Taylor-Robinson & 

Oleribe, 2016). 

The literature highlights that displaced people are often more at risk in famines due to lack of 

access to food and other resources, poor sanitary conditions, and lack of medical support, while 

overcrowded refugee camps have often seen the highest mortality rates with the spread of 

communicable diseases (Devereux, 2000: 5).  

Looking at the evidence on minority ethnic groups’ risks during famines, Devereux et al. 

(2017: 12) notes that “during the Somalia famine of 2011, two ‘marginal’ groups made up the 

greatest proportion of those who died. The Rahanweyn and Bantu, agro-pastoralists and riverine 

farmers respectively, have historically lacked power and were the target of looting and violence 

during the previous Somalia famine”. These groups were heavily concentrated in the areas with 

worst famine conditions as well as comprising the majority of the poorest and the majority of 

people displaced due to the famine (Devereux et al., 2017: 12). The majority of the deaths of 

children under five years of age (which accounted for 52% of total deaths) from the famine 

occurred within minority groups such as these (Howe, 2018: 153). 
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There is evidence of social inequalities affecting the risk of malnutrition (looking specifically 

at undernutrition and micronutrient deficiencies30): 

 “Women and children living in food-crisis countries are especially vulnerable to 

malnutrition. In total 7.2 million children suffered from wasting in the 10 worst food crises 

and 31.9 million suffered from stunting. The highest levels of child wasting were in 

Yemen, the Sudan and South Sudan, each with a prevalence of around 16 percent. In 

Yemen, wasting levels reached 31 percent in some governorates. The world’s two worst 

food crises had very high levels of child stunting with 46.4 percent of children 

under 5 years stunted in Yemen and 42 percent in the Democratic Republic of the 

Congo” (FSIN & Global Network Against Food Crises, 2021: 23). 

 FAO et al. (2019: 99) finds that “Minority ethnic groups are often at higher risk of different 

forms of malnutrition. Children in most disadvantaged ethnic groups in low- and lower-

middle-income countries have on average 2.8 times the rate of stunting and six times the 

rate of wasting compared with their more advantaged peers, although the disparities are 

much higher in some countries. Additionally, ethnic disparities appear to be increasing in 

many countries.”  

 “Widespread and ongoing iron deficiency in women of reproductive age, as well as a 

higher global malnutrition rate compared with men, reflects systemic discrimination, 

including within health and nutrition services” (von Grebmer et al., 2020: 26) 

 Globally “Children, adolescents and women of childbearing age with disabilities have 

poorer overall nutritional status than their peers without disabilities” (Holden & Corby, 

2019: 2). 

Access to essential services 

Social inequalities and discrimination can impede access to basic services in food secure 

situations; in food crises these inequalities tend to be exacerbated. Socially constructed barriers 

that affect access can be environmental, institutional and/or attitudinal.31  

In food security crisis, people’s health and nutritional status weakens, and their needs rise, but 

basic health care, education, and water and sanitation services may be “damaged, destroyed or 

closed” due to contexts of protracted poverty, conflict and displacement and other shocks (as 

found in South Sudan – OCHA, 2021a: 4). “In this type of context, some vulnerable populations 

face particular barriers to access to services. For example in South Sudan, “(a)pproximately 12 

per cent of IDPs and 13 per cent of returnees live in settlements with no access to health 

                                                   

30 WHO defines malnutrition as “deficiencies, excesses, or imbalances in a person’s intake of energy and/or 
nutrients” which covers three groups of conditions: 1) “undernutrition, which includes wasting (low weight-for-
height), stunting (low height-for-age) and underweight (low weight-for-age)”; 2) “micronutrient-related malnutrition, 
which includes micronutrient deficiencies (a lack of important vitamins and minerals) or micronutrient excess”; 3) 
“overweight, obesity and diet-related noncommunicable diseases (such as heart disease, stroke, diabetes and 
some cancers). https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/malnutrition [Accessed 26 June 2021] This 
review has not included evidence on micronutrient excess and obesity. 

31 This section draws on Carter (2021) which summarises evidence on how social inequalities and discrimination 
can affect access to essential services in crises. 

https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/malnutrition
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services”, while 2.4 million children were out of school in 2020, mostly girls, with children in rural 

areas and IDP, refugee and returnee children most vulnerable (OCHA, 2021a: 26) 

People with disabilities may be particularly vulnerable in this type of situation (see evidence 

summary in Carter, 2021: 11-12). Physical, financial and information and communication barriers 

to access may be particularly problematic for “(p)ersons with multiple disabilities, persons who 

are blind or partially sighted, deaf and hard of hearing persons, persons with deafblindness, and 

persons with intellectual and psychosocial disabilities” (Close, 2021: 6), and older persons with 

disabilities (HNAP, 2019: 7). Research across 28 sites for internally displaced persons displaced 

by droughts between 2016 and 2018 in Somalia and Somaliland finds women and men with 

mental health problems, followed by elderly women and men, were reported as most likely to 

struggle to reach basic services (Fanning, 2018: 14). 

Access to humanitarian assistance 

Social inequalities and discrimination can shape access to humanitarian assistance. 

Humanitarian operations tend “towards one-size-fits-all emergency responses” that do not cater 

for specific vulnerabilities (Barbelet et al., 2018: 1). The 2016 inter-agency evaluation of the 

humanitarian response to crisis in the Central African Republic found that the priority to scale up 

the response meant “too little attention to collection and analysis of [sex and age disaggregated 

data], and to identification and targeting of specific needs and vulnerabilities. Like most 

humanitarian responses, the response targeted predefined groups, especially refugees, IDPs 

and children, and it struggled to target vulnerabilities” (Lawday et al., 2016: 86). As a result “(t)he 

response systematically underserved people with disabilities, as well as boys and young men, 

older people, people without families (including widows) and other groups with particular 

vulnerabilities” (Lawday et al, 2016: 86). 

Carter (2021) provides a fuller summary of the evidence on this issue, looking at how 

vulnerability to exclusion from humanitarian response is driven by 1) discrimination and 

exclusionary norms and practices; 2) limited participatory crisis risk reduction, planning and 

response; 3) invisibility in policy, data, practice and research; 4) capacity and funding constraints.  

Here are some examples of the evidence of exclusion, looking in particular at people with 

disabilities and older people: 

 A 2015 global consultation finds that people with disabilities “fall through the cracks” of 

humanitarian response with three quarters of people with disabilities interviewed 

reporting to not have “adequate access to basic assistance such as water, shelter, food 

or health”, and half of respondents reporting to not be able to access specialised services 

such as “rehabilitation, assistive devices, access to social workers or interpreters” 

(Handicap International, 2015). Cordero et al. (2017: 15) highlight that “Mainstream 

humanitarian interventions fail to take into account the specific situations of children and 

adolescents with disabilities. Significant interventions, such as infant and young 

children feeding programmes, vaccination campaigns and psychosocial support, often 

reach children through schools, temporary learning spaces and child-friendly spaces, 

from which children and adolescents with disabilities may be excluded”. 

 Data on older people is lacking in most humanitarian preparedness and needs 

assessments and their needs are often overlooked, and particularly in comparison to the 
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attention given to women and children in humanitarian response (McGivern, 2020: 14; 

Barbelet et al., 2018: 23; HelpAge International, 2019). In northeast Nigeria, where food 

insecurity is driven by conflict and older people face distinct difficulties, older people 

“described significant challenges in accessing assistance equally. The first problem, 

voiced by almost every older person interviewed, is that no one speaks with them about 

their needs and risks” (Amnesty International, 2020: 50).  

 Meanwhile, intersecting inequalities can leave people highly vulnerable to exclusion 

from assistance. For example: a 92-year-old elderly man with disabilities in Somalia 

reported that in the 2016 drought he couldn’t walk and didn’t have money to pay for 

transport to get to assistance, and so he was left behind in his village, “desperate and 

hungry” (Lwanga-Ntale & Owino, 2020: 4). In Somalia, “one-third of households reported 

that physically disabled women and widows were likely to be excluded from distributions, 

and 28% reported that elderly women were”, while physically disabled men and elderly 

men were also at risk of exclusion but to a lesser extent (25% and 22% respectively) 

(Fanning, 2018: 14).  

Elite capture of aid is a persistent problem in relief efforts (Devereux et al, 2017: 11). For 

example Devereux et al. (2017: 20) finds that “(i)n Ethiopia in 1984, only one twentieth of the aid 

went to Tigray (where the rebellion was), despite it having one third of the famine victims. The 

same was true in Sudan in the later 1980s. At the same time, aid was diverted to government 

soldiers and to enclaves or populations loyal to governments.” Research from Somalia shows 

that certain clans had less access to humanitarian aid following the 2011-12 famine than others, 

with aid distribution controlled by dominant clans (Maxwell et al., 2016: 69-70). In another 

example, Al-Warraq (2019: 8) finds that humanitarian aid to the Muhamasheen community in 

Yemen “is far less consistent than for other groups, and in some areas the Muhamasheen have 

been systematically excluded from assistance”.  

In addition targeting assistance at safe and secure areas can exclude marginalised 

populations living in more remote areas. For example, the evaluation of the humanitarian 

response in the Central African Republic found “(t)he response largely failed to assist people in 

the bush and in host families, partly because their needs were not properly identified or targeted, 

and partly because of access barriers and insecurity” (Lawday et al., 2016: 85). 

Exposure to protection threats related to food crises  

Exclusion, discrimination and deprivation 

Negative coping mechanisms during food crises can have gendered effects with particular risks 

for women and girls (de la O Campos & Garner, 2014). For example girls tend to be pulled out 

of school before boys, while in many societies women and girls shoulder the burden of care, and 

provide food, water and fuel for their households. Food crises increase these burdens and can 

expose them to harm and neglect, while the extra work can weaken their immune systems (de la 

O Campos & Garner, 2014: 8).   

When people leave their homes, some displaced people are particularly vulnerable. For 

example: 



   

 

22 

 OCHA (2021c: 28) highlights that “(w)omen are disproportionately and severely affected 

by displacement”, reporting that “(m)ore than 70 per cent of IDPs in Yemen are women 

and children, and approximately 30 per cent of displaced households are now headed by 

females, compared to 9 per cent before conflict escalated in 2015”. Humanity & Inclusion 

et al. (2021: 5) highlight that “(w)omen’s traditional gender roles as caregivers can add 

additional burdens on women with disabilities, especially in displacement”.  

 Jimenez-Damary (2020: 6) highlights that internally displaced persons with disabilities 

with high support needs, “are especially at risk of violence, isolation or neglect … such as 

persons with psychosocial or intellectual disabilities, unaccompanied, separated and 

orphaned children with disabilities or survivors of severe traumatic events”. 

 In Yemen displaced children can “face problems accessing education and other 

essential public services” due to a lack of identity documents (OCHA, 2021c: 28). 

 On minority groups, OCHA (2021c: 32) finds that in Yemen the many Muhamasheen 

that have fled their homes as a result of conflict “are less likely to be hosted by local 

communities due to social prejudice and are therefore more likely to seek shelter on 

farmland, in public spaces or in other sub-standard living conditions”. 

Violence, exploitation, abuse and other harm 

Women and girls are particularly vulnerable to various forms of gender-based violence during 

times of hunger and food insecurity, including through increases in 1) household tensions and 

domestic violence; 2) exploitation, including engaging in transactional sex; 3) risks of sexual 

exploitation and abuse by aid workers and other food aid distributors; 4) “pressure on families to 

marry girls at young ages as a coping mechanism to ‘protect’ girls and sustain families” (Fraser, 

2020: 2). The 2021 global review of evidence on sexual exploitation, abuse and sexual 

harassment in the aid sector highlights that “Aspects of identity combine to increase risks of 

SEAH [sexual exploitation, abuse and harassment] for particular individuals and groups. 

Individual factors related to age, gender, sexual orientation, disability, socio-economic status, 

migrant status, race and ethnicity, issues of isolation create greater risk especially for IDPs, and 

female headed households” (Feather et al., 2021: 6).  

Looking in more detail at the risk of sexual exploitation, abuse and harassment, Fraser (2020: 

11) highlights “(s)everal studies have found that women and girls are at increased risk of SEAH 

to and from food distribution points, as well as cases of aid workers sexually exploiting women 

and girls in exchange for food assistance”. For example, in Syria “women and girls were being 

sexually exploited by men delivering food aid on behalf of the UN and international charities. ... 

The scale of the exploitation was so widespread that some Syrian women refused to go to food 

distribution centres for fear that people would assume they had provided sex in exchange for the 

food aid” (Fraser, 2020, citing the original studies).  

Jimenez-Damary (2020: 12-13) reports that persons with disability in humanitarian displaced 

settings are at increased risk of “physical, sexual and gender-based violence; robbery, bribery 

and intimidation and coercion; denial of food and essential medicine, harassment, emotional 

abuse and neglect, often perpetrated by persons known to them”. Particularly vulnerable are 

“Internally displaced children, women and older persons with disabilities, particularly those with 

intellectual or psychosocial disabilities” who “may face extreme isolation and marginalization in 
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displacement situations” (Jimenez-Damary, 2020: 13). H&I et al. (2021) find that “(w)omen and 

girls with disabilities are disproportionately affected by conflict-related sexual violence”. 

Minority groups may be at risk of violence during times of conflict and severe food insecurity. In 

Yemen, “(r)eports of violence targeting the Muhamasheen, including [gender-based violence], … 

are common” (OCHA, 2021c: 32). 

Assessments highlight the vulnerability of children to a range of protection threats, and in 

particular children with disabilities. For example, WFP (2015b: 56) found in 2015 in South 

Sudan “displaced children are particularly vulnerable to the psychosocial stress, family 

separation, physical and sexual violence and recruitment into armed groups. Children (and 

others) living with disabilities face worsened and specific risks in relation to these and other 

shocks”. When food insecurity and conflict combine, assessments note the risk to boys (and 

men), or to children in general, of forced recruitment into armed forces or armed groups (in 

Somalia – Fanning, 2018: 10; in Nigeria – Global Protection Cluster, 2017: 6). Children are also 

vulnerable to psychosocial harm – found to be “extremely pervasive” among children in North 

East Nigeria in 2019 (Singh, 2019: 5). Affected children showed high levels of anxiety and 

outbreaks of anger and aggression, and suffered from nightmares, insomnia and flashbacks 

(Singh, 2019: 5). This assessment also highlighted the “widespread and pervasive” stigma of 

children who had been abducted, and particularly “for adolescent girls who had had a child as a 

result of sexual abuse during captivity” (Singh, 2019: 6).  

6. Measures 

There are a wide range of measures addressing the ways in which social inequalities and 

discrimination contribute to vulnerability to food insecurity and famine risk. It is beyond the scope 

of this review to provide a comprehensive mapping. This is an illustrative selection of the type of 

measures deployed with examples of lessons learned and recommendations in the literature.  

Food crisis monitoring and analysis 

Humanitarian organisations are developing tools to monitor vulnerabilities specific to certain sub-

group, or disproportionately affecting certain subgroups. HelpAge has “used its Rapid 

Assessment Method for Older People (RAM-OP) to provide critical information on the 

malnutrition rate among older people” (Barbelet et al., 2018: 25). The World Food Programme's 

Gender Equality for Food Security (GE4FS) measure has been tested in 17 countries. It links 

data on gender and food security with empowerment measures to show how vulnerability is 

gendered (WFP Gender Office, 2020). The IPC's 2018-22 strategy document states that two 

additional thematic areas will be added to IPC tools and procedures, to be chosen from: urban 

areas; gender sensitive analysis; refugees and internally displaced populations; trend analysis; 

integration with resilience analysis; detailed analysis of contributing factors; expanded analysis of 

selected populations (IPC, 2019: 13).  

Recommendations in the literature include: 

 More disaggregated data on population sub-groups would provide a more detailed 

picture of vulnerability. It is widely agreed that careful analysis of who is likely to be most 
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vulnerable to the effects of famine should inform targeting of pre-famine interventions and 

humanitarian relief (Devereux et al., 2017, p. 12). 

 While humanitarian organisations need to include more vulnerability categories in their 

funding and analysis, with the large number of potentially vulnerable subgroups there is 

potential for a fragmentation of analysis, and perfunctory exercises (Barbelet et al., 2018: 

30). One recommendation is for a holistic, integrated analysis that looks across all 

vulnerability categories, rather than separate long lists of individual vulnerable groups 

(Barbelet et al., 2018: 30). 

 Humanitarian vulnerability assessments should move from “static” categories based on 

fixed characteristics of fixed, 'innate and individual' characteristics of population sub-

groups, such as women, children, persons with disabilities, older persons. The 

vulnerability of these population sub-groups will vary from context to context and over 

time (Rao et al., 2020). Researchers therefore emphasise the importance of a “political 

economy analysis of needs and vulnerability”: understanding the socio-economic and 

political context, the dynamics of the famine, and the causes of vulnerability in order to 

better address it (Barbelet & Wake, 2020: 23-25).  

 Monitoring should include analysis of social connections: 'the way social networks 

function in extremis is qualitatively different from the way they function under more 

‘‘normal” circumstances—and the monitoring of these changes could be a very important 

kind of information for early warning and response (Maxwell et al., 2016: 72). 

Financing and delivery of humanitarian assistance and crisis 
preparedness 

Devereux et al. (2017) sets out general recommendations for improving humanitarian 

response to famines, including: improving the timeliness of response; respond to the health 

causes of famine mortality; and rather than setting up camps, reduce the necessity for people to 

migrate in search of food by scaling up social protection, water and sanitation facilities, food aid 

and immunisation campaigns in villages etc. These measures would help all those in famines 

and severe food crises including those affected by social inequalities. 

Humanitarian guidelines set out how responses to famines and food crises should be 

targeted and tailored to address specific risks and barriers relating to inequalities. To look 

more closely at one example, the IASC (2019) Guidelines on Inclusion of Persons with 

Disabilities in Humanitarian Action set out how it is important when designing food and nutrition 

programming in crises to understand first what barriers people with disabilities face. IASC (2019: 

95) provides a detailed list of potential barriers and appropriate inclusive response. The guidance 

highlights that “(i)t is also important to recognize that persons with the same impairment may 

experience barriers differently, for many reasons including their sex, age, culture or 

socioeconomic status. The complex forms and character of multiple and intersecting 

discrimination and disability require a multi-criteria risk assessment” (IASC, 2019: 12). The 

overall recommended approach is “twin-track”, combining “inclusive mainstream programmes 

with targeted interventions for persons with disabilities” (IASC, 2019: 95). The guidance 

highlights the importance of “inclusive budgeting” which “occurs when an organization, during its 

planning process, allocates funds to remove barriers and promote participation for persons with 

disabilities, and to provide targeted activities for persons with disabilities. Inclusive budgets 

should include costs for improving physical accessibility, providing reasonable accommodations, 
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and providing specialized non-food items (NFIs), assistive devices, mobility equipment and 

accessible communications” (IASC, 2019: 10).  

In addressing elite capture of humanitarian aid, Devereux et al. (2017: 12) find “(c)ommunity-

based targeting is one way of attempting to ensure that marginalised groups are not excluded, as 

this approach typically contains a significant element of participation and transparency. However, 

dominant groups can still manipulate the process”. A rapid evaluation of the UK’s Department for 

International Development’s (DFID) response to drought in Somalia in 2017 offers several 

recommendation on how to overcome targeting problems arising from marginalisation, given the 

experience of aid not reaching “poorly connected” clans (DuBois et al., 2018). Recommendations 

include having people on the ground who know the context; stronger political, economic and 

social analysis of the dynamics of marginalisation and exclusion; and identifying “partners and 

staff coming from those marginalised communities” (DuBois et al., 2018: 27).  

Civil society engagement and accountability to affected 
populations 

Accountability to affected populations (AAP) is a phrase “widely used in the humanitarian 

community to refer to the commitments and mechanisms that humanitarian agencies have put in 

place to ensure that communities are meaningfully and continuously involved in decisions that 

directly impact their lives”.32 This rapid review provides a brief summary of the evidence and 

findings available on three issues: 1) women’s participation and leadership; 2) measures to 

address sexual exploitation and abuse within the humanitarian system; and 3) the roles of 

organisations of people with disabilities and older people’s associations in humanitarian crises. 

Looking at the evidence on measures supporting women’s participation and leadership in 

famine and food crisis prevention and response, “(r)esearch shows that when women are 

involved in prevention and crisis response, it leads to better humanitarian outcomes”, including 

“improved food access and food security, particularly among women and children” (Lafrenière et 

al., 2019: 187, Barclay, 2016: 11 citing findings from UN Women, 201533). However, while there 

are “many promising efforts underway, these insights are not yet translating into widespread 

sustained change on the ground”, with women’s leadership roles as “early responders and 

promoters of community resilience … still not fully acknowledged or utilised”, and chronic 

underfunding of gender equality programming (Lafrenière et al., 2019, 188). 

Barclay et al. (2016) undertook research into the barriers and opportunities for women’s 

leadership in humanitarian response as identified by women from Bangladesh, Ethiopia, Nepal, 

occupied Palestinian territory (Gaza), the Philippines and Vanuatu. In the case study of Ethiopia, 

which was experiencing a severe drought and mass water and food shortages, women’s groups 

were “a key enabling factor for women’s leadership in humanitarian action”: “the women’s 

savings and credit cooperative provided loans to people outside of the cooperative who were 

severely affected, sick and most vulnerable to the drought” (Barclay et al., 2016: 27). Women 

identified “their lack of education, literacy and the burden of unpaid work as the most significant 

                                                   

32 https://emergency.unhcr.org/entry/42554/accountability-to-affected-people-aap [Accessed 18 June 2021] 

33 UN Women (2015) measured the effect of gender equality programmes on humanitarian outcomes in Nepal, 
Kenya (Turkana and Dadaab) and the Philippines. 

https://emergency.unhcr.org/entry/42554/accountability-to-affected-people-aap
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13552074.2019.1634332
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factors hindering their leadership”, while the process of limiting participation in the local disaster 

preparedness committee to members of the (male-dominated) local administration effectively 

excluded women (Barclay et al., 2016: 14, 34). Across all the contexts, “patriarchal gender norms 

and cultural practices were a significant barrier to women’s leadership” (Barclay et al., 2016: 23). 

The Inter-Agency Standing Committee (IASC) Task Force on Accountability to Affected 

Populations (AAP) is combined with Protection from Sexual Exploitation and Abuse (PSEA), and 

aims to “foster a culture of accountability and protection from sexual exploitation and abuse 

at all levels of the humanitarian system”.34 The 2021 global evidence review on sexual 

exploitation, abuse and sexual harassment in the aid sector found “a lack of standardisation of 

what constitutes an effective approach which limits any scope for comparisons across studies” 

(Feather et al., 2021: 6). The review identified good practice factors such as “managers’ 

awareness of SEAH, a speak-up culture and diversity in the workforce”, inclusive and 

participatory training involving senior leadership and follow-up; and listening to survivors’ voices 

and providing feedback on the process with face-to-face reporting (Feather et al., 2021: 6-7). 

There is also growing evidence of the valuable role of organisations of people with disabilities 

and older people’s associations in humanitarian crises, including famines and food 

insecurity. For example, Palmer (2019) shows from humanitarian responses around the world 

that inclusion of persons with disabilities and organisations of persons with disabilities in 

humanitarian planning and response can create a better understanding of potential vulnerabilities 

and barriers, and improve resilience, among other outcomes. However, this is still an under-

funded and under-researched area. An evidence gap mapping (Robinson et al., 2020: 

unpaginated) found little evidence “on the meaningful participation of people with disability in 

humanitarian response, inclusive mechanisms for feedback and complaints by people with 

disability, and coordination of inclusive humanitarian assistance respectively”, and none for older 

people. Looking at organisations of women with disabilities, Sherwood and Pearce (2016) find 

that their expertise “remains largely untapped in humanitarian crises and they often lack funding 

and organisational capacity, as well as facing exclusion from both the disability and women’s 

rights movements” (as summarised in Rohwerder, 2017: 13).  

Diplomacy relating to conflict prevention, respect for International 
Humanitarian Law (IHL), and humanitarian access 

The evidence included in this rapid review highlights close links between famine, food insecurity 

and conflict. One measure to address social inequalities and discrimination in conflict situations 

is for more inclusive peace processes. UN Security Council Resolution (UNSCR) 1325 (2000) 

called for more engagement from women in peace processes and conflict resolution.35 Krause et 

al (2018: 1005) find from peace agreements between 1975 and 2011 that those involving women 

led to “better accord content, higher agreement implementation rates, and longer lasting peace”. 

Research presented by Conciliation Resources shows how inclusion of women, young people, 

indigenous people and others is beneficial for peace processes, particularly for conflicts based 

partly or wholly on identity, and recommend various ways to facilitate such inclusion (Carl, 2019). 

                                                   

34 https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/iasc-task-team-on-accountability-to-affected-populations-and-
protection-from-sexual-exploitation-and-abuse-aap-psea [Accessed 18 June 2021] 

35 http://unscr.com/en/resolutions/doc/1325 [Accessed 24 June 2021] 

https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/iasc-task-team-on-accountability-to-affected-populations-and-protection-from-sexual-exploitation-and-abuse-aap-psea
https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/iasc-task-team-on-accountability-to-affected-populations-and-protection-from-sexual-exploitation-and-abuse-aap-psea
http://unscr.com/en/resolutions/doc/1325
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However, Humanity & Inclusion et al.’s (2021: 2) submission on the twentieth anniversary of the 

UNSCR 1325 highlights that progress has been slow, with women only accounting for, on 

average between 1992-2019, “13 percent of negotiators, 6 percent of mediators, and 6 percent of 

signatories in major peace processes worldwide”. Moreover, “(w)omen and girls with disabilities 

are disproportionately impacted by armed conflicts, yet remain underreported and excluded from 

peace and security processes” despite their “unique experiences, perspectives, and expertise 

they bring to conflict prevention, response, and the peace table” (H&I et al., 2021: 2-3).  

Evidence from previous food security crises suggests investment in strategic engagement and 

diplomacy can support humanitarian response aiming to support vulnerable populations. 

Analysis explores how from 2002 “a partnership between donors, agencies and local 

stakeholders, based on principles of engagement, resulted in coordinated efforts to address the 

key determinants of the conflict and food insecurity”36 on the Nuba Mountains population during 

the Sudanese civil war. Pantuliano (2008: 56) highlights the focus of Nuba Mountains 

Programme Advancing Conflict Transformation (NMPACT) on principles of engagement, 

“political humanitarianism”, national ownership, inter-agency coordination, and “participatory 

development as related to programme design and decision making and collective advocacy”. 

These factors were seen as key in formulating “an approach focused on capacity building, 

promotion of sustainable agriculture and market revitalization alongside conflict transformation 

and peace building” (Pantuliano, 2008: 56-57). An adequately staffed coordination structure was 

key, as way learning lessons to help plan for the medium and long-term (such as research work 

on land tenure issues) while the crisis was still ongoing (Pantuliano, 2008: 57).  

Resilience 

Given the trend of protracted, recurrent crises, rising chronic food insecurity and household asset 

erosion, the humanitarian system has turned to “a greater focus on increasing resilience to 

shocks” (O’Brien, 2017: 13). Today, at least at the level of research and policy, definition of 

resilience in international development “has expanded beyond the idea of ‘coping’ with shocks 

and stressors and now includes a focus on improvement in well-being and consideration of the 

factors that may inhibit well-being due to social, political or economic exclusion” (Bene et al., 

2019: vi). Given the limitations of this rapid review, this section provides some brief highlights of 

the evidence on two key resilience approaches in the context of famine and food insecurity: 

social protection and women’s empowerment. 

Social protection is a key approach used today “to provide regular and predictable transfers to 

people in a situation of chronic or seasonal food insecurity”, and in this way “strengthen 

resilience and protect the livelihoods of the most vulnerable households” (O’Brien, 2017: 13). 

Shock-responsive social protection programmes is a key approach to linking humanitarian relief 

to development, with the intention of linking these programmes to early warning mechanisms so 

that they can be expanded before, or immediately after a crisis (Devereux, 2021: 12-13; Winder-

Rossi et al, 2017: 7). Expansion of social assistance (non-contributory social protection) – and in 

particular cash transfers – has been a common response taken by governments to mitigate the 

economic impacts of COVID-19, especially for informal urban workers vulnerable to sudden job 

losses (Gentilini et al, 2021). There is growing awareness of the need to make such social 

                                                   

36 https://odi.org/en/publications/responding-to-protracted-crises-the-principled-model-of-nmpact-in-sudan/ 
[Accessed 26 June 2021] 

https://odi.org/en/publications/responding-to-protracted-crises-the-principled-model-of-nmpact-in-sudan/
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protection inclusive, but coverage remains limited for some people affected by social inequalities. 

For example, UNPRPD and ILO (2021) detail the low coverage in the case of people with 

disabilities and their households. 

This rapid review found a large literature on improving households’ food security through 

supporting women’s empowerment. There is consensus that promoting gender equality, 

gender-equitable food systems, and women’s agency at individual, household and community 

levels is key to improving food security for women and their households.37 Mbow et al. (2019: 

448, citing several studies) find with high confidence “(e)mpowering and valuing women in their 

societies increases their capacity to improve food security under climate change 

and make substantial contributions to their own well-being, to that of their families and of their 

communities”. For example, a randomised control trial of a social and economic empowerment 

programme in South Kivu province in the Democratic Republic of Congo found the intervention 

increased women’s savings, assets and access to credit; their entrepreneurial worth and net 

earnings; improved their mental health, participation in household in decision-making, social 

support, and household diet diversity (Noble et al., 2020).  

However a review of the evidence finds “little evidence on causal pathways or mechanisms” that 

support women’s empowerment (Njuke et al, 2021: 4-5). A 3ie evidence mapping exercise found 

“relatively few studies” of “interventions supporting women’s decision-making or measured 

outcomes regarding women’s empowerment” (Moore et al., 2021: 34). Existing evidence tends to 

offer “locally or contextually specific findings” (Njuke et al., 2021: 5). Moreover, there is even less 

research on addressing the impact of other social inequalities through resilience interventions: a 

2020 evidence gap mapping on disability and older people in humanitarian response found a lack 

of evidence on building resilience and preparedness for people with disability and older people 

through inclusive humanitarian response (Robinson et al., 2020). 

Nevertheless, analyses of the available evidence identify promising approaches. For example, a 

review of women’s economic programming linked with land programming identifies promising 

approaches as including “engaging both men and women; linking awareness of land rights to 

wider rights (including related to marriage); and involving women in groups and in local 

governance mechanisms on land.” (Beavor & Augustinus, 2018: 12). There is also growing 

awareness “gender norms and structural biases can limit women’s influence and voice” with 

unpaid care work and gender-based violence systematic barriers for women’s empowerment in 

food systems (38; Brody et al., 2014). This requires a shift in focus from the capacity of women to 

take individual actions in isolation, to gender-transformative approaches that “explore underlying 

causes of inequality and build consciousness, social capital and solidarity between women and 

men” (CARE-USA, 2020: 7). 

  

                                                   

37 https://www.ifpri.org/blog/gender-equality-womens-empowerment-and-food-systems-consensus-and-gaps-
literature [Accessed 23 June 2021].  

38 https://www.ifpri.org/blog/gender-equality-womens-empowerment-and-food-systems-consensus-and-gaps-
literature [Accessed 23 June 2021] 

https://www.ifpri.org/blog/gender-equality-womens-empowerment-and-food-systems-consensus-and-gaps-literature
https://www.ifpri.org/blog/gender-equality-womens-empowerment-and-food-systems-consensus-and-gaps-literature
https://www.ifpri.org/blog/gender-equality-womens-empowerment-and-food-systems-consensus-and-gaps-literature
https://www.ifpri.org/blog/gender-equality-womens-empowerment-and-food-systems-consensus-and-gaps-literature
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