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The economic security mission

The mission of the ICRC’s Economic Security team is to assist victims of armed conflicts and violence 
so that they are able to meet their essential needs in a sustainable and dignified manner.

The Economic Security team provides its assistance on the basis of a holistic understanding of needs, 
vulnerabilities and capacities.
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AcRonYMs

ACRONYMS
AAP  Accountability to affected population means conducting activities and using 

resources in full respect of people’s priorities and based on their needs.
BMI  The Body Mass Index is an indicator that is used to determine an adult’s nutritional 

status.
csI   The Coping Strategies Index is a tool that is used to assess the severity of a situation 

by analysing people’s coping strategies with regard to food consumption.
eccs  The five EcoSec core components constitute the pillars of economic security. They are 

food consumption, food production, income, living conditions and the capacities 
of institutions and services that are vital to a population’s economic activities.

ecosec  The ICRC’s Economic Security unit.
eHIs  Essential household items include, for example, bedding, cooking utensils and 

clothing.
Fcs  The Food Consumption Score is a tool that is used to assess household food 

consumption in terms of quantity and quality on the basis of the number of 
food groups eaten by household members during a recall period of seven days.

GAM  Global acute malnutrition is an index of acute malnutrition based on the weight-
for-height ratio with a cut-off of less than a -2 Z-score of the reference median 
for children aged 6-59 months, or based on the weight-for-height ratio squared 
(BMI) with a cut-off of less than 18.5 for adults. GAM results include moderate 
acute malnutrition (MAM) and severe acute malnutrition (SAM).

HH   The exact definition of a household may vary from one context to another. However, 
the term is most frequently used to refer to family members who prepare and 
consume their food together.

IDP   An internally displaced person is someone who has fled his or her home without 
leaving the country of origin.

HDDs  The Household Dietary Diversity Score is a tool used to assess the quality of 
household food consumption on the basis of the number of food groups included 
in the household members’ diet during the previous 24 hours.

HIV  The human immunodeficiency virus is a virus that attacks the immune system and 
can lead to the development of acute immunodeficiency syndrome (AIDS) and 
causes death if not treated. 

IcRc International Committee of the Red Cross
MAG  Market Analysis Guidance is a tool for the planning and implementation of market-

related interventions such as cash or voucher schemes. It is available in the EcoSec 
Resource Centre.

MAM  Moderate acute malnutrition is an index of acute malnutrition based on the weight-
for-height ratio between a -2 and -3 Z-score of the reference median for children 
aged 6-59 months, or based on the weight-for-height ratio squared (BMI) with a 
cut-off between 16 and 18.5 for adults.

MeIs  Microeconomic initiatives include grants, microloans and vocational training for 
individuals or families.

MUAc  The mid-upper arm circumference is a proxy indicator for the nutritional status of 
children aged between 6 and 59 months.

Un ocHA United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs
PIPs Policies, institutions and processes; the governance environment
RAM Rapid Assessment of Markets tool. It is available in the EcoSec Resource Centre.
sAM  Severe acute malnutrition is an index of acute malnutrition based on the weight-for-

height ratio with a cut-off below a -3 Z-score of the reference median for children 
aged 6-59 months, or based on the weight-for-height ratio squared (BMI) with a 
cut-off below 16 for adults.

sLF  The Sustainable Livelihoods Framework provides a structure for describing 
livelihoods, their outcomes and the factors that influence them. 

WatHab The ICRC’s Water and Habitat unit
WHo The United Nations World Health Organization
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INTRODUCTION
WHAT DOES THIS HANDBOOK COVER?
This handbook guides readers through the first of the four stages in the ICRC’s project cycle, 
describing in detail the process of assessing economic security. Its material supplements the 
EcoSec Training Module 1, “Assessing Economic Security”.

It is the first in a series of three handbooks on EcoSec practice. The next two cover the 
remaining stages in the project cycle and are entitled “EcoSec Planning, Monitoring and 
Evaluation” and “EcoSec Response: Programming and Implementation”. They supplement 
the material covered in Training Modules 2 and 3, which have the same titles.

TARGET
POPULATIONS
AND CONTEXT

EV
AL

UA
TE

 &
 L

EA
RN

IMPLEMENT & MONITOR

FORMULATE & PLAN
ASSESS & ANALYSE

Figure 0.1: The ICRC’s project cycle.

The methodology presented in this handbook is based largely on current EcoSec practice. 
It has been updated in some sections in order to take account of recent developments in 
humanitarian practice and to incorporate recommendations from internal and external 
reviews. 

A source of reference
The handbook is intended to provide readers with a detailed source of reference for the 
assessment of economic security. It can thus be consulted according to practitioners’ needs 
and on an ad hoc basis, rather than needing to be read from cover to cover. It goes without 
saying, however, that a full understanding of EcoSec principles and procedures can only be 
gained by reading the entire handbook.

Module 1: Assessing Economic 
Security

Module 2: EcoSec Planning, 
Monitoring and Evaluation

Module 3: EcoSec Response: 
Programming and Implementation
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WHAT SHOULD THE UPDATED ASSESSMENT METHODOLOGY 
HELP TO ACHIEVE?
Using the proposed methodology should:
 • ensure systematic consideration of the EcoSec core components (ECCs);1

 • enable field staff to carry out a holistic analysis of livelihoods that can facilitate an inte-
grated approach and can serve as a starting point for live-saving emergency action as 
well as for more sustainable long-term responses;

 • ensure that staff reports are complete and well structured;
 • take more account of people’s own capacity to cope during project planning;
 • improve the coherence between assessment, monitoring and evaluation/review 

exercises;
 • allow for the collection of data on a given population to be more consistent over time, which 

will improve the sequencing of interventions and contribute to an efficient transition 
from relief to recovery initiatives;

 • further harmonize EcoSec practice across delegations;
 • improve the compatibility of the ICRC’s methodology with those of other actors and donors;
 • strengthen staff competences in specific areas such as nutrition, cash transfer programming 

and market analysis.

WHO IS THIS HANDBOOK FOR?
The content of this handbook covers the assessment skills that must be mastered by all 
EcoSec staff members.2 It has been specifically designed for staff who are required to conduct 
assessments in the field. Some more advanced topics such as probabilistic sampling or 
in-depth market analysis are dealt with in separate supporting materials.

As the approach chosen is holistic3 and similar to that pursued by other actors in the Red 
Cross and Red Crescent Movement, it is hoped that field staff from other ICRC departments 
and other Movement partners might also find this handbook useful.

USING THE HANDBOOK

Summary of key points in each chapter
Each chapter begins with a summary of the main concepts to provide a quick overview of 
the points covered.

Links
Links to useful resources – both internal and external – are provided in footnotes. A list of 
these references can also be found under “Further reading” at the end of the handbook.

Tools
Throughout the handbook, the symbol  is used to draw attention to recommended 
EcoSec tools.

The EcoSec assessment report template
This handbook includes an assessment report template (Annex 2) that has been developed 
in line with the assessment methodology.4 The template is an integral part of the approach 
and reference is made to it throughout the handbook. The template structure is presented 
in Table 1 and further details are provided in Chapter 5 – Reporting. 

1  The five EcoSec core components (ECCs) constitute the pillars of economic security. They are food consumption, 
food production, income, living conditions and the capacities of institutions and services that are vital to a 
population’s economic activities.

2  These skills are listed in the ICRC document entitled Technical competences for EcoSec staff (internal ICRC 
document, 6 November 2013), which covers beginner, intermediate and advanced levels.

3  During an EcoSec assessment some information on water, habitat, nutrition and health is also included so as to 
obtain a broader picture of a population’s humanitarian situation.

4  Much of the new methodology is also applicable to monitoring and evaluation/review exercises.

KeY MessAGe
Some fundamental concepts are 
highlighted and placed in separate text 
boxes.
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Section Topic
Executive summary

1 Assessment context and rationale

1.1 Context

1.2 Assessment rationale / objectives

2 Data collection methods and data reliability

2.1 Assessment / data collection methods 

2.2 Data limitations and reliability

3 Main findings on the economic security situation

3.1 Main groups covered by the assessment

3.2 Economic security and nutrition situation of relevant population groups 

3.2.1 Food consumption

3.2.2 Food production

3.2.3 Income

3.2.4 Basic living conditions

3.2.5 Nutrition situation

3.2.6 What are the main problems detected?

3.3 Who are the most affected and why?

3.3.1 Profile of affected groups or households

3.3.2 Access to and functioning of markets

3.3.3 Access to and functioning of other institutions, services and processes

4 Response by national and international stakeholders

5 Scenario(s) and forecast evolution of the situation

6 Conclusions and recommendations

6.1 Summary of the economic security and nutrition situation

6.2 Recommendations for the ICRC

6.2.1 EcoSec interventions

6.2.2 Suggestions for interventions by other ICRC departments

Table 0.1: Structure of the EcoSec assessment report template.
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STRUCTURE OF THE HANDBOOK
This handbook has been designed to ensure that, first of all, the economic security context is 
understood. From there, we go on to define the information that needs to be collected during 
an EcoSec assessment and plan how to analyse this information.

Once these fundamental issues have been clarified, we look closely at the assessment process 
and how to present the information in a report.

Chapter 1 Essential concepts
This chapter introduces a number of basic concepts that are essential for understanding 
economic security, livelihoods and EcoSec response.

Chapter 2 Assessment content 
This chapter looks at the information that should be included on each of the relevant topics 
in an EcoSec assessment.

Chapter 3 Data analysis
This chapter discusses the use of the data collected. While the situation analysis enables us 
to understand who is affected by the current situation and why they are affected, forecasting 
allows trends to be detected so that possible future gaps in economic security as well as 
recovery prospects can be anticipated. If clear risks to lives or livelihoods exist and are likely 
to persist, the response analysis will facilitate the identification of an appropriate response.

Chapter 4 The assessment process
This chapter takes us from the point of knowing what information is needed and how it will 
be used to looking at the assessment process itself. When does the assessment take place? 
What types of assessments are there? What are the main stages of an assessment? What tools 
and methods can be used to collect data?

Chapter 5 Reporting
The last chapter gives useful tips on presenting findings so that the main messages reach 
the target reader(s) and inform decisions that need to be taken.

Further reading
This section contains a list of helpful supplementary material.

Annexes
Annex 1 example of a nutritional assessment
This Annex is an example of a nutritional assessment conducted in the Central African Republic.

Annex 2 ecosec assessment report template
The full template is presented together with guidance on how to complete it.

Annex 3 ecosec assessment and monitoring data collection tools
This Annex contains a full set of data collection tools for EcoSec assessment and monitoring 
exercises. It can be seen as a library from which users can select the tools that are relevant 
to them for a given data collection exercise.







1. ESSENTIAL CONCEPTS
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1.1 ABOUT THIS CHAPTER
In this chapter we look at what economic security is and how it is achieved. Using the lens of 
the Sustainable Livelihoods Framework (SLF), economic security is placed in the wider context 
of livelihoods. We examine how economic security and livelihoods are affected by shocks and 
changes and look at how the ICRC can respond to humanitarian needs through the three 
basic types of response: relief, livelihood support and structural support interventions. We 
are introduced to some basic notions about markets and nutrition.

– It is important to read this chapter carefully as it lays the foundation for the other parts of the 
handbook and introduces terminology that will be used throughout the project cycle. –

1.2 UNDERSTANDING ECONOMIC SECURITY  
AND LIVELIHOODS

Figure 1.1: Livelihoods comprise assets, capacities and activities. Source: SDC.

What is economic security?
The ICRC defines economic security as the condition of individuals, households or communities 
able to cover their essential needs and unavoidable expenditure in a sustainable manner, 
given physiological requirements, the environment and prevailing cultural standards. 

Food, basic shelter, clothing and hygiene qualify as essential needs. Related expenditure is 
hence regarded as unavoidable, as are the costs – including taxes – associated with minimum 
livelihood-supporting assets and activities, health care and education.

What are livelihoods?
Livelihoods comprise the capabilities, assets (including both material and social resources) and 
activities required to achieve a standard of living which ensures survival and future well-being.5

5  The Sphere Handbook, Humanitarian Charter and Minimum Standards in Humanitarian Response, The Sphere 
Project, Geneva, 2004.

KeY MessAGe
Economic security is achieved through 
effective livelihoods.

S.
 G

ira
ld

o/
IC

RC



17

essenTIAL concePTs

1.3 THE SUSTAINABLE LIVELIHOODS FRAMEWORK6

The ICRC uses an adapted version of the Sustainable Livelihoods Framework (SLF) to describe 
what people’s livelihoods comprise, how they are infl uenced by external factors and how 
livelihood outcomes are achieved.7

For ICRC purposes, the SLF:
 • helps to understand economic security at the household (HH) level;
 • describes how people achieve economic security;
 • helps to fi nd out who is vulnerable to specifi c types of shock;
 • allows the causes of the vulnerability to be identifi ed; and
 • supports the analysis of what could be done to improve the situation.

The six components of the SLF – people, assets, livelihood strategies, livelihood outcomes, 
PIPs and the vulnerability context – are presented below

LIVELIHOOD OUTCOM
ESLI

VE
LI

HO
OD

 A
SS

ET
S PHYSICALPHYSICAL

NATURALNATURAL

POLITICALPOLITICAL

FINANCIALFINANCIAL

SOCIALSOCIAL

HUMANHUMAN
LIVELIHOOD
STRATEGIES

Food
production

Income

Food
consumption

Living
conditions

Coverage of
other essential

expenditure

Nutrition

Education

Health

OUTCOM
ES

SHORT-TERM

LO
N

G-TERM
    O

UTCO
M

ES    

M
EDIUM

-TERM
O

UTCO
M

ES

POLICIES, INSTITUTIONS & PROCESSES (PIPs)

   VULNERABILITY CONTEXT

Culture and tradition
Institutions/market

Infrastructure
Laws and policies

Shocks
Trends

Seasonality

W
ELL-BEIN

G AN
D

 HUM
AN

 POTENTIAL

Figure 1.2: Sustainable Livelihoods Framework (SLF), adapted from Chambers and Conway.8

People
Livelihoods are by defi nition about people. When referring to livelihoods, it is therefore 
always necessary to specify whose livelihood is being spoken/written about. In practice, 
the SLF is used primarily to describe either the livelihoods of individual households (HHs) 
or of entire livelihood groups. A livelihood group is a group of people who share similar basic 
means of livelihood and lifestyles – the same main subsistence activities and social and cultural 
practices – and face similar risks to their economic security.9

6  The Sustainable Livelihoods Framework was developed in the 1990s by Robert Chambers and others as a 
more people-centred approach to understanding and strengthening the livelihoods of poor rural populations. 
For further reading refer to Sustainable Livelihoods Guidance Sheets, published by DFID (1999), http://www.
ennonline.net/dfi dsustainableliving

7  This adapted version of the SLF is sometimes also referred to as the EcoSec Conceptual Framework.

8  See Further reading.

9  On some occasions reference will also be made to vulnerable groups who come from more than one livelihood 
group but whose condition is similar owing to exposure to a common shock. For example, if a fi re has destroyed 
a neighbourhood, it makes sense to place all HHs whose houses were destroyed into one group during the 
assessment, although they may not belong to the same livelihood groups.
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The livelihood profiles of entire groups naturally tend to be less precise than those of individual 
HHs because some features such as savings or means of production will usually vary consid-
erably within a group.

Assets – reliable resources 
Assets or capital are the main building blocks for people’s livelihoods. A household’s asset 
base comprises its human resources, the physical and financial capital owned by its members 
and the material (natural resources) and non-material resources (social and political networks) 
to which they have access. The SLF accordingly distinguishes between six types of assets, as 
shown in Table 1.1 below.10

Asset type Description Notes

Human 

Physical condition 
Health and nutritional status, 
ability to work, ability to move

Capacities
Skills and education

A HH’s human assets are the people themselves, their condition and 
their capacities.

A HH’s human assets can be seen as a balance between productive 
human assets (labour force, good education, well-developed 
professional skills) on the one side and the HH’s liabilities (poor physical 
condition, illiteracy, high number of dependants,* chronically ill family 
member needing care, etc.) on the other.

Social 

Solidarity networks such as 
the extended family, kinship 
structures, neighbours and 
religious groups as well as 
benefits gained through 
prestige and influence

Social assets comprise solidarity mechanisms available to a HH 
that extend beyond the HH (core family) but remain at an informal 
(non-government) level. Such networks are particularly important after a 
HH has experienced a shock.

Example 
In many cases, displaced populations seek refuge in areas where they expect 
to experience solidarity from relatives or members of their ethnic group.

Political10
Rights acquired through 
citizenship, relations with  
the authorities

Political assets describe people’s relationship to political power structures 
and decision-makers. Typical negative examples of this are favouritism and 
marginalization. Political assets also include the basic rights deriving from 
citizenship – or the absence of them if people are refugees, for example.

Natural 
Natural resources such as 
(public) land, water, wildlife, 
biodiversity, the atmosphere 
and solar energy

Natural assets comprise the natural environment that is not privately 
owned and that, in principle, is accessible to everyone. The preservation 
and exploitation of these resources is usually regulated by formal or 
customary laws (regulations to protect water quality, the exploitation of 
timber, hunting, etc.).

Physical Basic goods and infrastructure 
at HH level** 

Physical assets are mostly related to living conditions and means  
of production and can be divided into the following categories:
1.  Basic infrastructure(HH level) related to water, sanitation, transport, 

communication and energy;
2.  Housing / shelter;
3.  Non-food items: cooking, clothing, bedding, etc.;
4.  Means of production: livestock,*** tools and devices used  

for livelihood activities as well as privately owned land.****

HHs’ living conditions and their capacity to produce food often depend 
on physical assets.

Financial 

Savings, gold and jewellery, 
remittances, credit, 
scholarships, pensions

These are HHs’ direct “reserves” of cash. Income and salaries are not 
included because they are realized through livelihood activities and are 
thus classified under livelihood outcomes.

Financial assets are crucial because they can be easily converted 
into other assets and therefore provide flexibility. For example, money 
can buy physical assets, be used to develop human assets through 
education or enhance political capital if used to pay bribes.

*A HH’s dependency ratio is the number of individuals under 15 or over 64 years of age divided by the number of individuals aged between 15 and 64 years. The higher the value, the heavier the 
burden for the HH.

**Infrastructure at HH level includes personal means of communication, such as mobile phones and computers, means of transport, such as cars, motorbikes, bicycles and items such as water 
wells, pipes or taps, electrical fittings and household appliances.

***Depending on the situation, livestock can be used as a means of production, as capital or savings or as a social asset (for status and dowry payments).

****Some versions of the SLF classify “privately owned agricultural land” under “natural assets”. Here, however, the assumption is that this is a private means of production. The benefit of its use or 
the impact incurred as a result of its loss will essentially affect the owners. For this reason, privately owned land is grouped together with other means of production.

Table 1.1: Six categories of household assets.

10 The initial version of the SLF contained only five assets; political assets were added at a later stage. 
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Figure 1.3: Fingerlings are taken from a pool. A fishpond is a physical asset; it is a private means of 
production that is owned by an individual or a group and others are not free to take fish from it.

Illustrating asset profiles 
Presenting asset holdings visually can be useful, for example when comparing different 
livelihood groups with each other or for the purpose of illustrating the impact that a shock 
has had on the asset base of a HH or livelihood group. For this purpose, assets can be shown 
in the form of a radar, or spider web, chart. Figure 1.4 illustrates the advantages of that 
approach. The different assets were rated on a scale ranging from zero (asset is lacking) to five 
(asset is very strong). The rating was based only on the qualitative information shown in the 
table on the left and is therefore a rough estimation rather than a precise value. Nevertheless, 
significant differences in asset profiles can easily be made visible by plotting the ratings on 
a spider web chart.

Asset type Farmers Traders

Human

Natural

Physical

Financial

Political

Social

0 1 2 3 4 5

Asset profiles of farmers and traders, 
Paoua, Central African Republic

Farmers
Traders

Human
Poor education, moderate levels of 
malnutrition
Rated 3

Fair education, low levels of 
malnutrition
Rated 4

Social
Little solidarity or cooperation beyond 
core family
Rated 3

High degree of solidarity and 
cooperation, mutual borrowing/
lending
Rated 5

Political
Well represented in local and national 
government
Rated 4

Mostly foreigners, not well 
connected, risk of discrimination
Rated 3

Natural
Good access and use for hunting, 
firewood, roofing material, fishing
Rated 4

Have access in principle but do not 
use natural assets
Rated 2

Physical
House and household items, 
ploughs, oxen, etc.
Rated 4

House and household items, shops, 
car or motorbike
Rated 4

Financial
No savings, small livestock holdings 
used to cover emergency expenditure
Rated 2

Most have savings and good access 
to credit
Rated 4

0: lacking; 1: very weak; 2: weak; 3: average; 4: strong; 5: very strong

Figure 1.4: Asset profiles presented in tabular form and as a spider web chart.
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If asset profiles of individual households are to be assessed – during a microeconomic initiative 
(MEI) assessment, for example – a more systematic methodology with clearly defined and 
measurable indicators is needed to ensure data consistency.

Policies, institutions and processes (PIPs) –  
the governance environment
In simple terms, policies, institutions and processes (PIPs) constitute the governance 
environment in which HHs pursue their economic activities. The main components are 
shown in Table 1.2.

PIPs Main functions Examples

Policies  
and laws

Regulate access to resources and protect them 

Determine how resources and assets can be used 
and traded

Laws on land tenure and property rights, mining, 
environmental protection, hunting and fishing 
regulations, taxes, import and export regulations, 
subsidies on fuel

Institutions
 • Public
 • Private
 • Civil society

Manage resources

Enforce laws and regulations

Build and maintain infrastructure

Provide services for people and goods

Government ministries responsible for roads 
and infrastructure, health services, markets 
and education, agricultural and veterinary 
extension services, labour unions, National 
Red Cross/Red Crescent Societies, international 
organizations, local water committees

Processes
Refer to how things are done and include routines, 
conventions and customs. Many of these “rules of 
the game” are based on culture and tradition.

Religious customs, marriage and dowry payments, 
class and caste system, access of women to 
employment, kosher and halal meat

Table1.2: Components of the governance environment.

Because of the influence of PIPs on a HH’s economy, it is vital to evaluate the presence and 
functioning of relevant institutions, services and infrastructure during an assessment. If 
crucial PIP elements are dysfunctional, any response that sets out to strengthen HHs’ asset 
risks will be unsustainable.

enabling vs restrictive PIPs
In a normal situation, well-developed PIPs provide a stable and predictable environment that 
favours economic activities and sets conditions that are equitable for everyone.

However, there are situations in which PIPs are not enabling but have a discriminating and 
oppressive effect on all members of the society or some marginalized groups. Some examples 
are given in Figure 1.5.

Environmental protection

Good infrastructure

Functioning  

education system

Corruption

Excessive taxes

Discriminating  

law enforcement

Restrictive land use and 

ownership policies

Restrictive 
PIPs

Enabling  
PIPs

Figure 1.5: Depending on the context, PIPs can be enabling or restrictive.

KeY MessAGe
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Markets – a vital institution for livelihoods11

Markets are crucial institutions that exist in every society. They are essential 
for people’s livelihoods and economic security as they allow them to buy 
goods, sell their produce or find jobs. 

Definition of markets
There are two main ways in which reference is made to markets; a clear distinction needs to 
be made between them:

Marketplace
First, a market is a physical location where people sell and buy goods and services, for example 
the Treichville market in Abidjan. This is generally what our contacts in the field mean when 
referring to a “market”. 

Market system
Second, the term “market” refers to a delocalized and more comprehensive trade system that 
allows market actors to buy and sell a specific commodity, e.g. the livestock market or the 
fuel market. 

The market system
A market system has three components:
 • The market chain (red in Figure 1.6) describes the flow of goods from producers to 

consumers. By definition, the elements of the market chain are always people or 
institutions;

 • The market environment consists of the formal and informal institutions, rules and norms 
that govern trade in a given commodity;

 • Market structures and services include the infrastructures and services that facilitate 
trade activities. 

note
These components will vary depending on the commodity. For example, in a specific region, 
the meat market has different regulations and requires different services and a different 
infrastructure from the vegetable market.

The market environment
Agricultural policies, Ministry of Agriculture, research institutes, taxes and subsides, trader’s associations, etc.

Infrastructures and services
Storage facilities, grain mills, roads, market stalls, transport services, security, microfinance institutions, jobs, etc.

Small farmers

Big farmers

Import and export

Retailers

Wholesalers

Humanitarians

Customers/
individual HHs

The market chain

Figure 1.6: Example of a market system for a staple crop.

11  For more detailed guidance on market assessments and analysis, refer to Rapid Assessment of Markets (RAM) and 
Market Analysis Guidance (MAG), ICRC and Movement partners, Geneva, 2014.
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The role of markets
Markets play a central role in people’s livelihoods as it is through markets that they can access 
the commodities and services that they need and can sell goods or services for money. 
This conversion of goods and services into cash and vice versa is the core function of a 
market. Knowing these conversion rates (called “terms of trade”) and their evolution over 
time (seasonal changes, inflation) is crucial for people as it allows them to plan their livelihood 
activities and main expenditure ahead of time.

For these reasons, access to effectively functioning markets is an essential part of economic 
recovery after a shock.

The importance of market analysis
Because of the key role played by markets in people’s livelihoods, market considerations 
need to be included at each stage in the EcoSec project cycle. In particular, it is important to:
 • assess the impact of the shock on the functioning of markets;
 • check whether people have access to the markets and whether this access is equal for dif-

ferent population groups such as men, women, the elderly or people with disabilities;
 • decide whether it is advisable to provide support for markets in order to speed up 

beneficiaries’ economic recovery;
 • determine whether markets can be used as a channel for a response (cash transfer 

programmes);
 • monitor and evaluate the potential impact of EcoSec programmes on markets (“do no harm”).

In order to carry out those tasks, information will need to be obtained on12:

 • the structure of the essential market systems, key locations, the flow of commodities, etc.;
 • the availability of key items, prices, quality, supply, stock, etc.

The vulnerability context – the external causes of people’s vulnerability

Figure 1.12:  In the aftermath of Typhoon Haiyan, a tricycle transports a passenger through a destroyed 
part of Guiuan, Samar province, Philippines. Photo: Olivier Matthys, ICRC.

The vulnerability context can be understood as the external causes of people’s vulnerability; 
it therefore includes the elements of change and instability that shape the wider setting of 
people’s livelihoods. While elements of the vulnerability context can be natural in origin or 
man-made, individual HHs have little or no influence on them. The vulnerability context is 
the driving force of a crisis and affects all aspects of livelihoods.

It is also important to note that any shock or disaster, drastic as it may be for most people, 
will always represent an opportunity for some – depending on the livelihoods of the people 

12   For a detailed review of information that should be obtained on markets, refer to the guidance provided in 
Rapid Assessment of Markets (RAM), ICRC, Geneva, 2014.
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concerned. Typically, during times of conflict some people are likely to get rich through black 
market trading and associated activities, while many suffer hardship.

Category Description Examples

Shocks 
(general or 
idiosyncratic*)

Natural disasters, conflict, economic shocks, 
diseases (human, animal and plants), etc.

Shocks are categorized by rapid onset. They  
are often impossible or difficult to predict.

Armed clashes, devastation through flooding, 
outbreak of the Ebola pandemic, rapid rise in 
global wheat prices, outbreak of foot-and-mouth 
disease in cattle herds, etc.

Critical 
trends/stress 
factors

Population growth, urbanization, environmental 
degradation, national and international economic 
trends, spread of new technologies, climate 
change, etc.

Unlike shocks, trends evolve gradually and  
are therefore often more predictable.

Massive influx of IDPs into the area, high prevalence 
of HIV in the population, change in the length of  
the rainy season, soil erosion through deforestation,  
air pollution, threat to traditional livelihoods through 
industrial or mass production, etc.

Seasonal 
changes

Some elements that place additional stress  
on people’s livelihoods recur annually and  
are predictable.

Hunger gap, bushfires, malaria season, peak of 
animal diseases, isolation due to road conditions 
(rainy season), etc.

*  Idiosyncratic shocks, such as the death or illness of a family member, job loss or the destruction of private property, affect 
individual people or HHs rather than entire communities.

Table 1.3: The main types of elements in the vulnerability context

Livelihood strategies 
A household’s livelihood strategies comprise the range of economic and social activities undertaken 
by its members. In simple terms, they can be said to be what people do to earn a living. Members 
of a HH often pursue several activities, which may vary considerably at different times of the 
year. Consequently, livelihood strategies are often complex and multifaceted. Diversified 
livelihood strategies have the advantage of making the best use of the available capacities to 
earn income or to produce food and this diversity also makes HHs less vulnerable to shocks.

Figure 1.8:  Fishing is an important part of the livelihood strategy of people living on the banks of the 
White Nile in South Sudan.

In order to choose strategies, it is crucial for HHs to have complete and up-to date information 
on the economic context in which they are living. More specifically, they must be aware of the 
assets that are available to them, the PIPs that support and regulate economic activities in their 
community and the vulnerability context to which they are exposed. Livelihood strategies usually 
evolve over time as HH monitor their success and adapt their economic activities as necessary.

KeY MessAGe
Unlike PIPs or the vulnerability context, 
which HHs cannot control, livelihood 
strategies are in principle based on people’s 
own choices.
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Livelihood outcomes13

Livelihood outcomes are the result of livelihood activities and reflect how successful – or not – 
livelihood strategies have been at achieving the goals that people set for themselves. As illustrated 
in Figure 1.9, three levels of livelihood outcomes are highly relevant for EcoSec. These levels 
and the interactions between them are discussed in the following paragraphs.

Physical well-being and personal developmentThird-level outcomes 

Coverage of essential needsSecond-level outcomes

First-level outcomes Food IncomeMarket

Livelihood strategies

Figure 1.9: Three levels of livelihood outcomes are relevant for EcoSec and need to be assessed.

First-level livelihood outcomes: food production and income
The food produced and the income earned are the direct results of livelihood activities and 
the main means of achieving more immediate livelihood outcomes such as food consumption 
and basic living conditions. While some of the food produced will be used for personal 
consumption and most income will be used to cover essential expenditure, the possibility 
of converting food into income and vice versa is crucial for HHs and an important function 
of the market.

Depending on a HH’s livelihood strategy, the importance of food production as opposed to 
income can vary substantially. In urban settings many people do not produce any food at 
all and cover all their essential needs through the generation of income, while the opposite 
is true for some rural populations.

second-level livelihood outcomes: coverage of essential needs
Adequate food consumption, appropriate basic living conditions and the coverage of other 
essential expenditure are the prerequisites for health and well-being. If these needs are not 
covered, people’s health, their nutrition and ultimately their lives are at risk.

Food consumption
For a HH, adequate food consumption14 for all its members is a key livelihood outcome and 
much effort goes into covering this essential need.15 Adequate food consumption is one of 
the pillars of health and good nutritional status and is also required for the performance of 
daily activities.

Basic living conditions
Adequate living conditions represent another pillar of good health. The main aspects that 
need to be taken into account are as follows:
 • Protection against adverse conditions: housing and shelter, clothes, blankets, mosquito 

nets, etc.;

13  In reality, livelihood outcomes are oriented towards the achievement of livelihood objectives. Livelihood 
objectives are the goals that people want to achieve through their livelihoods. While different people set 
themselves different goals, some objectives such as good health, well-being, safety and dignity are universal. In 
this handbook we will focus on livelihood outcomes only and not on livelihood objectives.

14  For a escription of adequate food consumption, see Section 1.6 on nutrition.

15  It has been demonstrated that the poorer the household, the more resources it spends on food.

KeY MessAGe
Food and income are not an end in 
themselves but allow HHs to cover their 
essential needs in a sustainable manner.
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 • The ability to ensure basic hygiene: access to soap and water for washing, etc.;
 • Adequate water supply and sanitary conditions: drinking water, and water for washing, 

latrines, showers, etc.;
 • The ability to prepare food: kitchen/fireplace, utensils, energy, etc.

It should be noted, however, that while nutritional requirements can be quantified and 
compared across different population groups, there is no such thing as “universal” living 
conditions. The definition of what is adequate will depend on several factors, such as people’s 
physiological requirements, the climate or cultural preferences.

coverage of other essential expenditure
While most income and food production is likely to be used to cover food needs and to 
ensure adequate living conditions, some other expenditure items should also be considered 
essential. These include, for example:
 • the cost of health care;
 • the cost of education;
 • expenditure on means of production (seeds, tools, maintenance of machines, vaccination 

of animals, etc.);
 • transport costs;
 • taxes;
 • the cost of social events.

Third-level livelihood outcomes: physical well-being and personal 
development
Just like food and income, the sustainable coverage of a household’s essential needs is not a 
goal in itself but rather a means to preserve and strengthen a household’s human assets. More 
precisely, the coverage of essential needs enables people to maintain or regain good health 
and nutritional status and to further develop their capacities.

Physical well-being and improved capacities are in turn a precondition for people to fulfil 
their human potential and lead dignified lives. 

nutritional status
Nutritional status is a key indicator of a person’s physical condition and will be discussed in 
Section 1.6. It is a very useful outcome to monitor because it directly reflects people’s health 
and/or food consumption and is a good indicator of the seriousness of a crisis.

Health
People’s health is closely linked to their food intake, nutritional status and basic living 
conditions as well as to their behaviour regarding health care (awareness, attitude, practices) 
and their access to quality health care. Good health is an essential prerequisite for carrying 
out livelihood activities and achieving positive outcomes.

education and capacities
People’s capacities and the ability to further develop them are crucial to the success of their 
livelihood strategies. If someone is uneducated and has poor skills, there is a strong risk that 
he or she will achieve only poor livelihood outcomes.

The EcoSec core components – focusing on what EcoSec can address
Now that we have a better understanding of what essential needs are and how HHs cover 
them, we will focus on those livelihood outcomes on which EcoSec can act directly. From 
here onwards, these will be referred to as the “EcoSec core components” or ECCs. Four of these 
building blocks of economic security are relevant at the household level:
 • Food consumption;
 • Food production;
 • Income support; 
 • Basic living conditions.
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An additional prerequisite of HHs’ economic security is access to institutions and services 
that are relevant for a specifi c community and their functioning. This fi fth PIP-based ECC 
is also referred to as “local capacities” or simply “capacities”. It can be supported through 
capacity building.16

Which elements of the PIPs are relevant for a population depends to a large extent on their 
livelihood strategies. While environmental regulations, functioning extension services or 
guaranteed prices are highly relevant to farmers, market regulations, taxes, credit institutions 
or a viable road network are extremely important for traders.

The fi ve ECCs are the livelihood outcomes and PIPs that should be systematically assessed because 
they refl ect a HH’s or community’s economic security while at the same time directly informing 
decisions with regard to EcoSec initiatives. 
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F igure 1.10:  Assessing livelihood outcomes is the key to understanding people’s economic security. 
Special emphasis should be placed on the fi ve EcoSec core components (ECCs).

16  Capacity building can involve both material and technical support for institutions and services that are essential 
for the people.
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Interrelation of the SLF components 
Figure 1.10 uses arrows to indicate relationships between the different components of the 
SLF. Table 1.4 below explains the main interactions.

Interaction Relationship Examples
PIPs ➔ People See under PIPs (Table 1.2)

People ➔ PIPs
PIPs are created and managed by people; 
therefore each HH also contributes to some extent 
to the PIPs.

This is achieved through active participation  
in political processes and in the market and 
through membership of associations or institutions.

Vulnerability 
context ➔ 
Assets

Elements of the vulnerability context can damage 
assets directly or indirectly.

Destruction of physical and natural assets,  
e.g. through fire, loss of savings through inflation, 
human casualties caused by conflict.

Vulnerability 
context ➔ PIPs

Shocks or negative trends can severely damage 
institutions, infrastructure and services.

Destruction of hospitals and schools through  
an earthquake, malfunctioning of institutions  
due to an economic crisis.

PIPs ➔ 
Vulnerability 
context

PIPs can strongly reduce or even prevent  
the negative impact of shocks.

Disaster preparedness and disaster management 
capacities reduce the impact of natural disasters, 
while preventive health care, good education  
and free testing can reduce the impact of HIV on 
a society.

Assets ➔ 
Livelihood 
strategies

Livelihood strategies normally reflect the asset 
profile very well.

Use of private land for cultivation, using the forest 
as a source of food and firewood, using education 
to acquire skills.

Livelihood 
strategies ➔ 
Assets

Depending on their livelihood activities, people will 
adapt their asset profile and enhance their skills.

Learning a new technique for fish farming, 
adapting the production of crops and vegetables 
to market demand, etc.

Livelihood 
strategies ➔ 

Livelihood 
outcomes

See “Livelihood outcomes”.

Livelihood 
outcomes ➔ 
Livelihood 
strategies

At the outcome level people continuously monitor 
the success of their activities and when necessary, 
they try to adapt their strategies.

Cultivation of cotton instead of groundnuts, 
offering guided tours for tourists instead of fishing 
➔ See also Section 1.5: Adaptation and Coping 
strategies.

Livelihood 
outcomes ➔ 
Assets

This is a crucial feedback loop. As illustrated  
in Figure 1., livelihood outcomes directly 
influence human assets and also enable people 
to increase and maintain their asset base.  
While positive livelihood outcomes will enable 
HHs to thrive and to further develop their 
activities, negative outcomes can trigger  
a downward spiral. If basic needs cannot be 
covered, assets might be sold and the health 
and nutritional status of HH members can 
be affected, which will further weaken the 
HHs’ productivity and accelerate the negative 
spiral of impoverishment and destitution.

When livelihood outcomes are positive, HHs can 
have healthy and educated children, build up 
savings, build a new house or purchase or invest 
in means of production, etc.

Negative livelihood outcomes weaken the 
breadwinner and his or her capacity to earn  
a living will be reduced. Children will work 
more and eat less and perform poorly at school; 
livestock will be sold and less milk will be 
available to HH members.

Table 1.4:  Understanding the ways in which the SLF components interact is crucial to the analysis of 
livelihoods.
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1.4 GROUP LIVELIHOOD PROFILES 
Just as the SLF can be used to describe the livelihoods of individual HHs, it can also be used 
to describe the livelihoods of entire groups. It is naturally more difficult to establish an exact 
profile of the livelihoods of groups or communities because each family within the group has 
its own characteristics and there is some variation with regard to how the HHs in any group 
make their living. Nevertheless, there are many situations in which it is useful to characterize 
the livelihoods of entire groups or communities.

Component Applicable to groups? Comment

Human 
assets To an extent

In most cases, physical condition, the ability to perform work, skills and 
education vary considerably from one individual to another and from 
one HH to another. Therefore, the extent to which human assets can be 
used at group level is limited.
However, some relevant indicators do exist at group level: general level 
of education/literacy, levels of malnutrition, health indicators, such as 
mortality or the prevalence of HIV, division of work between women 
and men when the group is defined by a common economic activity 
(agricultural, pastoral, agro-pastoral), etc. 

Social assets Yes

The solidarity and support that come from these assets often apply to 
all members of a community.
For example, IDPs typically gravitate towards people belonging to the 
same tribal group and to host communities in which they are accepted 
without discrimination.

Political 
assets Yes

Especially in tribal societies, members of homogeneous groups 
often share similar political assets (closeness to the political elite, 
marginalization, etc.).

Natural 
assets Yes

Members of one group generally enjoy the same access to natural 
assets. 

Physical 
assets Depending on the context

Under normal circumstances, physical assets differ markedly from one 
HH to another. Wealth group ranking* is a useful tool for categorizing 
households with regard to their physical assets.
If massive destruction and/or displacement occurs, physical assets are 
often lost. In such cases, most group members end up with few or no 
physical assets and thus find themselves in a similar situation in this 
regard.

Financial 
assets Depending on the context

Variation of the financial assets within a given group depends strongly 
on the context. While some groups do not rely on or have access 
to cash-like resources, others reveal substantial differences in the 
volumes of financial assets available to them. After a devastating shock 
these differences might be levelled out.

PIPs Yes Group members generally share the same set of PIPs.

Vulnerability 
context

Yes, but mainly for livelihood 
groups

Group members are generally exposed to the same vulnerability 
context but the degree to which they are affected by it may differ (e.g. 
a farmer is vulnerable to drought, while in the same context a teacher 
is not seriously affected). 

Livelihood 
strategies For livelihood groups

By definition, people belonging to the same livelihood group pursue 
similar livelihood strategies.
For other groups of affected people such as the residents of an urban 
neighborhood that was affected by flooding, livelihood strategies can 
be very diverse.

Livelihood 
outcomes Mostly after a common shock

Since similar economic security is the reason for constituting the group, 
outcomes also tend to be similar. 

*  Wealth group ranking is described in Chapter 2, particularly under  Using wealth group ranking to reconstruct 
pre-shock conditions.

Table 1.5: Applicability of the SLF components at group level.
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Profiling livelihood groups
Most commonly, group profiles are used to describe livelihood groups, i.e. people who share 
a common lifestyle and pursue similar economic activities. Livelihood groups are most easily 
described in reference to normal/pre-shock periods, when people’s natural environment is 
stable and economic activities are taking place as normal.

Profiling other types of groups
Especially after a shock, the focus might be less on “What did these people traditionally do for 
a living?” than on “What economic challenges are they facing now and why?”. If the situation 
analysis (see Chapter 3) reveals that the affected people have similar needs stemming from the 
same causes, it might be appropriate to view them as a group and to describe their situation 
by means of a group profile (see Section 3.3, step 1 – Identification of vulnerable groups), as 
in the following two examples.

example 1
A neighbourhood has been destroyed by fire and its residents have had their homes 
devastated.
 • The criteria for inclusion in this group are living in that neighbourhood and having inadequate 

living conditions as a result of the fire. Inclusion is thus based on a gap in livelihood outcomes 
arising from a common shock.

example 2 
The group consists of breadwinners who have been injured by anti-personnel mines; their 
livelihoods have been disrupted and they are no longer able to produce food and/or earn an 
income. In addition, they require orthopaedic services and care by family members.
 • The criteria for being included in this group are being a mine victim (human asset affected) 

and being a household’s breadwinner.

In both these examples, the people concerned are likely to have had different livelihoods and 
skills in the past but are now in a similar economic situation because of a common shock. From 
an assessment – and response – point of view, they can therefore be treated as one group. 
It is important to note, however, that the assessment may reveal significant differences, in 
people’s skills, for example, and that will call for different responses for different households, 
even though they were initially grouped together for the purpose of the assessment.

Why use the SLF?
Some advantages and disadvantages of using the SLF are set out in Figure 1.11 below.

Disadvantages
 • The SLF contains some abstract concepts.
 • The SLF terminology is technical and cannot be used with communities.

Advantages
 • The SLF is people-centred and emphasizes existing capacities.
 • It provides a holistic picture and facilitates an integrated approach.
 • It shows root causes of economic insecurity and helps to ensure better responses.
 • It is used by a wide range of actors in the humanitarian and development field.

Figure 1.11: Some advantages and disadvantages of using the SLF.
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1.5 HOW ARE LIVELIHOODS AFFECTED BY SHOCKS?

Severe shocks such as armed conflict disrupt livelihoods in many ways. Understanding the nature of these 
disruptions is the first step to restoring livelihoods.

Now that we have seen what livelihoods are and how they function under normal conditions, 
we now need to understand the ways in which they are affected by shocks and changes17 and 
what consequences this has for the people concerned. 

The impact of a shock on a household’s economy depends on several factors:
 • The type of shock – its relevance for the household affected;
 • The degree of exposure to the shock;
 • People’s coping capacity and resilience;
 • The capacities of institutions and services to prevent a shock or reduce its impact.

Shocks affect livelihood groups differently
It is important to understand that shocks only affect people if they damage (or prevent access 
to) assets and/or prevent activities that are essential for the people’s livelihood strategies and/
or if they disrupt relevant PIPs.18 There is a strong link between the type of shock and its 
potential impact on a given livelihood group. A livelihood group whose assets, activities and/
or relevant PIPs are likely to be damaged by a certain type of shock is said to be vulnerable 
to that particular shock.

Shock Consequences Livelihood group

Fishing Farming Government 
employment

River 
pollution 

Fish stocks have been destroyed; the market price 
of fish increases.

+++ + +

Drought This year’s harvest fails; the price of staple crops 
increases.

+ +++ +

Government 
corruption

Civil servants’ salaries can no longer be paid and 
the pension fund has been mismanaged.

Not directly 
concerned

Not directly 
concerned

+++

Earthquake
The whole area has been affected, with severe 
damage to the infrastructure; institutions are no 
longer functioning.

+++ +++ +++

+++: Very vulnerable ++: Vulnerable +: Limited vulnerability

Table 1.6: People with different livelihoods are vulnerable to different kinds of shocks.

17  Some changes in PIPs cannot be described as shocks but nonetheless have serious consequences for some 
people’s livelihoods.

18  Depending on the livelihood strategies applied by a HH, some services and institutions are essential while 
others are not. The absence of non-essential services and/or institutions does not translate into a reduction in 
livelihood outcomes.
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Exposure to shocks
It is easy to understand that the effect of a negative incident on a household’s economy is 
directly related to its exposure to that incident in terms of:
 • the severity of the shock or change;
 • the duration of the incident;
 • the frequency of the incident.

The more intense, the longer and the more frequent a negative incident is, the more HHs 
will struggle to cope with it. 

Resilience and coping capacity
Each household has a certain capacity to withstand difficult times and to recover from shocks. 
This is referred to as its coping capacity. A HH will be resilient if, in addition to coping, it is 
also able to adapt over the longer term if necessary and if its recovery puts it on a positive 
development path. How resilient a HH is depends mainly on its asset base, but is also strongly 
dependent on the surrounding PIPs. For example, a family with solid human capital will be 
able to withstand a stressful incident more easily and will recover and adapt more quickly 
than a household with weak human capital. While human assets are often the most important 
assets in terms of resilience, especially in conflict contexts, other types of capital will also 
contribute to successful recovery.19Especially when shocks are severe and lasting, simply 
enduring the crisis is not enough. People need to adapt their normal livelihood strategies, 
either by employing temporary coping strategies or by permanently re-orienting their livelihoods 
through adaptation.

Coping strategies
Coping strategies or coping mechanisms are rapid and temporary changes made to a HH’s 
usual strategies. More often than not they aim at quickly accessing new sources of food and 
income or at reducing consumption or expenditure. They can be classified as sustainable 
coping mechanisms if they do not compromise a HH’s assets or as unsustainable or damaging 
coping mechanisms if they have a lasting negative impact on the household’s asset base.

Sustainable Damaging
Eating fewer preferred foods Eating only one meal a day

Selling the new flat-screen TV Taking children out of school

Reducing donations to relatives Selling productive assets

Adaptation
While coping strategies may be enough to withstand short periods of hardship, they tend to 
be unsuitable in the longer term. If changes are longer term, households often permanently 
adjust their livelihood strategies, a process that is referred to as adaptation.

For example, if rainfall patterns are becoming more irregular and less predictable, a HH 
that has previously been practising rain-fed agriculture might choose to invest in irrigation 
infrastructure or to abandon agriculture altogether.

Role of PIPs
In many situations, well-functioning institutions and the presence and accessibility of quality 
services can either prevent or significantly reduce the severity of shocks or help HHs to cope 
with the consequences.

For example, compensation of drought-affected farmers by the State and the provision of 
subsidized seeds for the following sowing season will significantly reduce the impact of the 
drought on the economic security of affected HHs.

19  Even at normal times, HHs with very limited resilience can be economically insecure. They are typically 
categorized as poor and can be characterized by an unfavourable balance of assets and liabilities.

KeY MessAGe
Knowing a HH’s asset profile and the 
activities that it carries out to earn a living 
helps to understand – and to some extent 
predict – the types of shocks to which that 
HH is vulnerable.
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What happens when people are unable to cope or adapt?
If coping mechanisms and adaptation are insufficient and PIPs are unfavourable or weak, 
HHs’ livelihoods can deteriorate dramatically. A vicious cycle sets in when an initial stress or 
shock weakens the asset base and/or affects PIPs that are relevant to the HHs’ livelihoods. 
If coping strategies are insufficient, livelihood activities are reduced, which in turn leads to 
negative effects on livelihood outcomes. This then has a negative effect on health, nutrition 
and education, which further weakens the human capital. In addition, HHs might have to 
sell productive assets in order to survive.

Initial stress or shock

Asset base weakened Less income and food produced

Health and nutritional  
status deteriorate

Living conditions and food 
consumption worsen

Livelihood activities reduced

Figure 1.13:  When HHs are unable to cope with stress, they are at risk of becoming trapped in a vicious 
cycle of deterioration.

In the situations in which the ICRC works, this progressive deterioration can be rapid and can 
quickly lead to life-threatening situations. However, there are many situations in which the 
decline is slow and families or communities can remain trapped in negative cycles for entire 
generations. It is important to realize that once a HH is caught up in such a cycle, it is very 
difficult for it to escape the dynamics and to recover without external aid. It is therefore crucial 
to prevent this decline by protecting or restoring livelihoods long before they are entirely disrupted.

note
HHs with a diversified asset profile often have a better chance of coping successfully simply 
because a wider range of options for adapting their livelihood strategies is open to them. 
On the other hand, people with a very reduced and imbalanced asset profile are particularly 
vulnerable when affected by a shock.

1.6 NUTRITION
One of the intended outcomes of EcoSec programmes is to ensure the nutritional well-being 
of individual beneficiaries. By including a nutritional perspective in the various stages from 
assessments to programme design, monitoring and evaluation, EcoSec programmes should 
contribute to the protection or improvement of the prevailing nutritional situation by 
addressing some of its underlying causes.

Nutrition is important because in the short term undernutrition can lead to an increase in 
mortality, disease and disability. There are also negative long-term effects such as poorer 
performance at school or work and limited employment and income-earning perspectives. 
Undernutrition can therefore prevent people from achieving their full potential.
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Food requirements and nutritional status
No matter who we are, we all need food in order to live, grow and pursue our regular activities. 
However, individual food needs can vary considerably, as shown below.

The quantity of food required varies with regard to the following:
 • Age: an infant requires less food than its parents;
 • Body weight: to keep it within a suitable range, people need to eat appropriate amounts 

of food;
 • Seasons: to withstand cold, people need to eat more in winter than in summer;
 • Activity level: people performing hard physical work such as farmers need to eat more 

than office staff;
 • Status: when pregnant, a women needs an additional 300 kcal per day; when lactating 

this increases to 500 kcal;
 • Health: a sick child may refuse to eat although his/her nutritional needs are actually 

increasing.

The quality of food required can also vary and should be adapted for some population 
groups, as in the following examples: 
 • The diet of children below the age of two years should contain animal products to 

promote healthy growth;
 • Women need a regular supply of iron;
 • Sick people may need more protein.

What is a normal diet?
A “normal diet” is a theoretical construct since any diet should vary in quantity and quality 
as explained above. However, to simplify the assessment of the adequacy of a diet, the 
standard food rations that are provided as relief can be taken as an example of what should 
be included as a minimum in a “normal diet”.

The ICRC standard ration provides 2,400 kcal/person/day. This quantity is based on the needs 
of a man weighing 60 kg and performing moderate physical activity. The UN World Food 
Programme uses a slightly smaller ration that provides 2,100 kcal/person/day and is based 
on the food needs of a woman weighing 50 kg and performing light activity.

In each case, the food ration is shared at HH level and quantities should theoretically be 
allocated to family members according to their food needs. Thus, children will consume less 
than the 2,400 kcal average ration, while hard-working adults will consume more.

An individual’s nutritional status is the balance between his or her nutritional requirements 
and what he or she eats, i.e. the nutrient intake.

The food pyramid illustrates the composition of a healthy diet.

Fats and oils are essential for a balanced diet  
but should be consumed in small quantities only.

One to two portions of protein-rich foods such as meat, 
milk, fish, eggs and pulses allow the body to grow and 
develop new cells.

Five or more portions of fruit and vegetables  
are recommended per day. They provide vitamins  
and minerals.

Carbohydrate-rich foods constitute the foundation  
of the food pyramid: cereals such as rice, maize or 
bread should make up the biggest part of the daily diet.

Figure 1.14: The food pyramid shows the recommended balance between the different food groups.
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Undernutrition, wasting, stunting, kwashiorkor and marasmus 
Low weight-for-age ➔ Underweight
Normally, when a child is taken to a health centre for preventive care or treatment, his or her 
weight is also recorded and compared with the child’s age. This weight-for-age index is used 
mostly in stable situations. If the weight is lower than normal for the child’s age, he or she is 
classified as being underweight.

Signs of child malnutrition

Normal Wasting
Low weight for height

Stunting
Low height for age

Normal height for age

Underweight
Low weight for age

Figure 1.15: 4 one-year old boys: one healthy and three malnourished.

Low weight-for-height ➔ Wasting or acute malnutrition
A low weight-for-height ratio indicates wasting and often corresponds to the sudden onset of 
malnutrition. That is why it is the indicator most commonly used in nutrition surveys during 
emergencies. The population screened comprises children from 6 to 59 months. There is a 
direct correlation between the level of wasting and the risk of mortality. 

Low height-for-age ➔ stunting or chronic malnutrition
The height-for-age ratio reflects the linear growth achieved; a deficit in height for a certain 
age is an indicator of long-term cumulative poor health and/or food intake, a state that is 
referred to as chronic malnutrition. Chronic malnutrition or stunting is closely associated 
with poverty. Because the ratio varies slowly, it is the indicator of choice in stable situations 
to highlight the link between chronic poverty and malnutrition. 

Stunting is associated with impaired psychosocial development, a reduced working capacity 
when reaching adult age and a low birth weight of children with stunted mothers. Low-birth-
weight children are also at risk of chronic and acute malnutrition in deprived and crisis contexts.

Malnutrition indexes

Normal Wasting
Low weight for height

Weight for height (w/h) screening 
detects wasting

Height for age (w/h) screening 
detects stunting

Weight for age (w/a) screening 
detects underweight

Stunting
Low height for age

Normal height for age

Underweight
Low weight for age

Figure 1.16: 4 one-year old boys: one healthy and three malnourished
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Kwashiorkor and marasmus
Kwashiorkor and marasmus are two clinical forms of severe cases of acute malnutrition.

The main signs of kwashiorkor are oedema and loss of appetite. Oedema is a swelling that is 
caused by an excessive accumulation of extra-cellular fluid in the body as a result of severe 
nutritional deficiencies. The swollen limbs and face that are associated with oedema can 
make a severely malnourished child appear “well”.

Marasmus is characterized by severe loss of body weight; a severely malnourished child 
therefore looks extremely thin. 

Some children present a mixed form of both marasmus and kwashiorkor, known as marasmic 
kwashiorkor.

Prevalence of malnutrition – studying the nutritional situation  
of population groups
The nutritional status of children aged between 6 and 59 months has been shown to be a 
good reflection of the nutritional situation of the whole community in which they live. For this 
reason, nutritional surveys are conducted among a sample of children in this age group and the 
results (malnutrition rates) are used to indicate the extent and severity of acute malnutrition as 
well as the prevalence of chronic malnutrition. Table 1.7 shows the correspondence between 
the prevalence of malnutrition (proportion of children malnourished) and the level of severity 
at population level.

Severity of malnutrition Underweight
Weight-for-age index

Wasting
Weight-for-height index

Stunting
Height-for-age index

Low < 10%  < 5%   < 20% 

Medium 10-19% 5-9% 20-29%

High 20-29% 10-14% 30-39%

Very high ≥30% ≥15% ≥40%

Table 1.7: Thresholds of malnutrition prevalence.

While the figures in Table 1.7 provide useful information about the severity of the situation, 
they alone do not determine when action needs to be taken. This depends on other factors, 
including how the situation is likely to evolve, the time of year (seasonal variations) and the 
resources available for timely action.

The causes of malnutrition
Having seen what malnutrition is, we need to gain a better understanding of its causes in 
order to define remedial action. The complex interaction between the factors contributing 
to malnutrition is best summarized in the UNICEF conceptual framework for malnutrition.
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Short term consequences
Mortality, morbidity, disability

Medium term consequences
Adult size, intellectual ability, 

economic productivity, reproductive 
performance, metabolic and  

cardio-vascular diseases

Formal and informal institutions, including markets and service providers

Economic, political and ideological structures

Potential resources
Human, natural, physical, social and financial
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Poor household 
access to efficient, 
safe and nutrious 

food

Inadequate and 
child care and 

feeding practices

Poor household 
access to quality 
health services 
and unhealthy 
environment

Inadequate dietary intake Disease

Maternal and child 
undernutrition

Figure 1.17:  The UnIceF conceptual framework for malnutrition distinguishes between three levels 
of causes.20

The causes of maternal and child undernutrition are grouped into three distinct levels. 
A minimum of information should ideally be obtained on each of those levels during 
assessments.

Immediate causes
Inadequate food consumption and disease are the immediate causes of undernutrition. They 
can generate a vicious circle in which reduced food consumption weakens the body’s defences, 
leading to infections that further reduce the body’s capacity to assimilate food, and so on.

Underlying causes
The underlying causes of undernutrition are linked to:
 • the availability of and access to food at household level;
 • living conditions: is the HH environment clean, is drinking water safe and are defecation 

facilities adequate?;
 • people’s own hygiene practices: are they aware of and respecting basic rules related to 

hygiene, food preparation, etc.?;
 • people’s access to health care: if there is a health issue, can they get treatment? Do they 

have access to vaccination?

20  While the conceptual framework for malnutrition was established prior to the SLF and focuses particularly on 
children and mothers, the two frameworks are closely interlinked and present a consistent viewpoint.
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Basic causes
The basic causes of undernutrition are generally linked to:
 • poverty: a general lack of assets;
 • PIPs: weak institutions, poor services, unfavourable government policies, etc.

EcoSec acts mainly on the immediate and underlying causes; these should hence be the focus 
of assessments.

Including nutrition in an EcoSec assessment
Gathering information about nutrition is an integral part of an EcoSec assessment and a 
task that should be carried out by all EcoSec field staff. Data can often also be obtained from 
colleagues in the Health or WatHab units as the causes of malnutrition are multi-sectoral.

The data that should be collected include the following items:
 • Household food consumption: These are the main data needed to approximate the 

nutritional situation in an EcoSec assessment, and should be combined with comple-
mentary information on the health situation and on the water and sanitation conditions 
at household or community level;

 • causes of malnutrition: In many situations, information on the multi-sectoral causes of 
malnutrition at local level cannot be obtained from secondary data, and primary data 
collection with a view to establishing a sound understanding of these causes is time 
consuming. As far as possible, focus group and individual discussions can be conducted 
to identify the main immediate and underlying causes of malnutrition;

 • nutritional status of the population: Information on the prevalence of malnutrition is 
mostly collected as secondary data from records at health structures or reports by NGOs 
working in the field of nutrition. If data are unavailable or outdated, EcoSec – possibly 
with the support of the ICRC’s Health unit – can also perform a rapid mid-upper arm 
circumference (MUAC) assessment of children aged between 6 and 59 months.

Ultimately, the ability to combine these sources of information will depend on the time 
frame, resources and the security context. Additional guidance is given in the next paragraph 
on the Household Dietary Diversity Score (HDDS), one of the key indicators that should be 
included in EcoSec household-level assessments to approximate the nutritional status of 
the population.

Assessing a household’s food consumption – the Household Dietary 
Diversity score (HDDs)
Several tools can be used to assess food intake, quality and types of food consumed. The 
ICRC is currently using the Household Dietary Diversity Score (HDDS).21

The HHDS is a tool that is used to study food consumption diversity. It enables people’s diet in 
difficult times such as after a disaster or during a hunger gap to be described and seasonal changes 
or food insecurity to be identified. Its basic premise is that the consumption of items from a 
limited number of food groups (containing similar foodstuffs) is indicative of an inadequate diet, 
especially in terms of essential protein, vitamins and minerals. For example, a household in which 
mainly cereals are eaten, with the minor addition of vegetables and oil for the “sauce”, will probably 
meet the calorie (energy) requirements of household members but will lead to deficiencies in 
certain proteins, minerals and vitamins. These deficiencies will contribute to inadequate weight 
gain, growth and poor resistance to infections among the most vulnerable members of the 
household, especially young children, pregnant or lactating women and the chronically sick.

The HDDS is calculated at household level on the basis of ready-to-use questions.22 The 
questions must be answered by the person who is in charge of buying, preparing and serving 
the meals, which in most cases is a woman.

A ready-to use worksheet designed by the ICRC’s nutritionists as an Excel spreadsheet can 
be used for the automatic calculation of the HDDS.

21  See FAO, Guidelines for measuring household and individual dietary diversity, FAO, Rome, 2013.

22  The HDDS questionnaire is part of the HH assessment tools provided in Annex 3.
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1.7 KEY ELEMENTS OF THE ICRC’S ASSISTANCE POLICY
Now that we have a better understanding of livelihoods and how they can be aff ected by 
shocks, it is useful to review some of the cornerstones of the ICRC’s assistance policy,23 which 
provides the wider framework for the ICRC’s Economic Security (EcoSec) unit’s approach.

D  egree of crisis24

In its operational framework, the ICRC distinguishes between four types of crisis constellation 
that diff er in terms of the general context and people’s economic security. The sequence in which 
one level of crisis is succeeded by another varies according to the situation – for example, a 
pre-crisis situation can turn directly into a chronic crisis without passing through an acute crisis.

E S S E N T I A L  N E E D S  A R E  C O V E R E D

L I V E L I H O O D S  A R E  S U S T A I N A B L E

PRE-CRISIS/
EMERGING CRISIS

Essential needs covered 
but at risk of no longer 

being addressed

ACUTE CRISIS
Some essential needs 

no longer covered

CHRONIC CRISIS
Essential needs insufficiently 

covered and acute crisis 
could resume

POST-CRISIS
Essential needs covered 

with the support of structures 
whose sustainability 

remains fragile

DEGREES OF CRISIS AND ECOSEC INTERVENTIONS

Figure 1.18:  The ICRC’s degrees of crisis refl ect the link between the wider context and 
household’s economic security. 

Pre-crisis
In a pre-crisis situation, essential needs are covered but livelihoods are at risk of ceasing to 
be sustainable in the future. Typical elements of a pre-crisis context are new repressive laws, 
restricted freedom of movement, an increase in taxes and/or the weakening of institutions.

In such situations, the ICRC will attempt to strengthen local institutions such as the National 
Red Cross/Red Crescent Society by building their capacity to respond to emergencies and 
to provide assistance. The mode of action25 most often employed by EcoSec is support.

Acute crisis
In an acute crisis, large sections of the population are no longer able to cover their essential 
needs. Food consumption and/or living conditions are insuffi  cient and people’s health is at 
risk. If nothing is done, lives can be lost. People’s coping capacities are stretched to the limit 
and local institutions are not functioning or are unable to respond to the needs.

In an acute crisis, help is needed quickly and it is often impossible to build on local capacities. 
The ICRC’s response must therefore be quick and effi  cient. The mode of action most often 
employed by EcoSec is substitution.

23 Policy document No. 49.

24  In reports and reference documents, this concept can refer to two diff erent situations. It can describe either 
the crisis at household level or the situation in the wider (national) context.

25  The ICRC’s modes of action refl ect the ways in which the ICRC interacts with the authorities and/or other 
stakeholders in order to improve a humanitarian situation. There are fi ve modes of action: substitution, support, 
mobilization, persuasion and denunciation. For more information about modes of action, see Policy document 
No. 49: ICRC Assistance Policy (internal ICRC document).
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chronic crisis
In a chronic crisis, most essential needs are covered and lives are not at immediate risk but 
livelihoods are not sustainable. People’s capacities to cope remain weak and can be exceeded 
by any additional stress such as a hunger gap or unforeseen expenditure. There is a risk that 
harmful coping mechanisms such as selling/not replacing productive means will further 
undermine households’ asset bases. If nothing is done, people will struggle to recover on 
their own and there is also a risk that even a minor worsening of the situation could lead to 
an acute crisis. Local institutions and capacities might be functional but remain weak and 
unable to ensure recovery.

In a chronic crisis, the ICRC will try to support sustainable solutions that strengthen the 
households’ assets and build local capacities. The mode of action most often employed by 
EcoSec is support but substitution is also possible.

Post-crisis
In a post-crisis situation, households are able to cover their essential needs and livelihoods are 
– in theory – sustainable. However, institutions remain weak and hinder full economic recovery.

In a post-crisis situation, the ICRC will attempt to strengthen local capacities and institutions 
so that the latter resume their function and are able to provide the population with vital 
services. The typical mode of action for EcoSec in a post-crisis situation is support.

The types of ICRC intervention
EcoSec responses are essentially chosen on the basis of the urgency of the needs (degree of 
crisis) and the capacities that are available locally (among the people and at the PIPs). The 
decision is translated into action through the standard types of ICRC intervention, which are 
relief, livelihood support and structural support interventions26.

Relief interventions
Relief interventions aim primarily at saving lives and protecting livelihoods that are at 
immediate risk as the result of an acute crisis. This is achieved by giving people access to 
the economic goods essential for their survival when they can no longer obtain them by 
their own means. 

examples
The provision of food or non-food items, distribution of cash, seeds and tools, livestock 
vaccination.

Livelihood support interventions 
Livelihood support interventions, which are sometimes referred to as production interventions, 
aim at reinforcing food production and/or income generation through a combination of 
capacity enhancement and the provision of quality inputs. They are more sustainable than 
relief interventions and are most effective in chronic crisis and pre-crisis situations.

Livelihood support interventions can target groups or individuals. If the intervention objective 
is to enable beneficiaries to perform new livelihood activities, training is an integral part of 
the intervention.

26  Structural support interventions are also referred to as capacity building.
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examples
Microeconomic initiatives, training for farmers, provision of quality inputs, training in fish 
farming.

Figure 1.19: The beneficiary of a training course in poultry farming.

structural support interventions 
Structural support interventions aim at restoring or strengthening the capacities of institutions 
so that the target population can benefit from improved services and functioning institutions in 
the domains vital to their economy. In order to maximize the benefit for the target population, 
structural interventions are usually combined with livelihood support interventions.

examples
Capacity building at the National Society, support for government institutions providing 
agricultural or veterinary services, support for essential market components.
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Type of intervention 
and degree of crisis

Acts on Example Comment

Relief
Highly recommended  
during an acute crisis

Possible in pre-crisis and 
chronic crisis situations

Not recommended  
in post-crisis situations

Livelihood outcomes
Provision of food

Provision of essential 
household items (EHIs)

By providing food or 
EHIs27, 2 relief can 
be a direct substitute 
for inadequate food 
production and/or income 
generation. It therefore 
contributes directly to 
food consumption and/or 
living conditions. Support 
for the ECCs “income” and 
“food production” can only  
be provided indirectly  
by supporting 
HHs’ livelihood activities.

Physical assets
Provision of seeds and tools

Vaccination of livestock

Livelihood support
Highly recommended  
during a chronic crisis

Recommended in  
a post-crisis situation

Possible in a pre-crisis 
situation and an acute crisis

Human assets  
(enhanced capacities)

Physical assets  
(quality inputs)

Training of local farmers’ 
associations and provision 
of highly productive and 
resistant28 cassava cuttings

Training is a key component 
of livelihood support 
interventions and  
should normally lead  
to an enhancement  
of livelihood strategies.

In special cases, livelihood 
support interventions 
can also strengthen 
people’s social capital  
when the programme  
is implemented through  
a local association.

Structural support
Highly recommended  
in a post-crisis situation

Possible during  
a pre-crisis situation and a 
chronic crisis

Not recommended  
in an acute crisis

PIPs
 • Markets
 • Essential services
 • Infrastructure

Support for market 
operators

Technical support for 
government veterinary 
services

Capacity building  
at National Societies

Rehabilitation of communal 
irrigation channels

To be more effective, 
structural support 
interventions are often 
accompanied by production 
interventions.

Table 1.8: The relationship between the three types of interventions and the degrees of crisis. 27 28

More information about EcoSec interventions
A comprehensive overview of EcoSec interventions is given in the EcoSec Reference 
Framework,29 where the interventions are listed under the different ECCs. 

A detailed presentation of EcoSec responses is given in the handbook “EcoSec Response: 
Programming and Implementation” which accompanies the training module of the same 
name (Training Module 3).30

1.8 ACCOUNTABILITY TO AFFECTED POPULATIONS (AAP)
Ensuring accountability to people affected by conflict or other situations of violence is an 
approach to conducting activities and using resources that is based on full respect of people’s 
priorities and their needs. As such, it is a process and an attitude rather than a set of distinct 
activities. The following definition is intended to clarify the concept as applied within the 
scope of EcoSec activities:

27 Either in kind or in cash.

28 Resistant to the cassava mosaic virus, a disease that causes major losses in regions in which it is endemic.

29  ICRC, EcoSec Reference Framework, ICRC, Geneva (internal ICRC document).

30  The handbook is scheduled for publication in 2016.

KeY MessAGe
The choice  
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the degree  
of crisis and 
each type  
of intervention 
allows different 
aspects of 
livelihoods  
to be targeted.
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“Being accountable to populations affected by conflict or other situations of violence means 
that people are at the centre of EcoSec activities, which range from assessments to 
programme formulation, implementation, monitoring and evaluation. For this purpose, EcoSec 
staff and partners must communicate information about the ICRC mandate, capacities, 
limitations and activities, ensure that affected people are involved in the various activities so 
that these are based on their needs and adapted to the context, and enable affected people to 
provide feedback, voice complaints and make sure that they receive replies.”
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Figure 1.20:  The ICRC approach to AAP rests on four pillars. It is important to bear in mind that they are 
not restricted to certain phases in the project cycle but can occur at any time.

As outlined in the above definition, AAP concerns all stages of the project cycle. It consists of 
four individual pillars: communication, participation, evidence-based decisions, and feedback 
and complaints.

The four pillars of AAP

communication
Being accountable means that EcoSec staff and partners make a distinct effort to establish 
two-way communication channels with affected people, both to convey information to 
them and to receive information from them. Two-way communication is needed at all stages, 
from the assessment (what the situation is, what people’s priorities are and how they can 
be accommodated) to the formulation of activities (proposed action), implementation (how 
the assistance will be provided), monitoring and evaluation (what is being done and what 
the results are). 

Care should be taken to select the type of communication channels appropriate to the 
context and to various sub-groups of the affected population, including the most vulnerable 
and marginalized and those facing specific socio-cultural constraints. As far as possible, a 
combination of communication approaches should be used (e.g. meetings, radio, mobile 
phone), depending on people’s familiarity with, access to and trust of the means of communi-
cation. The language used must also be understood.
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Participation
As far as possible, affected people should be active participants in all EcoSec activities so that 
their needs and priorities are properly understood and addressed. This requires a conscious 
effort to support the active engagement of people, while taking account of their time and 
security constraints.

Additional action may be required to enable the participation of the most vulnerable and 
marginalized and of those facing specific socio-cultural constraints (e.g. women) or physical 
limitations (e.g. the elderly and the disabled). For social (including language issues), economic, 
religious, political or other reasons, it is important to involve not just women-headed 
households, but also women within men-headed households, as well as the elderly, children 
(with an approach adapted to their age), people with disabilities and marginalized people. 
This may require the recruitment of (more) female field officers/resident staff to conduct 
consultations and other activities.

Participation is particularly important in order to define and agree on beneficiary selection 
criteria, assistance approaches (e.g. where and how often to distribute goods or cash) and 
monitoring of the activities (whether they are proceeding as planned, whether adjustments 
should be made). 

evidence-based decisions
The systematic collection and use of evidence originating from individuals and communities 
– as well as the process of learning from it – are crucial if informed programme decisions are 
to be taken and the impact of the programme maximized. Programme design is thus best 
based on assessments that disaggregate the findings by cross-section of the population, 
learning from previous programmes and sector-wide best practices if applicable. 

As far as possible, systematic monitoring of beneficiary satisfaction, activities, outputs and 
outcomes, including periodic programme review, is carried out and adapted to the prevailing 
constraints (i.e. resources, capacities, remote management, etc.). At all stages, attention must 
be paid to data privacy and security.

Feedback and complaints
Affected people or communities should have an opportunity to provide feedback and to raise 
complaints about EcoSec activities. This calls for the establishment communication channels 
that guarantee the required discretion as well as a formal mechanism and sufficient human 
resources to systematically collect, monitor and respond to complaints. The mechanism 
should be designed together with community members in order ensure that it is safe, 
non-threatening and accessible to all (e.g. men, women, children, vulnerable people and 
marginalized groups). The information obtained and stored should include the date, nature 
and details of the complaint, the complainant’s contact details, the origin of the complaint 
in terms of programme stage and location, the staff member responsible for the resolution, 
the resolution itself and its date. Some of these details can have an impact on our reputation.

For specific recommendations on including AAP considerations in EcoSec assessments, see 
Section 4.3.





2. ASSESSMENT CONTENT
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2.1 ABOUT THIS CHAPTER
In Chapter 1 we gained a general understanding of what livelihoods are, how they are affected 
by shocks and changes, and the types of interventions that can restore or protect them.

In this chapter we will look at the type of data and information that are needed to comprehend 
a humanitarian situation from an EcoSec point of view.

More specifically, we will:
 • look at what information is and how it is generally obtained;
 • see how a data analysis plan can be developed to organize the collection of data;
 • consider the factors that determine the content of an assessment;
 • see what information should be obtained in a “standard” EcoSec assessment;
 • discuss the importance of obtaining pre-shock or reference data.

2.2 WHAT INFORMATION IS AND HOW IT IS OBTAINED
Before looking in detail at the information to be gathered, it is worthwhile taking a moment 
to consider what information actually is. 

Information versus data
The terms “information” and “data” are often used interchangeably but there is a clear difference 
between them.

Data Information
Data are raw, unorganized facts. Data can be simple 
and may appear to be random and useless until they are 
organized. Information is obtained by organizing individual 
data items.

When data are processed, organized, structured or 
presented in a given context so as to make it useful, they 
are referred to as information.

Data Data Data

Processing

INFORMATION

Figure 2.1: From raw data to information.

Data collection, accountability and protection31

It is important to bear in mind that data are a resource that is increasingly easy to store, 
transfer and manipulate. Data collection is therefore subject to laws, which means that it is 
essential for humanitarian agencies to take account of data protection issues. As an absolute 
minimum, the following points should be taken into account:
 • Data collection requires beneficiaries’ consent. There are exceptions, for instance if there 

are clear indications that the data are being collected in the best interest of the people 
concerned;

 • Personal data (names, locations, ethnicity, sex, age, income, etc.) should only be collected 
when they are needed for a clear purpose. Data that are not relevant for the given 
objective should not be collected;

31  More information on data protection can be obtained from the personal data protection focal point at ICRC 
headquarters in Geneva or the guideline Data Analysis in Humanitarian Work, ICRC, 2015 (unedited version), 
available in the EcoSec Resource Centre.
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 • Beneficiaries should be made aware that they have the right to see, correct or delete data 
concerning them;

 • Internally, a system should be put in place to ensure that data that are no longer needed 
are deleted.

Using an assessment to obtain information 
Obtaining information through an assessment is a process that involves a number of steps, 
as shown in Figure 2.2.

Description of the step Example

Define information

Select indicators

Identify data 
required

Identify source

Collect data

Process data

Analyse data

Use information

On the basis of the objectives,  
define what information is needed  
in the assessment.

Is the food consumption of  
an IDP population adequate?

Find specific and measurable 
indicators that will make it possible  
to assess the situation of the subject 
of interest.

Household Dietary Diversity 
Score (HDDS) or Food Consumption 
Score (FCS)

Decide what data need to be collected 
to enable the value or state of  
the chosen indicator to be determined.

The frequency and diversity  
of consumption of different food 
groups among IDPs

From where will this data be obtained? 
From a key informant, a secondary 
data review, or household or group 
interviews?

These data can be collected through 
household-level interviews.

Individual data items are collected  
in the field or through a secondary 
data review.

Household interviews are  
carried out and HDDS or FCS forms  
are completed.

The data are cleaned and entered  
into a data entry sheet.

The raw data obtained from  
the IDP population are cleaned  
and entered into a data sheet.

The data are analysed so that 
information in response to the initial 
questions can be obtained.

What is the average FCS/HDDS?  
Are some food groups missing?

On the basis of the information 
obtained, conclusions can be reached 
and decisions taken.

Conclude whether food consumption 
in this population is adequate in terms 
of quantity and quality and make 
recommendations.

Figure 2.2: Sequence of the necessary steps in obtaining information.

2.3 ORGANIZING AN ASSESSMENT 

The data analysis plan
In principle, for each piece of information that is required for an assessment, it is necessary 
to go through all the steps in Figure 2.2. Consequently, a data collection process needs to 
be well planned and structured. This will help to:
 • be more efficient: good planning of the data collection and analysis process will help to 

make the assessment exercise go smoothly;
 • avoid collecting unnecessary data: knowing exactly what data is needed also indicates 

what is not needed and time will not be wasted collecting unnecessary data;
 • be aware of the scope of the data collection exercise: Are there enough resources and time; 

are staff with the necessary skills available? Are mixed teams necessary?
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For these reasons, it is strongly recommended that the data collection be planned at an 
early stage in the assessment process – in principle, immediately after the formulation of 
the objectives.

A good way to formalize the planning process is to draw up a data analysis plan. This document 
allows users to “think the assessment through from an information point of view”. Specifically, 
it links each piece of information needed to relevant indicators and to the source of the data 
and indicates how the information will be used.

Information 
needed – topic

Breakdown 
into 
components*

Indicators Data required Source of  
the data

Use of the 
information

General topics 
(e.g. ECCs)

The topics  
are broken down 
into pieces of 
information.

The pieces  
of information are 
translated into 
measurable data 
units.

The specific  
data that need  
to be collected  
in order to 
describe the state 
of the indicator.

Secondary  
or primary data?
Where or  
from whom can 
these data be 
obtained?

How will this 
information 
contribute to 
understanding 
the overall 
economic 
security 
situation?

Importance  
of livestock for 
population x

Amount and 
value of the 
HH’s own animal 
production

Animals and 
animal products 
produced**

Value of milk, 
meat, hides 
and other 
animal products 
generated per 
time period and 
per capita

Household
Market

Allows  
a comparison  
to be made  
with the overall 
income and hence 
the contribution  
of livestock to  
the HH budget  
to be determined.

Role of the 
HH’s own animal 
production

Volume of animal 
products sold
Volume used for 
the HH’s own 
consumption

Sources of food 
consumed
Sources of 
income

Household

Relative 
importance  
of animal products 
compared  
to other sources  
of food  
and income

Access to 
quality inputs for 
livestock

Services provided
Prevalence of 
diseases
Mortality

Vaccinations 
carried out
Services provided
Mortality rates

Key informants
Ministry  
of Agriculture
Household

Conclusion 
regarding  
the functioning 
of veterinary 
services

* Also referred to as “short-term outcome indicators”.
**  The amounts must be given per period and per person (= per capita) to ensure that results are comparable. In other words, for a HH of seven that generates USD 3,500 per annum through 

livestock production, the per capita income would be USD 3,500 ÷ 7 = USD 500 per annum or USD 500 ÷ 12 = USD 41.7 per month.

Table 2.1: Possible format of a data analysis plan with a food production subsection.

The EcoSec Reference Framework 
Since the EcoSec core components (ECCs) should be assessed in any EcoSec assessment, it is 
useful to capture the links between the different ECCs, the preferred indicators, the sources 
of data and the use of the information derived from the data in a framework. The EcoSec 
Reference Framework was established for that very purpose. It is a key EcoSec document that 
provides clear recommendations on indicators and sources of data to be used for all ECCs. 
Its content applies to all phases of the project cycle and it should therefore be consulted 
systematically when planning EcoSec assessments or activities. 

While the EcoSec Reference Framework provides useful planning guidance, it cannot simply 
be applied in a “copy-and-paste” approach. Rather, the data to be collected and the indicators 
need to be adapted and supplemented on a case-by-case basis to ensure that they reflect 
the actual situation accurately. 
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2.4 DETERMINING THE CONTENT OF AN ECOSEC ASSESSMENT
What data need to be collected during an assessment depends mainly on the latter’s objectives 
(see Section 4.2), which in turn depend on the context (type and extent of the crisis) and on 
the decisions that need to be taken. 

While the exact information to be collected will depend on the specific situation, there is a 
corpus of information – summarized in the EcoSec assessment report template (Annex 2) – 
that should be obtained systematically during an initial EcoSec assessment (see Section 2.5). 
During follow-up assessment and monitoring exercises, it is not necessary to compile all the 
information contained in the assessment report template.

2.5 INFORMATION TO BE OBTAINED IN A STANDARD 
ECOSEC ASSESSMENT

The main categories of information to be obtained
We will now look in greater detail at the topics on which information needs to be obtained 
during an EcoSec assessment. To make the overview easier to follow, we adhere to the 
sequence of the assessment report template.

Section of 
the report 
template

Content* Details / 
indicators**

Source of data / 
information

Methods and tools Use of the 
information***

1.1
Context

General information 
on the locations and 
populations
Description of the 
reasons why an 
assessment is carried 
out
Causes and 
consequences: What 
happened? Where, 
when, to whom (men 
and/or women) and 
why?

General information: 
Population, livelihood 
groups, map
Causes: Dates, 
locations, type, duration 
or frequency of shock
Consequences: 
Casualties, 
displacement, 
destruction of assets 
or infrastructure, lack 
of access, disruption to 
services and institutions

Initially secondary 
information: media, 
local contacts, 
authorities, other 
organizations, etc.

Primary information is 
added at a later stage.

Review of secondary 
data

Historical timeline

Contributes to the 
formulation of the 
objectives

Contributes to the 
identification of 
vulnerable groups

3.2.1
Food 
consumption

Food consumption 
patterns
Adequacy of food 
consumption

Quantity
Quality
Seasonal changes in 
food (in)security

Household interviews
HDDS
FCS 
Seasonal calendar

To ascertain if lives are 
potentially at risk 
Contributes to Section 
3.2.6 (the main 
problems detected)

3.2.2
Food 
production

Ability to perform 
agricultural tasks
Amount of food 
produced
Use of the HH’s own 
food production

Presence and access  
to productive assets
Crops produced
Animal products 
produced
Fish and wild game 
caught/hunted
Wild foods gathered
Functioning of relevant 
extension services
Own food sold vs 
consumed

Household interviews
Key informants

Seasonal calendar
Questionnaire/checklist

To ascertain  
if livelihoods are 
sustainable or not
Contributes to 
Section 3.2.6 (the main 
problems detected)

3.2.3
Income

Sources of income
Level of income and 
expenditure per capita
Estimated degree of 
coverage of essential 
HH expenditure

Labour opportunities, 
jobs, sale of the HH’s 
own production, sale of 
services, remittances, 
pensions, etc.
Detailed HH expenditure 
per period and per 
capita†

Household interviews Questionnaire/checklist

To ascertain if 
livelihoods are 
sustainable or not
Contributes to 
Section 3.2.6 (the main 
problems detected)
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Section of 
the report 
template

Content* Details / 
indicators**

Source of data / 
information

Methods and tools Use of the 
information***

3.2.4
Basic  
living 
conditions

Adequacy of housing/
shelter and protection 
against adverse 
conditions
Basic hygiene
Ability to cook
Access to water
Access to basic 
sanitation

Type and condition of 
shelter
Blankets and clothing
Soap and washing
Cooking utensils and 
energy
Latrines
Availability of water in 
quality and quantity

Household interviews
Questionnaire/checklist
Observation

To determine whether 
health and lives are 
potentially at risk 

Contributes to 
Section 3.2.6 (the main 
problems detected)

3.2.5
Nutrition 
situation

Levels of malnutrition

GAM and SAM rates
Rate of chronic 
malnutrition
Mortality rates

Health facilities, Ministry 
of Health, organizations, 
etc.

Child anthropometry

Secondary data review

MUAC

Are lives at risk?
Identify potential causes 
of malnutrition using 
the UNICEF conceptual 
framework  
for malnutrition 
Contributes to 
Section 3.2.6 (the main 
problems detected)

3.3.1 
Profile  
of affected 
groups  
or HHs

Demographic 
information

Status, ethnicity/tribe, 
location, place of origin 
(IDPs), sex, age
ratio of female/male, 
adults/children‡

Secondary data
Group discussions
Household interviews

Interviews and 
questionnaire
Secondary data

Generally, this 
information is used  
to better describe  
the vulnerable people 
and to identify  
the causes of their 
vulnerability.
Contributes to the 
response analysis

Human assets
Physical condition and 
capacities

General health of the 
population, prevalence 
of diseases, malnutrition 
levels, ability to work
Education/literacy rates
Dependency ratio††

Health statistics, general 
population figures 
Group interviews

Secondary information
Interviews and 
questionnaire

Social assets 
Family, social and 
community networks

Support from host 
community, religious 
groups, extended family 
support, associations, 
etc.

Group discussions
Interviews and 
questionnaire

Political assets
Relations with 
authorities
Rights through 
citizenship

Personal documents 
(passport, ID, voting 
card)
Proximity to political 
decision-makers, 
government 
employment
Marginalization, high 
risk of arrest, etc.

Media
Group discussions
Key informants

Interviews

Natural assets
Use of (public) natural 
resources as a source of 
food and income

Access to forests, 
pasture, water, wild 
game, fish, firewood, 
roofing material, wild 
foods, etc.

Group discussion
Household interviews

Wealth group ranking
Seasonal calendar
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Section of 
the report 
template

Content* Details / 
indicators**

Source of data / 
information

Methods and tools Use of the 
information***

3.3.1 
Profile  
of affected 
groups  
or HHs

Physical assets
What people own

Surface area of land 
cultivated
Livestock owned
Machines, tools and 
means of production
Housing and 
infrastructure
Essential household 
items

Group discussions
Household interviews

Wealth group ranking

Generally, this 
information is used  
to better describe  
the vulnerable people 
and to identify the 
causes of their 
vulnerability.
Contributes to the 
response analysis

Financial assets
Savings and access 
to cash (excluding 
income from livelihood 
activities)

Savings, gold and 
jewellery, real estate, 
remittances, pensions, 
debts

Household level, rather 
difficult to obtain

Household interviews

Livelihood strategies
Normal activities to 
obtain food and income

Agriculture, animal 
production, hunting and 
gathering, employment, 
self-employment, daily 
work, etc.
Combination of different 
activities

Secondary data
Group discussions
Household interviews

Livelihood groups
Wealth group ranking 
can also be useful  
(who does what)

Coping strategies
Unusual strategies after 
a shock or change
Short-term or long-term 
strategies

Reduction in 
non-essential 
expenditure
Reduction in essential 
expenditure/food 
consumption
New sources of food 
and income
Sustainable vs 
unsustainable sources/
activities

Group discussions
Household interviews

Questionnaire

3.3.2 
Markets

Critical market

Key commodities for 
the communities being 
assessed
Disruption of the market 
by a shock
Relevant market 
systems 

Group discussions
Household interviews

Rapid Assessment  
of Markets (RAM)

MAG (partial 
assessment)

Market system 

Group questionnaire
Household questionnaire

Importance of  
the market for  
the affected population

Potential for cash 
transfer programmes – 
contributes to  
the response analysis

Possible negative 
consequences  
of an intervention

Relevant markets 
(places/days)

Locations
Distance
Weekdays

Group discussions

Access to markets

Infrastructure
Transport
Security
Social factors
Financial factors (taxes)

Group discussions
Household interviews

Main market 
system(s)‡‡

Market chain – flow  
of goods from producers 
to consumers
Infrastructure and 
services
Market environment

Key informants

Traders’ supply 
capacities 

Impact
Storage
Credit
Time
Supply constraints
Quantities, prices, etc.

Group discussions
Key informants
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Section of 
the report 
template

Content* Details / 
indicators**

Source of data / 
information

Methods and tools Use of the 
information***

3.3.2 
Markets

Availability of essential 
goods

What are the essential 
goods?
Availability in quantity
Availability over time 
(major seasonal 
changes)

Markets
Households

Rapid Assessment  
of Markets (RAM)

MAG (partial 
assessment)

Market system 

Group questionnaire
Household questionnaire

Importance of  
the market for  
the affected population

Potential for cash 
transfer programmes – 
contributes to  
the response analysis

Possible negative 
consequences  
of an intervention

Price of essential goods

Prices
Change in prices  
over time
Integration  
of markets†††
Terms of trade

Markets
Households

Availability of credit

Presence and 
functioning of banks and 
microfinance institutions
Access to credit

Key informants
Microfinance institutions

Role of the market(s) for 
the population

Buying
Selling
Employment 
opportunities
Combination of the 
above

Group discussions
Household interviews

Market competitiveness
Description of 
non-competitive 
behaviours

Group discussions
Key informants

3.3.3
Institutions, 
services and 
processes

Institutions

Provision and quality 
of agricultural and 
veterinary services
Functioning of law and 
order
Capacities of the 
National Red Cross/Red 
Crescent Society
Financial institutions 
and services
Focus on services 
relevant for people’s 
lives and livelihoods

Authorities
Key informants
Group discussions
Secondary data

Checklists
Group interviews

Conclusions regarding 
the available capacities 
in the environment 
(PIPs), highlighting 
institutions or 
services relevant for 
the population that 
are missing or not 
functioning properly

Policies and processes

Important laws 
restricting or regulating 
the movement of people 
and goods, access to 
and the use of assets
Taxes, subsidies

*More detailed explanations of the different sectors are given in the EcoSec assessment report template (Annex 2).
**See the EcoSec Reference Framework for a more complete overview; only some examples are listed here.
***This column discusses how the information is further analysed in the assessment report template.

† Where possible, this should be compared to the value of a minimum consumer or food basket.
‡ A report on these factors should primarily be included when the composition of groups does not appear normal, e.g. IDP groups composed almost exclusively of women and children.
††  Dependency ratio: children between 0 and 14 years of age and elderly people aged 65 and over divided by the population aged between 15 and 64 multiplied by 100. This provides a rough estimation of the number of active people in 

a HH as opposed to people who are not working (children and elderly people).
‡‡ A market system is geared to a certain type of commodity, e.g. the market for staple crops or livestock, the labour market, etc.
††† How do prices for a key commodity vary between different markets? Are there any major differences and if there are, why?

Table 2.2:  Summary of standard data/information that needs to be gathered during a general 
EcoSec assessment.
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How complete should an assessment be?
Does all the above information have to be collected for every standard assessment? The 
answer is “yes – but ...”

Obviously, some of the items listed will not be relevant in every context and will not need to 
be documented. However, in principle, all sections should be filled in. That is the “yes” part.

The key question is whether this is the first assessment of the population or a follow-up exercise. 
In the latter case, there is no need to document everything again if this has been done previously 
and no significant change has been observed. For example, if the living conditions are the same 
as they were during a previous visit, reference can simply be made to the report on that visit.

Sometimes, however, it might not be possible to obtain all the information in the first attempt. 
In that case, a report can be drafted and updated at a later stage, when more information 
is available.

2.6 THE IMPORTANCE OF ASSESSING THE SITUATION 
“BEFORE” AND “NOW”

If a shock or change has occurred, efforts should be made to try to gain as full an understanding 
as possible of what pre-shock conditions were like. In principle, all the information in the 
overview is needed for both the normal/pre-shock situation and the current situation! There 
are two main reasons for this:
 • Knowing the “normal” situation of this population provides a basis for comparison and 

enables our action to be geared to these pre-shock conditions. If, for example, a population 
normally used to eat three meals a day and include an average of seven food groups but 
now eats only two meals a day with food from three groups, the original food consumption 
pattern could be chosen as the intervention target;

 • After a major shock or change of situation, many people who were previously econom-
ically secure find themselves in difficulties. Knowing the situation “before” and “after” the 
shock draws attention to what has changed. Understanding how and why these changes 
have affected the people’s livelihoods is a key to understanding the causes of their eco-
nomic insecurity and a first step towards finding a solution.

While it may not always be possible to reconstruct a complete picture of pre-shock 
conditions, the main changes that have occurred need to be accurately documented and 
an understanding gained of how they have affected livelihoods. Obviously, it is not easy to 
draw a clear line between what is normal and what is not and there are situations in which 
this is neither feasible nor advisable. For example, in a chronic crisis, where people have been 
displaced several times and have suffered gradual impoverishment over the years, it will be 
difficult to reconstruct true pre-shock conditions. Indeed, it might not even make sense to 
refer to the previous situation because conditions in the environment have changed too 
much for a return to the pre-shock state to be realistic.

Deciding on the baseline reference will thus depend on the context. Moreover, it is crucial 
to involve the population closely in defining the normal or desired state.

  USING WEALTH GROUP RANKING TO RECONSTRUCT  
PRE-SHOCK CONDITIONS

Wealth group ranking is a simple method that can be used during group – or focus 
group – discussions.

It is a participative method that consists of asking community members to describe the 
wealthy or better off, the average and the poor households in the community (some include 
the very poor). Table 2.3 lists some of the criteria commonly used by communities to describe 
these wealth groups. Unsurprisingly, the majority of these criteria reflect what people own 
(physical asset) or what they do (livelihood strategies). 
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Criteria SLF category

Type and size of house or shelter Physical asset

Size of land cultivated Physical asset

Ownership of means of transport, machines, etc. Physical asset

Number of animals owned Physical asset / financial asset (context dependent)

Available labour force, family size Human asset

Education Human asset

Women-headed households, many (small) children, elderly 
people, people with disabilities 

Human asset

Status, caste, tribe Demographic data

Main sources of income Livelihood strategies

Income generated Livelihood outcome

Table 2.3: Links between criteria for wealth group ranking and SLF categories.

In some cases, less tangible assets, such as the gender of the head of household, ethnicity, 
relationships with certain power-holders or access to certain markets, are also critical factors 
explaining why some households are poorer than others.

In a second step, people are also asked to estimate what proportion of the population there 
is in each group. An easy way to obtain this information is to ask “Out of ten people, how 
many will be poor, have average wealth and be better off?”

Wealth group ranking helps to establish a simple picture of the pre-shock economic situation 
in the community by providing information about people’s physical assets and livelihood 
activities before the shock. It often works well because these are the things that everyone 
knows about and that people do not easily forget. As long as people feel comfortable 
speaking about their assets, it is a simple and easy way to reconstruct the “broad lines” of 
pre-shock conditions. 

Criteria chosen by the 
community

Better-off Average Poor

Livelihood strategies
1. Livestock
2. Farming
3. Trade

1. Farming
2. Livestock
3. Petty trade

1. Daily labour
2. Planting vegetables by 
the river

Land owned / cultivated 2-5 ha 1-2 ha No land

Means of production Tractor Ox plough Hand tools

Livestock
10-x cows
20-100 shoats*

1-5 cows
5-20 shoats

1-5 shoats
Chickens

Labour force Good Good Weak

Percentage of population 20% 50% 30%

*Shoats: sheep and goats.

Table 2.4: Wealth group ranking; an example based on data for Rahmanya village, Northern Iraq.

2.7 RECONSTRUCTING PRE-SHOCK CONDITIONS  
WITH IDP POPULATIONS

When assessing IDP populations, it is often difficult to establish a complete livelihood profile 
because people have been physically separated from their homes and their assets and these 
are therefore not visible to the assessor. If people also say that they “have lost everything”, 
it can be tempting to omit the livelihoods part (in particular, pre-shock asset holdings and 
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livelihood strategies) from the assessment and to focus on the “here and now”. However, this 
is not advisable and a reconstruction of pre-shock conditions should always be attempted. 
There are several reasons for this:
 • Livelihoods that are not entirely disrupted can be protected

Livelihoods constitute people’s main economic base and people will go to great lengths to 
protect and maintain their livelihoods for as long as possible, even in a volatile environment. 
Displaced persons therefore often develop elaborate strategies that allow them to maintain 
at least some of their livelihood activities. Livelihoods of IDPs are therefore often only 
partially disrupted. It is common, for example, for some family members to stay behind 
or to undertake regular trips from their displacement site to their home so that assets can 
be protected and crops harvested. It is important to take account of such practices as it 
may be possible to protect such partially disrupted and fragile livelihoods even during 
times of conflict.

 • The contribution of remaining livelihood activities to the coverage of essential needs 
can be taken into account.
If livelihoods still contribute significantly to the coverage of IDPs’ essential needs, this 
should be taken into account when assessing the gap(s) in ECCs. 

 • Knowing what people’s capacities are makes it easier to provide support for them.
From a response perspective, it is also important to know what these people usually do 
to earn a living, what their capacities are and what are they are good at. Account can then 
be taken of this information when planning an EcoSec intervention in order to rebuild 
their livelihoods.

example
During an EcoSec assessment in South Sudan, it was observed that IDPs arrived at a camp in 
two distinctive waves. For the sake of simplicity, the two groups could be described as follows:

Group 1: The people in this group came from towns or villages that had come under direct 
attack; there were a large number of casualties and many assets had been destroyed. These 
people had fled their homes immediately and their livelihoods had been severely disrupted.

Group 2: The people in this group came from towns or villages that had not come under 
attack. The preceding agricultural cycle had been successfully completed and assets had not 
been lost. It was usual for families to split up at this time of the year, with some members 
taking the cattle to the wetlands while others migrated to the towns and major farms in 
search of seasonal employment. Because of the good ratio of time invested to value obtained, 
many chose to move to IDP camps and hope for assistance rather than to look for work. If 
registered, they would receive more aid in food than they would have earned by working 
over a longer period.

Hence, while both groups were living under similar conditions in the IDP camp, their overall 
situation was actually very different. The livelihoods of the members of the second group 
were still intact and the people were likely to return home at the onset of the next planting 
season. By contrast, the livelihoods of the members of the first group had been fully disrupted 
and the people were highly likely to stay in the camp for some time to come.

It was important for the EcoSec team to understand these dynamics as it was then able to adapt 
its response planning accordingly. Without a good understanding of (pre-shock) livelihoods 
(knowledge of the seasonal calendar, etc.), the team would have significantly overestimated 
the number of very vulnerable people! It also led to better planning of livelihood support 
activities for the people in the second group, who were likely to return to their homes in 
the immediate future. 





3. DATA ANALYSIS
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3.1 ABOUT THIS CHAPTER
Having gained a basic understanding of livelihoods and shocks (Chapter 1) and having 
defined the data that need to be collected for assessment purposes (Chapter 2), we will now 
look at how these data are used.

In this chapter the focus is on the situation analysis (current and forecast situation), which 
will inform us about people’s needs, and the response analysis, which will enable us to take 
decisions on possible interventions. We will be guided through this analysis by six key 
questions.

3.2 THE KEY QUESTIONS IN AN ECOSEC ASSESSMENT
While the objectives of an EcoSec assessment vary to an extent, depending on the situation 
and the decisions that need to be taken, there are a number of key questions that each 
EcoSec assessment should address. 

Who are the people affected?
This question lies at the heart of any humanitarian assessment! At first glance it might seem 
an easy question to answer but in reality it often presents a number of difficulties as there is 
no clear dividing line between affected and non-affected people. Assessors therefore need 
to draw an artificial line between these two groups on the basis of real evidence and specific 
criteria. As will be explained, this question cannot be answered immediately; a series of data 
collection steps and data analysis throughout the assessment process make it possible to 
describe the vulnerable people with increasing accuracy.

It is important to bear in mind that this “who?” question is answered by recording character-
istics such as livelihood and status rather than by listing the beneficiaries’ names.

Where are they? How many are there?
Without information about locations and numbers, it is very difficult to make clear recommen-
dations for a response!

While seeking to understand who the affected people are, we also need to record their 
locations and number. Much as for the description of the affected people, the “where” and 
“how many” questions are likely to be answered by estimations at the start of an assessment, 
but the answers will become more precise as the assessment process continues. 

What economic security problems do they have?32

Economic security is best described by assessing livelihood outcomes. The ECCs of the assessed 
groups will show us whether essential needs are being covered or not and whether livelihoods 
are sustainable. The answer to this question is crucial as it determines whether there is a need 
to deepen the analysis and plan for a response or whether the humanitarian situation can 
be considered acceptable, meaning that no further action is required. 

Why do they have these problems?
If the analysis of economic security reveals major gaps in one or more ECCs, the causes of 
these gaps need to be analysed. Without a sound understanding of the root causes of the 
problem(s), any intervention is unlikely to be successful and there is a risk that it might even 
turn out to be harmful for the people whom we are trying to assist.

How is the situation likely to evolve?
Once we understand the problems and their causes, we need to think about how the situation 
is likely to evolve. Will it become worse, will it stay the same or are people likely to recover 
by their own efforts? Assumptions about the evolution of the situation are therefore needed 

32  Here the term “problem” is preferred to the term “needs.” “Problem” refers to a gap in a specific livelihood 
outcome as seen from the perspective of the person or people concerned. The term “needs”, however, refers to 
significant gaps in livelihood outcomes (or other domains) that neither the people themselves nor others are 
likely to be able to fill as seen from the perspective of an assistance provider.
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to predict the severity of the situation in the near future. In addition, such assumptions will 
also help to plan the timing of any potential intervention.

example
If the situation is severe because of a hunger gap but people will be able to bring in a harvest 
before they are reached through an intervention, it will not make sense to recommend a 
general food distribution.

What should be done?
If serious needs are detected, an EcoSec assessment should make specific recommendations on 
possible interventions. This includes recommendations for other ICRC units such as Protection, 
Health and WatHab.

As illustrated in Figure 3.1, these key questions will be answered in the course of the entire 
data analysis process, which is described in the next section (Section 3.3).

3.3 THE DATA ANALYSIS STEPS
It is important to understand that data analysis does not occur only at the end of an assessment 
but is an ongoing process that continues throughout the assessment stages. We will now look 
at the different steps of data analysis. While the order in which these steps are presented is 
the order in which they are most often completed, it should be borne in mind that in reality 
data collection and analysis steps are often repeated to some extent and conducted in parallel 
rather than in a strict sequence. This is because we adapt our approach continually as more 
information becomes available in the course of the assessment process.

example 
If, during a group discussion with IDPs, we find out that the most vulnerable families have 
returned to their village, which is now said to be safe, we might choose to adapt our itinerary 
and visit them.
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1.  Identification 
of vulnerable 
groups

An assessment begins typically with the collection and analysis of secondary data on the 
context, possible shocks, the locations concerned and the populations expected to be 
affected. This allows us to:
• formulate assumptions about vulnerable groups;
• select sites and groups to be included in the assessment.
Analysis is based mainly on Section 1.1 of the assessment report template (Annex 2). 
Results are then reported under template Section 3.1 “Main groups covered by the 
assessment.”
Contributes to the key question “Who are the people affected?”

➔  From here on, each step in the analysis has to be completed for each vulnerable group.

2.  Analysis  
of economic 
security

The analysis of the EECs for each group will tell us:
• which ECCs present gaps and how large these gaps are;
• if lives and/or livelihoods are currently at risk.
Analysis is based on template Sections 3.2.1 to 3.2.5.
Results are reported under template Section 3.2.6.
Answers the key question “What economic security problems do they have?”

➔  From here on, we focus on the groups that present gaps in one or more ECCs.

3.  Analysis  
of livelihood 
profiles

Analysing the livelihood profiles of affected groups will indicate:
• precisely who the people affected are;
• what the causes of their vulnerability are.
Analysis is based on Section 3.3 of the assessment report template (Annex 2).
Results are reported under template Section 6.1. 
Answers the key question “Why do they have these problems?”

4.  Risk 
analysis and 
forecasting

At this stage we try to anticipate how the economic security situation will evolve in the 
months to come. We: 
• identify trends, risks and opportunities and formulate scenarios showing how the situation 

is likely to evolve;
• identify the people who can be expected to be affected negatively by these changes;
• ascertain whether needs are likely to be covered by other actors;
• reach conclusions on the resulting needs.
Results are reported under template Sections 5 and 6.1.
Answers the key question “How is the situation likely to evolve?”

5.  Response 
analysis

If the conclusion in the previous section is that lives and/or livelihoods are currently at 
risk or will be at risk in the near future, the next step will be to proceed with a response 
analysis. The aim is to:
• decide on which ECC(s) to intervene;
• establish the range of response options;
• screen the response options against criteria of relevance and feasibility to identify the 

appropriate response(s).
Analysis is based on template Sections 3.3 and 6.1.
Results of the analysis are reported under template Section 6.2.
Answers the key question: “What should be done?”

Figure 3.1: Data analysis steps during an EcoSec assessment.

The first four steps in the sequence constitute the situation analysis. It is here that we gain an 
understanding of the humanitarian problems, their causes and consequences. As illustrated 
in Figure 3.1, the four main steps are as follows.

  STEP 1 – IDENTIFICATION OF VULNERABLE GROUPS  
(WHO ARE THE PEOPLE AFFECTED?)

Knowing who is affected by a shock or a specific situation is one of the key objectives of 
each EcoSec assessment. When the assessment is launched, this understanding is naturally 
limited but it grows continuously throughout the process. Nevertheless, in order to plan 
and conduct an assessment, we need to start by establishing a “working definition” of those 
who are affected.
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At the beginning of an assessment, it is useful to divide the assessed communities into non-over-
lapping groups.33 The groups should be defined on the basis of the extent to which they are 
likely to be affected by the current shock or situation.34 For this purpose, we will analyse the 
secondary information on the situation (type of shock, timing, locations concerned, populations 
affected, etc.) and formulate assumptions as to the people who have been affected by the shock 
or situation and the extent of its impact on them. The characteristics used to define the groups 
will vary, depending on the situation. While in many conflict situations it makes sense to classify 
people in terms of their status as IDPs, host families or residents, different distinction criteria 
will apply in the case of a disaster that has affected some livelihood groups but not others.

Figure 3.2:  In emergencies it can be useful to use a standard classification for affected groups. Source: 
ACAPS.

Depending on the type of shock or situation, vulnerable groups are mostly defined along 
one or more of the following lines:
 • Their status (e.g. resident, host, IDP, returnee, refugee);
 • Their livelihood strategies (e.g. pastoralist, agro-pastoralist, trader);
 • Their demographic profile (e.g. men, women, children, elderly, ethnic group, people with 

disabilities);
 • Their location (e.g. town or village name, urban, semi-urban, rural, mobile, nomadic);
 • Exposure to a common shock that affects household assets or environment (e.g. loss of 

access to land, looting of cattle, the breadwinner is injured in a mine accident, destruction 
of the market, breakdown of State services).

Type of shock Potentially vulnerable group(s) Reason for vulnerability
A fire has destroyed an entire district 
in the town.

All residents whose homes have been 
fully or partially destroyed

Destruction of house (physical asset)

Locusts have destroyed all crops 
around the town.

Farmers Destruction of crops (physical asset)

Day labourers on farms Loss of job opportunities

Clashes between the army and militia 
have displaced the entire population, 
which has fled to relatives in the 
neighbouring district (100 km).

IDPs Livelihoods entirely disrupted

Host families Resources shared by more people

Chronic crisis affecting the population 
of a city

Women-headed households Weak human assets, social stigma

Table 3.1: Examples of vulnerable groups and vulnerability criteria.

The main outputs of the analysis
The analysis provides us with the following information:
 • A first “working definition” of vulnerable groups.
 • Initial assumptions on the reasons for people’s vulnerability.

33  Each HH in the community must be included in one group only.

34  As shown in Section 1.5, the impact of a shock will depend on the people’s exposure to that shock, their 
sensitivity to it and their capacity to cope.

Affected population

Non-displaced

Host Non-host Living with host 
families

Living in a camp-
like structure

Displaced



 ECOSEC HANDBOOK

62

The vulnerable groups will constitute the basis for the sampling (which groups and sites to 
include in the assessment).35

note
From this point onwards, each step in the analysis will have to be completed individually 
for each vulnerable group.

  STEP 2 – ANALYSING ECONOMIC SECURITY  
(WHAT ECONOMIC SECURITY PROBLEMS DO THEY HAVE?)

In Chapter 1 we saw that the economic security of a household can be best described through 
the livelihood outcomes that it achieves. For EcoSec’s purposes, a decision has been made to 
focus specifically on food consumption, food production, income earned36 and living conditions. 
Together with the capacities in the given context (functioning of services and institutions), these 
constitute the ECCs. In Section 2.3 we saw that these livelihood outcomes can be measured and 
better understood through appropriate indicators and that the EcoSec Reference Framework 
provides a comprehensive overview of preferred indicators for this purpose.

Benchmarks
Once the indicators have been measured, the results can be analysed. To do this, we compare them 
to a benchmark or threshold value. The significance of a benchmark is that it shows us the “normal” 
or “acceptable” range for a given indicator. It is only by comparing our results to a benchmark 
that we can determine whether a situation is normal or not and if it is not, how large the gap is. 
In addition, taking measurements at different times will tell us if there has been a change or not.

example
The average income per person and per month has been determined for three different groups: 
livestock owners, farmers and daily workers. A previous study has indicated that the minimum 
amount needed to cover essential expenditure is estimated at around USD 55 per person 
per month. A comparison of present results and this reference figure (benchmark) reveals 
that HHs relying on daily labour are currently unable to cover their essential expenditure and 
that the gap is on average around USD 15 per person per month. It looks as if this group will 
be in some difficulty unless they develop coping mechanisms or receive assistance that will 
allow them to fill this income gap.

Average monthly income per person per day in USD
70

60

50

40

30

20

10

0

Minimun needed to cover essential expenditure

Livestock owners Farmers Daily workers

Gap

Figure 3.3:  A benchmark value for monthly expenditure allows a gap in the income of daily workers to be 
identified.

35 See also the subsection on purposive sampling in Section 4.3.

36 Income earned is closely linked to the ability to cover essential expenditure.
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The above example shows that there are some indicators for which precise thresholds or 
benchmark ranges can be established and then used to interpret results. Another example 
is the prevalence of acute malnutrition. For nutrition in detention, thresholds are set at 
around 5% of severe acute malnutrition (SAM) and 30% for global acute malnutrition (GAM). 
If malnutrition reaches one of these levels, immediate substitutive action is recommended. 

Pre-shock or baseline37 conditions
For most indicators, there is no pre-defined threshold, which means that there is a need 
to define what is “normal” or “acceptable”. In that case it is useful to compare the current 
situation to the situation before the shock. This benchmark state is often referred to as or “a 
normal year” or a “baseline”.

On some occasions, this information might already exist and can be obtained by reviewing 
secondary data. However, on many occasions it will be necessary to try to reconstruct 
pre-shock conditions by conducting interviews. One easy way of doing this is through the 
constitution of wealth groups as discussed in Chapter 2 (  Using wealth group ranking 
to reconstruct pre-shock conditions).

conditions in a similar but unaffected setting
Alternatively, the situation after a shock can be compared to the situation prevailing at the 
same time in a similar setting, for example a neighbouring village that has not been affected 
by the shock.
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Figure 3.4:  Food consumption in neighbouring villages in Walikale Territory, North Kivu Province, DRC, 
August 2012.

Figure 3.4 shows the food consumption of assessed communities in North Kivu Province, 
Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC). The population of Mutakato is suffering from the 
frequent presence and passage of several rebel groups. This chronic situation of insecurity 
(people are afraid to cultivate crops and looting is frequent) is reflected in poor food 
consumption. Although no pre-shock information is available, it is reasonable to believe that 
under normal conditions, food consumption for Mutakato residents would be comparable to 
that of the other non-affected villages assessed. The slightly higher number of food groups 
consumed by Walikale residents is probably linked to the greater availability of food groups 
associated with the town’s large market.

37  The term baseline is not always used consistently in humanitarian circles. It can either mean the situation at the 
onset of an intervention or the situation before a shock. The intended meaning therefore needs to be specified 
when the term is used.
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As the example further illustrates, consumption of two meals per day and a HDDS of 4 were 
chosen as thresholds. Groups consuming less in either category are categorized as having 
inadequate food consumption.

Interpreting the result of the economic security analysis
Once data on ECCs have been collected, they need to be analysed individually for each 
vulnerable group so as to obtain information on the economic security status of the assessed 
population. For any given group there are three archetypal scenarios with regard to the 
pattern of economic (in)security. 

scenario 1: no significant gaps are observed in any of the eccs

This corresponds to a normal situation, i.e. most households are economically secure and 
only a few poorer HH struggle to make ends meet. In such cases, the ICRC will not usually 
take action.38

note
Whenever possible, we should avoid assessing such groups as this would raise expectations 
(e.g. for development interventions) that will not be fulfilled! If an assessment reveals no 
significant gaps in any of the EECs, it is because the initial assumptions about vulnerable 
groups were not correct (Step 1 in this section).

38  A decision will need to be taken as to where to draw a line between what can be attributed to chronic poverty 
and when an entire population group is shifting into economic insecurity as a result of conflict.

ECCs are adequate and there is no risk  
to lives or livelihood.

Food production and/or income are 
inadequate; livelihoods are at risk.

Food consumption and/or living 
conditions are inadequate; lives are  
at risk.

eXAMPLe
Returnees have managed to restore their 
livelihoods to pre-shock conditions.
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scenario 2: All or most HHs in the group have gaps in the same ecc(s) 

In this scenario, all or most members of the group face similar problems concerning their 
economic security. This is a common scenario when shocks affect entire communities or 
livelihood groups.

Analysis can provide information about:
 • the ECC(s) in which there is a gap;39 and
 • the size of the gap.

In such scenarios it is often possible to assist everyone (blanket assistance) with a standard 
response (or a limited choice of options). 

scenario 3: Heterogeneous gaps in eccs within a given group 

The pattern of economic security problems is highly irregular among the members of the 
group, with different households having gaps in different ECCs and some being economically 
secure. 

39  The gaps can be in food production and/or income as in this example (chronic crisis) or in food consumption 
and/or living conditions (acute crisis).

ECCs are adequate and there is no risk  
to lives or livelihood.

Food production and/or income are 
inadequate; livelihoods are at risk.

Food consumption and/or living 
conditions are inadequate; lives are  
at risk.

eXAMPLe
A farming community has been affected 
by severe flooding. Most members of the 
community will not produce enough this 
year to cover their essential needs.

ECCs are adequate and there is no risk  
to lives or livelihood.

Food production and/or income are 
inadequate; livelihoods are at risk.

Food consumption and/or living 
conditions are inadequate; lives are  
at risk.

eXAMPLe
A population of long-term IDPs in an 
urban setting
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In this scenario, analysis can provide some information about:
 • the pattern of the gaps (which ECCs are most affected); and
 • an estimated percentage of HHs whose lives or livelihoods are at risk.

However, while there are clearly a significant number of affected HHs in the group, the initial 
group definition (long-term IDPs) is not accurate enough since it includes many HHs that are 
not economically insecure. For this reason, the group description should be refined by adding 
more vulnerability criteria, for example long-term IDP HHs with a high dependency ratio or 
with a chronically ill or handicapped member. In other words, the group definition needs 
to be adjusted until it becomes a “scenario 2” type of group.

This can be done through  Household profiling (see below).

  STEP 3 – ANALYSING LIVELIHOODS  
(WHY DO THEY HAVE THESE ECONOMIC INSECURITY PROBLEMS?)

The third step in the situation analysis is carried out for all vulnerable groups for which large 
gap(s) in one or more ECCs have been found, i.e. in Scenarios 2 and 3 above.

Once a problem has been identified at the level of the ECCs, the next step consists of 
understanding why a vulnerable group is affected. For this purpose, we need to examine 
livelihoods. As shown in Section 1.5, major disruptions to livelihood outcomes are caused by 
significant change in one or more assets and/or the relevant PIPs (services, market conditions, etc.) 
which in turn are caused by one or several factors of vulnerability (the vulnerability context). 

As will be shown, the type of analysis that can be performed depends on whether group 
members have similar livelihoods or not.

Before discussing the two scenarios individually, it is useful to look at some general aspects 
of how livelihoods can be studied.

Analysing groups with a homogeneous pattern of economic 
insecurity
This corresponds to scenario 2, illustrated under step 2 earlier in this section. A homogeneous 
pattern of economic insecurity occurs when members of a vulnerable group have similar needs.40 

For the sake of simplicity, two main situations can be determined:

a) Livelihood groups (i.e. people in the group have similar livelihoods)
People are often affected in a similar way because they have the same livelihoods. In this case, 
the causes of people’s vulnerability can usually be generalized. There are several implications:
 • A complete group profile can be established and used to map the causes of economic 

insecurity. Alternatively, a problem tree can be established (see step 5 in this section).
 • An EcoSec response may target not only the consequences (the livelihood outcome level) 

but also the causes of the economic insecurity since they are known and concern everyone. 
 • Importantly, people’s own capacities and skills are also known and should also be included 

in the response planning.

example
Livestock owners in southern Somalia are affected by severe drought. Their animals are in 
poor condition and risk dying of starvation. The owners cannot sell the animals in the market 
because of their condition and the drop in livestock prices caused by the change in supply 
and demand.

40  This implies that the initial assumption about the vulnerability of the group is likely to be accurate and we can 
continue to work with it.
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Coverage of  
other essential  

expenditure
Living condition Food consumption

Income Food production

1.  The drought affects 
pasture and water 
sources.

2.  The lack of pasture and 
water affects animals’ 
health.

3.  Reduced food production: 
Animals are in poor 
condition, they produce 
less meat, milk and 
offspring, and they can 
no longer be sold in 
the market. As a result 
income decreases and 
food consumption is 
affected.

4.  Reduced income: Poor 
animal condition and 
a shift in supply and 
demand in the livestock 
market lead to a sharp 
drop in prices. The 
conversion of livestock 
to cash becomes highly 
unfavourable and HH 
income drops.

5.  As a result of reduced 
income and food 
production, essential 
needs are at risk of 
ceasing to be covered in 
the future.
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Figure 3.5:   A chain of causality illustrates how the underlying causes of economic insecurity are linked to 
reduced livelihood outcomes.

This vulnerable group is homogeneous in terms of:
 • common needs: income and food production affected;
 • common causes of economic insecurity arising from the way in which their livelihoods 

have been affected by the drought; 
 • people have similar capacities and skills.

As a result the group can be assisted as a whole (blanket assistance) through:
 • an intervention aimed at protecting the livestock (access to fodder and water);
 • an intervention aimed at enabling livestock owners to sell livestock at more favourable 

conditions (destocking programme).

b) Groups comprising households with different livelihoods
When shocks are severe, they can disrupt the livelihoods of entire populations across the 
economic spectrum. People from a variety of different professions, such as farmers, teachers, 
traders or bus drivers, who have been displaced by conflict, might find themselves stranded 
in a refugee camp in another country, where they share similar living conditions and lack 
sustainable sources of food and income. While the exact way in which their livelihoods have 
been disrupted varies from one profession to another, the underlying cause – the conflict – 
and the consequences at livelihood outcome level are similar for all.
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This has the following implications:
 • Given the diversity of livelihoods (i.e. assets and livelihood strategies), a single profile that 

fits the entire group cannot be established. If relevant, livelihoods may be assessed 
through individual profiling (see below,  Household profiling);

 • As the humanitarian needs of this population are consistent, they may well be addressed 
by a common intervention at ECC level (relief );

 • As people’s livelihoods vary within the group, it will not be possible to protect or restore 
livelihoods for the entire group through one intervention;41

 • People’s capacities are also diverse and it will be impossible to find one response that 
suits all.

In such cases, the first response might have to be limited to treating the symptoms of the shock 
rather than the causes (e.g. distributing food and non-food items or giving people access to 
cash). As times goes by, it might be possible to resort to more individualized programmes 
such as microeconomic initiatives (MEIs).

Analysing groups with a heterogeneous pattern of economic 
insecurity
This corresponds to scenario 3, introduced under step 2 earlier in this section. On some 
occasions, findings reveal that the economic situation of HHs varies considerably within a 
vulnerable group. This means that the initial group criteria were not accurate and need to be 
refined in order to better target the vulnerable HHs in the community. This can be achieved, 
for example, through household profiling.

 Household profiling
The methodology is based on an analysis of individual household profiles and its purpose 
is to describe the people at risk in greater detail. Who exactly are they? Where do they live? 
What livelihoods do they pursue? What distinguishes them from others that do not face risk 
to their lives or livelihoods? 

step 1
On the data analysis sheet, identify economically insecure HHs (HHs that have a gap in one 
or more ECCs) and distinguish between a potential risk to lives and a risk to livelihoods.

step 2
Compare these economically insecure HHs with others that are economically secure by 
looking at factors such as demographic characteristics (status, location, sex, age, etc.), assets, 
livelihood and coping strategies, access to PIPs and the functional status of PIPs. Figure 3.6 
illustrates these first two steps. 

41  This tends to be the case unless the main underlying cause can be addressed. For example, it is difficult to 
influence conflict situations that lead to displacement.
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Tent No
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Poor
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F
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Destroyed No
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Begging
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Gifts 
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3 No IDP Camp M
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Tent No
Casual 
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Debt, sold rifle 
and Jambiya*
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Food 
rations

4 No Res
Old 
city

M
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Rebuilding No  
Jewellery 
sold, 
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Yes No

5 No Res
Old 
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M
M, F, 
1 E, 3 C

Rebuilt Yes
Growing qat
Livestock

- Yes No

6 No IDP Camp M
M, F, 
1 C

Tent No Petty trade Smuggling Poor
Food 
rations
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M
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Rebuilding No
Crafts
Casual 
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Jambiya, no 
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M
M, 1 E, 
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Yes No
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city

M
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1 2 E, 
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Damaged No
Part-time 
employment
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*A traditional Yemeni dagger owned by every man.

Key
Each line represents one individual household

The HH’s essential needs are not covered (risk to lives).
Essential needs are covered but livelihoods are not sustainable.
The HH is economically secure.

Figure 3.6: Excerpt from a livelihood profiling table based on an assessment in Sa’ada, Yemen, 2012.

step 3
Identify factors that seem to be associated with economic insecurity. Typically these are 
factors that differ between economically secure and insecure HH. When the data in Figure 3.6 
are analysed, the following indications are obtained:
 • Access to PIPs does not seem to be an issue;
 • HH composition is a major factor;
 • Large families are more at risk;
 • Families with land are less at risk;
 • Remittances are an important coping mechanism;
 • Living conditions are a strong indicator of economic security;
 • The situation of the IDPs (in camp) seems to be acceptable, also thanks to assistance.
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Conclusion regarding the main factors associated with economic insecurity
 • House destroyed or damaged (weak physical asset);
 • Living in old city;
 • Weak human asset (women-headed households, many children,42 elderly).

Use of HH profiling
HH profiling is particularly useful when a population is diverse in terms of livelihoods and when 
people are affected to different degrees, depending on the HH’s specific situation. It serves 
the following purposes:
 • Identifying factors linked to economic insecurity can help to find practical targeting 

criteria;
 • Once vulnerable groups have been identified, it is easier to monitor them;
 • It can contribute to finding adequate responses.

42 Children’s sex may also play a positive or negative role in economic security.
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Figure 3.7: Decision tree used to analyse economic security findings of vulnerable groups. 

Decision tree for analysing gaps in EcoSec core components
To be completed individually for each vulnerable group

Do many HH have gaps  
in one or more ECCs?

(current and forcast

Are gaps in ECCs 
homogeneous?
èMost HHs affected
èSame ECCs concerned?

Are group 
members’livelihoods similar?

Needs do not exceed baseline poverty level.
Monitor only 
è  Should not be included in an initial assessment 

if possible.
Example: A group of returneess who have managed to 
restore their livelihoods to pre-shock levels

Needs are “patchy”, with different HHs having gaps in 
different ECCs and some having no gaps.
No group profile can be established.
No response recommended at group level.
è�Disaggregate further through additional vulnerability criteria 

(livelihood profiling).

Exemple: IDPs belonging to diferent livelihood groups with some 
having lost access to their assets while others continue to perform 
their livelihood activitiesè Further disaggregate IPDs according to 
livelihood group

Needs are homogeneous but people’s livelihoods are 
diverse.
No group profile can be established.
People’s capacities are diverse.

Depending on the context, an intervention may:
• protect lives (relief);
• restore livelihood at an individual level (MEI 

programmes).

Exemple: Displaced urban population living in an IDP camp

These HHs belong to the same livelihood group.

Establish a livelihood profile for the group and identify 
the causes of the problem(s) and the available 
capacities.

Depending on the context, an intervention may:
• protect lives (relief);
• aim at protecting or restoring livelihoods (relief and 

production);
• reinforce local capacities (structural intervention)
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Other aspects of livelihood analysis
Analysing markets information
Have livelihood outcomes been reduced because assets have been lost, a forced change in 
livelihood activities has occurred or market conditions have changed so that it is no longer 
possible for the normal trading of goods and services to take place? Is it a problem affecting 
demand or supply? While in reality a deterioration in livelihood outcomes often stems from 
a combination of several factors, markets are almost always involved in one way or another 
because of the central role that they play in people’s livelihoods.

Market analysis should provide information on the following key points:
 • Do people have access to markets?
 • Can they purchase essential goods at reasonable prices?
 • Can they sell their produce for a fair price?
 • From a response point of view:
 • Can markets support a response (cash-based intervention)?
 • Does the market itself need to be supported so that economic activities can make a more 

effective recovery?

Most of the information collected on markets can be directly integrated into the qualitative 
analysis of the situation. One easy way to highlight important changes in the market is to 
synthesize the information in a simple diagram, such as a flowchart of a market system 
(Figure 3.8). The different actors and factors should be mentioned and the market chain 
should show an estimate of the number of actors, prices and quantities of goods exchanged. 
In addition, specific disruptions could be indicated. Further guidance is provided in Part 2, 
Methodological considerations, of the Market Analysis Guidance (MAG).

Figure 3.8:  A diagram such as this one can summarize well how a market system has changed as a result 
of a shock.

Analysing coping strategies
It is essential to assess coping strategies as they can tell us a lot about people’s economic 
situation. Coping strategies can be studied along two main lines:

The market environment
Agricultural policies, Ministry of Agriculture, research institutes, taxes and subsides, 

trader’s associations, etc.

Infrastructures and services
Storage facilities, grain mills, roads, market stalls, transport services, security, 

microfinance institutions, jobs, etc.

Restrictive 
regulations, new 
taxes, subsidies 

cut, State institution 
weak

Change in supply 
and demand 

Price hikes, low 
purchasing power

Infrastructure 
damaged or 

not maintained, 
insecurity, lack 

of jobs, no credit 
institutions

Small farmers

Big farmers

Import and export

Retailers

Wholesalers

Humanitarians

Customers/
individual HHs

The market chain
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How successful are they? Will they be able to close the gap?
While it may not always be possible to quantify the contribution made by a specifi c coping 
strategy to food consumption and income, we should attempt to gauge the importance of 
these strategies. This can also give us useful information on potential interventions as we may 
be able to provide support for eff ective coping strategies.

How sustainable are they? Will they further erode the asset base?
It is simple to conduct a qualitative analysis of people’s coping strategies in terms of their 
sustainability and this should be done systematically. The decisions that people make about 
how to ensure their survival tell us a lot about the seriousness of their situation.

In fact, it is the damaging coping strategies that they choose to adopt that tell us most. 
Generally, it is safe to assume that people are aware of the negative long-term impact of 
pursuing a damaging strategy and that they will try everything else before turning to it. The 
active pursuit of damaging coping strategies and the frequency of their use are thus a good 
indicator of people’s economic situation. The more damaging a strategy and the more often 
it is pursued, the more serious the situation is likely to be.

Finally, it is important to verify precisely who is concerned by damaging coping strategies 
as there are often signifi cant diff erences between men and women, children and adults. 
Prostitution, for example, concerns women far more frequently than men. If education has 
been suspended, it needs to be ascertained whether this aff ects both boys and girls or 
whether one sex is more seriously aff ected by the measure.

It is important to remember that damaging coping strategies undermine the asset base and 
thus reduce future livelihood outcomes. Figure 3.9 shows how some of the common coping 
strategies aff ect assets.

FF

PhPh

NN

HH

PolPol

SS

Reduction of food consumption
Reduction of labour force
Hazard to health and nutritional status

Deplete savings
Increased vulnerability 
to future shocks

Selling productive assets
Reduction in future production

Overuse of natural resources
Deterioration of the natural 
environment

Poaching
Punishment/criminal record
Reduction in wildlife 

Smuggling
Punishment / criminal record

Theft
Damage to reputation
Punishment/criminal record

Prostitution
Health hazard
Damage to reputation
Reduced marriage chances

Suspension of education
Restricts development 
of capacities

Figure 3.9: Examples of the eff ects that negative coping mechanisms (bold) can have on assets.
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 The coping strategies Index (csI)43

The Coping Strategies Index (CSI) is an indicator of household economic security that is 
relatively simple to use and correlates well with more complex economic security measures. 
To calculate the CSI, HHs are asked a series of questions about how they manage to cope 
when they face difficulties in meeting their essential needs (food, housing, production, other 
essential expenditure). The answers are then rated with the help of a pre-established list of 
coping strategies and an overall score is calculated for each HH. In its simplest form, the CSI 
can be used to monitor whether the HH’s economic security status is stable, declining or 
improving. The CSI method consists of four steps:
1. Together with the community, a list of the actual coping strategies used in times of shocks 

is drawn up. Strategies can fall into one of the following categories (non-exhaustive, see 
also Figure 3.10):
a. Reducing non-essential expenditure (eating less preferred, cheaper foods, reducing 

donations to others, etc.);
b. Borrowing food, obtaining credit, gathering food, consuming seed stock;
c. Decreasing the number of people in the HH (sending children to others, etc.);44

d. Rationing (limiting portion size, changing intra-HH food allocation, foregoing meals, etc.);
e. Reducing other essential expenditure (health care, EHIs, education);
f. Selling productive assets (livestock, machines, etc.).

2. In focus group discussions, determine the “severity” or weight of each individual strategy. 
For this purpose, the different strategies can be divided into four categories, very severe, 
severe, moderate and neutral. Values are then attributed to the categories ; for example, 
neutral: 1; moderate: 2; severe: 3; and very severe: 4. This step may be omitted, however 
– especially if time does not allow for proper community-based focus group discussions 
to establish severity weights. In that case, no weights are applied to the strategies.

3. At household level, determine how often each of the strategies identified under Step 1 
has been used during the past seven days. The number of days is then used as a first 
multiplying factor.

4. Scoring: combine the score for the frequency with the severity value. The simplest way 
is to multiply them by each other. The more damaging a coping mechanism and the 
higher the frequency, the higher the value will be for this specific mechanism.

The figure below is an example of a CSI score.45 It is followed by a more detailed explanation 
of how the scores were calculated.

43  Although the CSI is often used in food security assessments, it can be used just as effectively in broader 
economic security assessments.

44  Note should be taken of whether preference is given to sending boys or girls away or keeping them at home; 
whenever possible, try to identify why and the impact on both boys and girls.

45 See Maxwell and Caldwell, 2008.
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In the past 7 days, if there have been times when you did not 
have enough food or money to buy food, how often has your 
household had to:

Raw Score Severity 
Weight

Weight Score 
=
Frequency X 
weight

(Add each behavior to the question)

a. Rely on less preferred and less expensive foods? 5 1 5

b. Borrow food, or rely on help from a friend or relative? 2 2 4

c. Purchase food on credit? 1 2 2

d. Gather wild food, hunt, or harvest immature crops? 0 4 0

e. Consume seed stock held for next season? 0 3 0

f. Send household members to eat elsewhere? 1 2 2

g. Send household members to beg? 0 4 0

h. Limit portion size at mealtimes? 7 1 7

i. Restrict consumption by adult in order for small children to eat? 2 2 4

j. Feed working members at the expense of non-working 
members?

0 2 0

k. Reduce number of meals eaten in a day? 5 2 10

l. Skip entire days without eating? 0 4 0

Total household score Sum down the totals for  
each individual strategy 34

Figure 3.10: Example of a household’s Coping Strategy Index score.

Raw score: The community attributes a severity weight of 1 (not severe) to “Rely on less 
preferred and less expensive foods” (Question a). If a HH has applied this coping strategy 
five times during the past seven days, the raw score is 5.

Weighted score: The weighted score will be the product of the two values (raw score and 
severity weight): 5 x 1 = 5.

Total household score: By adding the scores for the individual coping mechanisms together, 
an overall score for the HH is obtained. In this case the overall score is 34. The higher the 
score, the more alarming the situation. In this example, the maximum score would be 203.

In order to interpret the CSI score, context-specific threshold values can be defined or the 
evolution of food security can simply be monitored.

It should be noted, however, that while the CSI is a convenient way to compare different HHs 
or groups and to monitor trends, the severity of the strategies is not an absolute value and 
cannot therefore be simply applied to different populations. Rather, it needs to be reconfirmed 
and adapted as necessary.

Now that we have looked at some of the general aspects of analysing livelihoods, we will 
return to the three scenarios introduced in the subsection entitled “Interpreting the result 
of the economic security analysis”.
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  STEP 4 – FORECASTING  
(HOW IS THE SITUATION LIKELY TO EVOLVE?)

What does forecasting mean?
Forecasting means making a prognosis of the probable evolution of people’s economic security 
in order to predict who will remain or become economically insecure in the near future.

Why do it?
Up to this point, our analysis has focused on the present and the past and we now have a 
reasonably accurate picture of the current humanitarian situation. However, we also need to 
try to detect the main trends for the near future. This is important for two reasons:
 • It is crucial to obtain an indication of whether the humanitarian situation is likely to 

worsen, to remain the same or to stabilize. This information is needed to consolidate our 
recommendations;

 • An idea needs to be gained of how the situation will evolve in the near future in order to 
compare our response options and to decide which ones are timely and relevant.

How is it done?
On the basis of the SLF, three main factors can be identified that contribute to future livelihood 
outcomes: changes in PIPs, the evolution of the vulnerability context and people’s capacities 
and vulnerabilities, which determine how they cope with the situation.

Figure 3.11: The main factors influencing people’s future economic situation.

step 1: Risk analysis
What events to consider
The first step in forecasting is to identify possible changes that are likely to have an impact 
on the economic situation. These changes can be either negative (= risks) or positive 
(= opportunities). They can be both natural and man-made.

Change in PIPs Change in the vulnerability context

Risks

• New taxes
• Suspension of subsidies on agricultural 

products
• Creation of a new wildlife reserve (banning 

human activity)

• Drought
• Flooding
• Locust
• Cattle rustling and raids by armed groups
• Post-election violence
• Hunger gap

Opportunities
• New wildlife reserve (potential for tourism)
• Construction of a new market site
• Arrival of UN peacekeepers

• Recovery of fish stocks
• Signing of a peace agreement

Table 3.2: Examples of risks and opportunities.

Changes 
in PIPs

Evolution 
of the 

vulnerability 
context

Most likely 
scenario

Peoples’s 
vulnerabilities and 

capacities
Future economic 

situation+ =
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How to identify relevant risks and opportunities
The seasonal calendar provides information on annual periods of hardship (increase in 
waterborne diseases, hunger gap, wild fires, etc.). These are known to the population and 
should definitely be included in our scenarios.

To identify more irregular shocks and changes it is also useful to look at the past. Shocks 
often occur repeatedly and people have an idea of their potential impact and the measures 
that they can take against this hazard. A historical timeline is a useful tool for obtaining an 
overview of the occurrence of shocks.

Figure 3.12: example of a historical timeline. source: AcAPs, Disaster Needs Analysis, Niger, 2011.

2000 2001 2003 2005 2007 2009 20112002 2004 2006 2008 2010 2012
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How to analyse risks and opportunities
Once risks and opportunities have been identified, each event can be examined for the 
probability of it actually happening and the potential severity of the consequences (positive 
or negative) if it does.

Figure 3.13:  Example of shocks and opportunities mapped against the probability of their occurring and 
the potential impact.

The more an event is likely to occur and to have a strong impact, the more important it is; it 
should therefore be included in our forecasting exercise. In the example given in Figure 3.13, 
the activities of armed groups and flooding should be taken into account as major risks, while 
the creation of a new market is an opportunity that should also be included in our planning.

In addition, consideration should also be given to the expected frequency (monthly, annually?) 
of each relevant shock or opportunity as well as its predictability. In particular, seasonal events, 
such as the hunger gap or periods in which certain jobs for the poor are not available, occur 
at a known time of year and are well documented. Some special events such as elections 
also fall into this category. 

step 2: Building a scenario
By combining the relevant risks and opportunities, a trend can now be established for the 
evolution of the situation (PIPs and vulnerability context) in the months ahead. Adding this 
trend to the current situation will provide us with the most likely scenario. The time horizon 
will depend on the situation and the scope of the assessment. It should cover at least three 
months and may extend as far as six or nine months. In some cases, it might also be desirable 
to formulate a worst case scenario that describes how the situation evolves if things do not turn 
out well. If you feel that the situation could worsen drastically if certain things happen or do not 
happen, it is important to flag this possibility so that some contingency planning can be made. 

note
Forecasting is by definition uncertain and it is important to adopt a participative approach 
that includes the population, the team members and other informants so that balanced and 
different opinions are obtained.

Highly unlikelyCertain

Risks and opportunities to be  
considered

Hunger gap

New market Drought

Locusts

Earthquake

Flooding

Armed groups

High impact

No impact
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step 3: Apply the most likely scenario to the population
The last step in forecasting is to apply the most likely scenario – and if relevant the worst 
case scenario – to the vulnerable population identified in the previous steps in the analysis.

As shown in Section 1.5, a shock or a change in the prevailing situation will affect different 
people differently, depending on their livelihoods. We therefore need to match the most likely 
scenario with people’s vulnerabilities and capacities to overcome difficulties and to recover. 
Only then will we have a good enough idea of who is going to be in need of assistance and 
who is likely to manage without assistance.

example
Imaginary context with armed groups, a resident population and a displaced population.

Identified risks and opportunities
 • Activity by armed groups will continue; clashes are expected to peak around Ramadan;
 • UN peacekeepers will open a base in the coming months;
 • The authorities have recruited new rangers to patrol the park and have stated that in the 

future people performing illegal activities (making coal, collecting firewood) will be fined 
systematically.

Most likely scenario
IDP numbers will be stable or increase as a result of ongoing instability and the arrival of 
the UN peacekeepers, which will draw further people into the town. Market activities will 
increase following the arrival of the UN but prices for key commodities are expected to rise, 
especially for fuel, meat, fish and vegetables, which are already scarce. Use of the nearby park 
will decline as a result of the increase in controls, which will affect both labour opportunities 
and the availability of wild foods (the main source of cheap vegetables).

Forecast economic situation for the IDPs
 • Income sources: as IDP numbers increase and employment activities linked to the park 

will no longer be an option, income sources will become scarcer and many are unlikely 
to earn a sustainable income;

 • Purchasing power: the IDPs’ purchasing power is likely to be lower and will be even more 
insufficient as market prices rise following the arrival of the peacekeepers. Meat, fish and 
(wild) vegetables (from the park) will become or remain inaccessible.

➔ The IDPs’ situation is likely to worsen as sources of both food and income are at risk.

Reviewing others’ interventions 
Having identified possible trends for the evolution of the situation and forecast the extent 
to which vulnerable people will be able to cope with the situation, we now have a clear idea 
of the gap(s) in the ECCs that are likely to persist or appear. However, before we think about 
what should be done, we need to review others’ plans to intervene in the situation.

Whom should we consider?
 • The population themselves: make sure that the people concerned have been asked what 

they intend to do about the situation.
 • The authorities: they are in charge! Before considering an intervention, we should check 

whether the relevant authorities are aware of the situation and whether they intend to 
take action to remedy it. If not, we should clarify whether this is because of a lack of means 
or of will and choose the mode of action accordingly.46

 • other organizations: through the relevant channels (UN OCHA, cluster meetings, etc.) 
we should find out if any other organization has carried out an assessment and is pre-
paring an intervention.

46  If the authorities lack the means to protect the lives and livelihoods of their people, we may intervene directly 
by standing in for the authorities or by supporting them if they have limited capacity. If the authorities have the 
means but lack the will to intervene, we might choose to try to persuade them to address the situation before 
taking substitutive action. This would be done in conjunction with Protection colleagues.
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How to evaluate others’ plans to intervene
In reality, there is often a gap between what some actors might say that they will do and 
what they are actually able to do and when they are able to do it. In order to avoid putting 
people at risk by standing back and expecting others to take the lead, we should assess 
others’ intervention plans on the basis of some fundamental criteria:
 • Does this actor have the necessary resources? Many humanitarian organizations need to 

confirm funding and organize their resources after they have conducted an assessment. 
This is a strong factor of uncertainty and needs to be taken into account;

 • Is the response likely to be timely? If the timing is crucial, the actor’s logistics set-up should 
be examined to see whether the necessary capacities are available;

 • How far advanced is the planning?

If other actor(s) are planning to intervene on behalf of the same target population, it is best 
to organize a bilateral meeting in order to define who can do what and by when so that the 
people in need are served as well as possible.

  STEP 5 – RESPONSE ANALYSIS  
(WHAT SHOULD BE DONE?)

“Give someone a fish, and you feed him for a day; give him a hook and show him how to catch 
fish and you feed him for a lifetime.” Anne Ritchie (1837-1919), United Kingdom

In simplified terms, response analysis leads to knowledge of when to give a fish and when to 
give a hook.

Having described the affected population in greater detail – either through a group profile 
or by profiling individual households – and having compared the HHs’ coping capacities with 
the most likely scenario and others’ intervention plans, we now have a consolidated view of 
their economic security situation and the direction in which it is likely to evolve.

The next step is the response analysis, the decision-making process that will allow us to 
make specific recommendations on how to respond to the needs identified. In practical 
terms, we will:
 • introduce the response analysis framework;
 • review options for a problem analysis to identify the causes of people’s needs;
 • screen the causes and the observed needs and select the one(s) on which to act;
 • identify the range of potential response options;
 • look at parameters to help us choose the best suitable response in terms of relevance 

and feasibility.

example
For the purpose of illustrating the various steps involved in response analysis, we will use a 
simple scenario from northern Iraq.

Context: Chronic crisis, economic sanctions, dysfunctional state institutions
Population: Kurdish returnees who fled the sectarian violence in Baghdad in 2006
Location: Amadiya, Northern Dohuk Governorate in the Kurdish Autonomous Region 

(KAR).
Main livelihood: Agriculture
Main problem: Livelihoods remain fragile and people depend on humanitarian assistance; 

normal market dynamics have been disrupted as food aid lowers staple 
prices in the market and discourages people from farming. As a result, 
food production has decreased continuously in recent years, negatively 
affecting HHs’ income and their ability to cover essential expenditure.

Humanitarian aid: To alleviate the humanitarian impact of the economic sanctions, the 
population has been receiving food aid for years through the “food for 
oil” programme.

The assessment shows that agriculture remains the most relevant sector for this rural 
population and that there is a clear potential for EcoSec to respond to the needs identified.
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The response analysis process

Figure 3.14: A Response Analysis Framework (adapted), Discussion Papers, FAO 2011.

The response analysis follows the situation analysis and takes place only if gaps in economic 
security are found and likely to remain. It consists of the following steps:

Problem analysis
A. Selection of the ECCs on which to work (core problem)
B. Identification of the causes and consequences of the economic security gap(s)
C. Identification of the causes and consequences that can be addressed

Identification and selection of response options
D. Identification of response options
E. Selection of the most suitable response option (relevance and feasibility)

A selection of the eccs on which to work 
Depending on the situation, several ECCs might be affected, in which case we will have to 
choose which ECC to act on first and/or to consider response options that may address several 
ECCs at once (e.g. cash transfers). As a general prioritization rule, we should respond first to 
immediate risks to lives (food consumption and living conditions affected) before protecting 
or restoring livelihoods (to close gaps in income or food production). The choice of the ECC 
on which to intervene is thus closely linked to the degree of crisis.

note
The following steps in the analysis need to be carried out for each ECC that presents a gap.

B Identification of the causes and consequences of the economic security 
gap(s)

Once we have identified the main problem related to economic security (also referred to as 
the core problem), we need to fully understand its causes. An easy way to identify causes of 
economic insecurity is to analyse livelihood profiles as shown under Step 3 of the situation 
analysis. A chain of causality, for example, can illustrate how exactly livelihoods have been 
affected (Figure 3.5).

An alternative way of mapping the causes of a problem is through the use of the problem 
tree or why-why tree. This approach can be useful during an acute crisis, for example, when 
an in-depth assessment of livelihoods is not appropriate or feasible.

Situation analysis
(Current and forecast)

Monitoring and evaluation

Problem analysis

Response analysis
Response
planning

Response 
implementation

Identification and 
selection of response 

option
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 The problem tree or why-why tree
A problem tree is a map that depicts the causes and consequences of a core problem. It is 
constructed in the follwing manner:
 • Identify the core problem: For EcoSec’s purposes, the core problem will usually be a gap 

in one of the ECCs, for example a decline in food production;
 • Starting from the core problem, keep asking “why” it happens until the root cause of the 

problem is reached. For example, food production can decline as a result of low produc-
tivity, which can be caused by poor practices and the low quality of the inputs, which in 
turn are caused by weak or non-existent State services, etc.

 • Similarly, write down possible – or already existent – consequences of the core problem. 
In the case illustrated in Figure 3.14, the decline in food production contributes to poor 
food consumption and a drop in income, which in turn contribute to a risk to health and 
nutritional status.

Figure 3.15 shows a problem tree focusing on food production in the returnee population 
in Amadiya, Dohuk Governorate, northern Iraq.

Poor health and/or nutritional status

Poor food 
consumption

Essential expenditure  
not covered

Decrease in income

Low productivity

Poor cultivation and 
storage capacities

Poor seed quality

Weak services

Dysfunctional state Chronic crisis

Continuous food assistance by 
humanitarians

Low market prices

Decrease in surface 
cultivated

DECLINE IN FOOD 
PRODUCTION

Core problem

Causes

Consequences

Figure 3.15: Example of a problem tree built around a decline in food production.

If possible, the problem tree should be mapped out during a group or focus-group discussion 
with members of the concerned community. In order for this to work well, people should 
be in a similar situation and able to reach a consensus with regard to their problems and 
the causes of these problems. If possible, the exercise should be done separately with a 
group of men and a group of women so that differences in perception can be understood 
and taken into account. If such a participatory approach is not feasible, a problem tree can 
also be constructed by staff members in a group exercise provided that they have good 
knowledge of the situation.

note
A problem analysis has to be carried out for each ECC that presents a gap!
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c Identifi cation of causes and consequences that can be addressed

Once the causes and consequences of the core problem have been identifi ed (through a 
why-why tree or in another way), they need to be analysed in order to give direction to the 
search for feasible response options. One way to do this is to categorize these causes and 
consequences of economic insecurity by attributing them to the elements of the EcoSec 
conceptual framework. This is also useful since there is a well-defi ned link between the 
elements of the SLF and the types of intervention, as Figure 3.16 illustrates.
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Figure 3.16:  The diff erent types of interventions each target distinct aspects of livelihood and economic 
security.47 The small circles highlight the elements which can be directly targeted.

Once the causes and consequence of economic insecurity have been mapped, they need to 
be fi ltered according to what it is actually possible for us to address. While some of the root 
causes of economic (in)security such as confl ict and natural disasters (vulnerability context) 
obviously cannot be addressed directly, ICRC interventions can potentially address a wide 
range of causes at diff erent levels48 through a combination of modes of action49 and types 
of intervention.

47  The fi gure shows the broad lines of the relationship between aspects of livelihood and economic security. 
However, some relief interventions also protect assets, e.g. the vaccination of livestock that is at risk of becoming 
infected with disease.

48  Typically ICRC/EcoSec interventions can address economic insecurity directly (livelihood outcome level) 
and can restore livelihoods by providing assets (means of production and training). In some cases structural 
interventions can act on crucial elements of the PIPs (rehabilitation of the infrastructure, support for services, 
support for market components, the use of persuasion against restrictive policies, etc.).

49  The ICRC’s modes of action refl ect the ways in which the ICRC interacts with the authorities and/or other 
stakeholders in order to improve a humanitarian situation. There are fi ve modes of action: substitution, support, 
mobilization, persuasion and denunciation.
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Vulnerability 
context PIPs Assets Livelihood 

strategies Livelihood outcomes

Chronic crisis Dysfunctional state
Poor cultivation and 
preservation skills

Decrease in surface 
area cultivated

Decline in food production*
(Core problem)

Weak services Poor seed quality Decrease in income*

Low market prices
Essential expenditure not 
covered

Negative influence 
of food assistance

Poor food consumption

Poor health and / or 
nutritional status**

Causes that can be addressed directly
Causes that may be addressed 
(structural intervention or mobilization)

Causes that cannot be addressed Consequences that can be addressed

* Can be addressed indirectly through livelihood support

** Not yet the case; could be addressed directly in a preventive manner

Table 3.3:  Attributing the causes and consequences of economic insecurity to the elements of the SLF 
makes it possible to identify the possible areas of intervention.

In addition, there are some causes that EcoSec might not be able to tackle alone, but that 
can be addressed in conjunction with other ICRC units. Discriminating and economically 
unfavourable government policies, for example, can and should also be challenged by 
Protection (persuasion) whenever the dialogue with the authorities permits. In that case, the 
ICRC could also raise awareness of the negative impact of food assistance among humanitarian 
actors (mobilization).

Table 3.3 provides a good illustration of the fact that for each ECC (core problem) on which we 
want to work, there is usually a whole range of starting points that could potentially be targeted 
by EcoSec interventions. The next question is therefore how to determine which causes and/or 
consequences are best addressed. For that purpose, we need to identify the potential response 
options and then compare them before deciding which causes/consequences to address.

D Identification of potential response options
On the basis of a list of causes and consequences that could well be targeted by an intervention 
(green in Table 3.3), we can now proceed to identify specific responses through which to 
address these issues.50

What is important here is that, despite potential constraints which might severely limit the 
available options, assessors should:
a) think outside the box (think about what is appropriate before thinking about what is 
feasible);
b) consult the population concerned about what they would consider to be the appropriate 
response(s).

50  At this stage, it can also be helpful to consult the EcoSec Reference Framework as it contains a comprehensive 
list of possible responses for each ECC.
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Cause or consequence 
that can be addressed Level (SLF) Response option(s) Comment

Weak agricultural services PIPs
Capacity building support 
(structural intervention)

Sustainable
Ideally coupled to a production 
intervention
Time-consuming
Possible in a chronic crisis

Poor seed quality Physical asset

(a)  Import and distribution 
of certified seeds (relief)

(b)  Seed multiplication 
programme (livelihood 
support intervention)

(a) Quick but unsustainable; 
could be the method of choice 
during an acute or chronic crisis 
if institutions are too weak for 
support mode.
(b) Sustainable but 
time-consuming, preferred during 
pre-crisis, chronic crisis and 
post-crisis situations

Poor cultivation and 
preservation techniques

Capacities at HH level 
(human assets)

Direct training of farmers/
associations (production 
intervention)
Provision of training 
through extension services 
(structural intervention) 

Recommended in chronic crises
The involvement of local capacities 
(service providers) would depend 
mainly on their presence and level 
of competence.

Essential expenditure not 
covered

Livelihood outcome level Provision of cash
During an acute crisis when 
living conditions and/or food 
consumption are compromised 
or at immediate risk, we 
might choose to act on the 
consequences of a decrease in 
food production before addressing 
the causes.
During a chronic crisis (as in this 
example) generally not needed/
recommended

Poor food consumption 
(not yet the case)

Livelihood outcome level Provision of food or cash

Table 3.4:  Discussion of response options targeting the improvement of food production in Amadiya, 
Kurdish Autonomous Region, northern Iraq.

e selection of the most suitable response option
There are several key parameters that should be considered when choosing the most suitable 
response option; some of them are discussed in this section. The decision on how to respond 
will be taken mainly along two lines: what is needed (relevance and appropriateness51) and 
what is possible (feasibility). 

Some of the commonly used parameters for selecting a response option are presented below. 
Since they are interlinked and overlap to some degree, they cannot be considered truly 
independent factors. Which factors are most important will vary according to the situation.

The urgency of the situation – how much time do we have?
Are lives at immediate risk or are people facing a chronic non-life threatening situation? 
Do livelihoods need to be protected by a time-critical intervention or is there scope for a 
medium-term livelihood support activity? Depending on the context, the time frame available 
for planning and executing a response may vary considerably. Knowing your time frame 
might already considerably reduce the number of options open to you.

Appropriateness
Appropriateness is about respecting the preferences of the people themselves. This includes 
taking account of their skills, culture and traditions.

51  “Relevance” means addressing the people’s real problems, i.e. if people cannot access food, then providing them 
with food is a relevant response. “Appropriateness” refers to how the problems are addressed, i.e. giving people 
foodstuffs that they are not used to or that they cannot prepare properly would be inappropriate.
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Sustainability
Depending on the degree of crisis and the functioning – or not – of local capacities (see 
below), a trade-off needs to be made between solutions that are quick and effective (typical 
relief interventions) and solutions that are more sustainable (livelihood support and structural 
interventions) and equip people to respond better to future crises themselves.

Functioning of local resources and capacities
Local capacities include vital infrastructure, such as roads, water supply, and power and 
communication networks, and services and institutions, such as markets, hospitals, financial 
service providers, extension services and the local branch of the National Red Cross or Red 
Crescent Society. The existence and functioning of these local capacities is a crucial factor 
for determining the feasibility of an intervention. 

Importantly, this also includes the skills of the affected population. Especially for livelihood 
projects, beneficiaries need to have adequate skills as a prerequisite for the success of an 
intervention.

Figure 3.17: The proper handling of animals requires skills and dedication.

Wherever possible, the involvement of local capacities in the implementation and follow-up 
of EcoSec activities should be encouraged and purely substitutive approaches such as in-kind 
distributions should be chosen only if relevant services and institutions are not functioning 
or if their involvement would be too time-consuming given the emergency.

Efficiency
This criterion looks at how efficiently the different response options would use the required 
resources (human, financial and material). It is mostly relevant when there are several viable 
options to achieve the same goal. Efficiency should be one of the criteria used when comparing 
cash to in-kind assistance. 

note
It is important to bear in mind that working exclusively on the causes of economic insecurity 
is only one of the options available. While restoring pre-shock livelihoods will remain relevant 
in many situations, there are cases in which this is neither feasible nor appropriate because 
the conditions in the environment have changed permanently and a return to pre-shock 
conditions is no longer an option. At this stage, it is essential to listen to people’s ideas 
and to think outside the box. A typical example of that kind of situation is climate change. 
Many people’s livelihoods are under pressure as a result of permanent changes in climatic 
conditions and it might consequently not be possible to preserve or to restore traditional 
livelihood patterns.
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 sWoT analysis
An easy tool with which to summarize the potential of a response option is the SWOT52 
analysis. It is based on the following four facets:
 • Strengths: confirmed / certain positive aspects of the project;
 • Weaknesses: confirmed / certain negative aspects of the project;
 • Opportunities: external elements that could contribute to the success of the project;
 • Threats: external elements that could jeopardize the success of the project.

Response option: seed multiplication
Strengths
Local production of improved seeds
Sustainable

Weaknesses
Some returnees do not have access to land.

Opportunities
Food assistance programme is phasing out next year.
Market prices for wheat are likely to rise as a result of the 
instability in neighbouring Syria.

Threats
The younger generation might lack motivation to continue 
farming activities.

Figure 3.18:  SWOT analysis for a production/seed multiplication intervention for returnees in Amadiya, 
northern Iraq.

For the further steps in project design and planning, refer to the handbook EcoSec Planning, 
Monitoring and Evaluation.53

52 Alternatively, the term SWOC is used, where the “C” stands for “constraints.”

53 This handbook will be available in the EcoSec Resource Centre later in 2016.
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4.1 ABOUT THIS CHAPTER
Having reviewed the content of an EcoSec assessment in detail and seen how the information 
is analysed, we will now look at the main aspects of the assessment process itself:
 • Key features of an assessment:
 • Definition
 • How the assessment fits into the project cycle
 • When assessments are usually conducted
 • Assessment objectives
 • The types of assessment conducted by the ICRC 
 • Recommendations on how to include accountability to affected populations (AAP) in an 

assessment
 • The main stages of an assessment
 • Recommended data collection methods 

note
For more information on the assessment process, refer to the ICRC Guiding Principles on 
Assessments.54

4.2 KEY FEATURES OF AN ASSESSMENT

Definition
Assessments conducted by the ICRC are defined as:

“A way of gaining an understanding of the situation of the target population (individuals, households, 
communities) in order to identify the humanitarian problems, their causes and consequences, the 
capacities and responses by the concerned persons and other stakeholders, and the potential for 
ICRC interventions. An assessment is expected to provide recommendations for actions whenever 
these are required and for any follow up as necessary.” 
Source: ICRC Guiding Principles on Assessments.

This definition covers different types of assessments, such as needs assessments, which aim 
at identifying gaps in meeting specific requirements of the target population, or feasibility 
assessments, which aim at identifying the possibility of implementing a specific ICRC action. 
The definition also applies to integrated assessments in which several ICRC units work together.

How does the assessment fit into the project cycle?
An assessment is the first step in the programme planning process (as highlighted in Figure 4.1). 
It provides the information on which decisions about programmes are made. While good information 
does not guarantee a good programme, poor information almost certainly guarantees a bad one.

Figure 4.1: The four stages in the ICRC’s project cycle.

54 ICRC Guiding Principles on Assessments, ICRC, Geneva, May 2012 (internal ICRC document).
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The assessment context – when are assessments usually 
conducted?
EcoSec assessments usually take place in crisis situations. The severity of a crisis can be 
described both in terms of the repercussions that it has on the economic security of individual 
households (as discussed in the subsection entitled “Degree of crisis” in Section 1.7) or in 
terms of its effect on the politico-military context. The main types of crisis contexts are 
summarized in Table 4.1 below. Depending on the case, the decisions that need to be taken 
vary considerably. 

Situation Decisions to be taken

Pre-crisis 
situation

HH economic 
security

HHs are able to cover their essential 
needs for the time being but there is 
a risk that the economic situation will 
worsen.

Low intensity clashes, unrest and new 
restrictive laws are starting to have an 
impact on the population.

Decisions need to be made about 
launching new programmes or adjusting 
ongoing ones.
The amount of information required 
depends on the type of programme.

Wider context

Acute or 
sudden-onset 
crisis

HH economic 
security

Essential needs are no longer covered 
and lives are at risk.
Open hostilities or a major disaster are 
occurring. Vital institutions are no longer 
functioning properly.

Urgent decisions are required and data 
collection is reduced to the essential.

Wider context

Chronic or 
slow-onset 
crisis

HH economic 
security

Essential needs are covered but 
livelihoods are not sustainable.

A continuous series of shocks or changes 
have eroded the coping capacity of 
the population and vital services and 
institutions are not working properly.

Decisions to launch or adjust 
programmes need to be taken. During 
such protracted situations it might be 
better to set up a more permanent 
monitoring system than to repeat 
sporadic assessments.Wider context

Window of 
opportunity Wider context

The situation of the target population 
is not well known as access was not 
possible previously.

Depending on the situation of the 
population, decisions can be urgent or 
not.
Data collection is likely to be limited at 
the start.

Post-crisis 
situation

HH economic 
security

People are able to cover their essential 
needs and livelihoods are sustainable.

The environment is beginning to stabilize 
but institutions remain fragile.

Decisions are required to adjust or 
phase out programmes. The amount of 
information needed will depend on the 
programmes being assessed.Wider context

Table 4.1: Link between the context of a crisis and the decisions that need to be taken.

Assessment objectives 
In any assessment, it is crucial for the objectives to be clearly defined at the onset and for 
them to be endorsed by the decision-makers – in most cases the management and EcoSec 
coordination. This implies that the hierarchy is aware of the resources and the time frame 
needed to provide the necessary information.

The objectives for the assessment will vary depending on the context and the type of decisions 
that need to be taken. Typical EcoSec assessment objectives include:
 • estimating the severity of the situation;
 • identifying changes in the economic security situation of the assessed population;
 • determining the necessity for the ICRC/EcoSec to intervene;
 • adjusting ongoing interventions;
 • establishing a baseline.

KeY MessAGe
Setting the objectives is the most 
important part of an assessment because 
they will guide the rest of the process.
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When formulating objectives you should be precise and specify how, where and by when 
you want to gather this information and the decisions that will be taken on the basis of the 
assessment findings. 

Finally, we must not forget to consult our colleagues – for example, the Protection team or 
another team that is already active in the area concerned – before finalizing our objectives.

What types of assessment does the ICRC conduct?
With regard to the amount of detail included in the information collected and the time frame, 
there are four main types of assessment that are relevant to us: very rapid assessments, rapid 
assessments, in-depth assessments and continuous assessments (monitoring). The choice 
of the type of assessment to be conducted depends on achieving a compromise between 
what is needed in the light of the context and the decisions that need to be taken and what is 
possible in the light of the available resources – both human and material – and the prevailing 
security conditions on the ground. Table 4.2 shows how the four types of assessment are 
linked to these criteria.

Very rapid 
assessment Rapid assessment In-depth 

assessment

Continuous 
assessment / 
monitoring

Crisis context
Acute crisis or sudden 
onset
Very reduced window 
of opportunity

Acute crisis or sudden 
onset
Chronic or slow onset 
crisis
Limited window of 
opportunity

Chronic or post-crisis
Opening of previously 
inaccessible area

As soon as 
emergency/crisis has 
been stabilized

Decisions to be 
taken

Decisions concerning 
life-saving or 
time-sensitive 
interventions
Emergency decisions

Decisions on type of 
interventions 
Short -term decisions 

Decisions concerning 
the fine-tuning of 
actions
Medium-term 
decisions 

Decisions aimed at 
preventing urgent 
live-saving decisions 
from having to 
be taken later 
(prevention)

Physical access Very limited access
Unlimited or limited in 
some areas only

Unlimited or limited in 
some areas only

Unlimited or limited in 
some areas only

Resources
Can also reflect very 
limited resources
Requires experienced 
staff

Resources often 
limited 
Experienced staff 
required

Few limitations on 
resources
Experienced staff 
required for data 
analysis

Moderate level of 
resources
May require 
experienced staff for 
data analysis

Time frame 1-5 days 5-15 days 4-16 weeks Ongoing

Table 4.2: The main features of the principle types of assessment conducted.

Multidisciplinary assessments
In many situations, a meaningful response to humanitarian needs will require an integrated 
approach that is based on a well-coordinated assessment by different ICRC departments such 
as Protection, Health, WatHab, EcoSec or Cooperation. Whenever possible, multidisciplinary 
assessments should be encouraged, especially in case of initial assessments in new areas.

When an assessment is planned, there are three main options for combining the various 
fields of expertise:
 • Joint assessment: the participating expert teams carry out all steps of the assessment 

together. They cover the same locations and target populations and produce one common 
report.

 • “Harmonized” assessment: the different sectors jointly define the objectives of the 
assessment and plan how its results will be analysed and used. Data are then collected 
separately and each team of specialists drafts its own report. A joint analysis based on 
these reports can follow and a single combined report can be prepared.
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 • Coordinated assessment: the different teams agree to conduct an assessment around a 
common objective but do not define common or joint data collection and analysis. Each 
team then produces its own report, from which a combined report can be drafted if 
necessary.

While joint and harmonized assessments can provide a sound foundation for a well-integrated 
and effective humanitarian response, recourse is rarely made to them because of the implied 
coordination challenges and the substantial demand in terms of resources.

In order to limit these constraints, it is helpful to be well prepared. Allocating tasks (who is 
in charge of what aspects), preparing data collection tools, planning data treatment and 
reporting can all facilitate collaboration and help to improve the outcome. 

Involvement of the National Society
Assessments are a good opportunity to actively involve National Society staff in EcoSec 
activities. In some contexts, this is already done systematically and the contribution of the 
Red Cross/Red Crescent staff to the success of ICRC assessments is significant.

In order to achieve the right balance between operational efficiency and capacity building of 
National Society staff, good mapping of the National Society competences is necessary. Ideally, 
an ongoing dialogue between EcoSec, the National Society and the Cooperation department 
should help to ensure that a pool of trained National Society staff actually exists and will 
benefit from the support provided. This will facilitate more diversified use of National Society 
capacities (as opposed to the standard tasks of translation and implementing distributions).

The availability of trained National Society staff is particularly valuable when large numbers 
of HH interviews need to be conducted. 

4.3 INCLUDING PRINCIPLES OF ACCOUNTABILITY TO 
AFFECTED POPULATIONS (AAP)

It is necessary to engage with affected people in order to identify their needs and listen to 
their own assessment of their situation and definition of their own priorities. This engagement 
is preferably direct, but can take place through intermediaries (partners, key informants, 
local organizations, etc.) in situations of remote management or temporary lack of access.

In order to be accountable to affected populations during assessments, the following minimum 
practices should be followed in addition to the usual way in which EcoSec assessments are 
conducted:
 • Before the assessment starts, EcoSec staff or partners inform affected people about the 

ICRC’s mandate and role and what EcoSec does. When partners are involved, EcoSec staff 
make sure that they have the necessary information on the ICRC and EcoSec in con-
text-adapted forms of communication;

 • EcoSec staff or partners provide clarification for affected people when their priorities do 
not match the ICRC’s and EcoSec’s mandate and capacities;

 • Affected people’s access to services and constraints are taken into account when assessing 
the support required for service providers such as local authorities or the National Red 
Cross or Red Crescent Society;

 • EcoSec staff or partners conducting the assessment enquire about the usual and most 
trusted communication methods used by the people (including the most vulnerable or 
marginalized or those facing specific socio-cultural, age-related or physical constraints) 
to obtain information and to give information to people outside the community. This will 
help to select the most appropriate communication channels if an intervention is con-
ducted at a later date;

 • EcoSec staff or partners actively seek to assess the needs and priorities of the most vul-
nerable alongside those who may be more vocal or easier to reach. Whenever possible, 
assessment results are broken down in accordance with the different groups;
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 • Internal community dynamics, e.g. mapping of stakeholders and power relationships, are 
assessed as soon as possible so as to contribute to a better understanding of the factors 
affecting the needs and capacities of various groups and to enhance the design of 
potential interventions;

 • The composition of EcoSec or partners’ assessment teams takes account of contextual 
factors that facilitate or hinder exchanges with certain groups or individuals in the affected 
population, e.g. in terms of gender, ethnicity or language skills.

4.4 THE MAIN STAGES OF AN ASSESSMENT
The flowchart presented in Figure 4.2 summarizes the main stages of an EcoSec assessment 
and highlights when decisions need to be taken. Depending on the context, some stages 
might not be necessary, while others will shift position or can be executed in parallel (analysis, 
for example, is actually a continuous process). The three main stages – before, during and 
after the field visit – are then discussed in detail.
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Trigger for an assessment
• Change in the crisis context
• A window of opportunity
• Adaptation or phasing out of ongoing program

Prelliminary of secondary data
Rapid collection and review of data related to the current 

situation

Preparation of the assessment (order of steps may vary)
• Define objectives and have them approved by decision-makers
• Prepare a plan of analysis: necessary information, indication, sources and use of 

information
• Comprehensive review of secondary data
• Formulate assumptions about vulnerable groups and identity missing information
• Choose the type of assessment (very rapid, rapid, in-depth, continuous or desk review)
• Plan your assessment and selled sites and groups to be assessed
• Prepare the data collection tools and train field staff use
• Compose the assessment team
• Plan logistics
• Carry out the final access and security check and inform relevant contacts

Main data collection – Field
• Presentation of team, institution and objectives
• Collection of primary data (observation, Interviews)
• Give feedback to communities/authorities and inform on next steps

Data entry and reporting
• Data entry and cleaning
• Reporting

Situation analysis (current and forecast)
Are lives and/or livelihoods threatened  

or at risk?

Can needs be 
covered by 

others?

Does the ICRC 
want to intervene 

anyway?

Response 
analysis

Problem 
analysis

No action or 
monitoring

Share information
Persuade
Mobilize

Coordinate

EcoSec should 
respond

Response by 
other ICRC 

units

The ICRC should 
respond to the 
needs through 
substitution or 

support

Desk review 
Complete 

review

Is an assessment 
needed? NO

NO

NO

NO

YES

YES

YES

YES

Before the field visit

During the field visit 
(or desk review)

After the field visit 

Figure 4.2: Stages in the assessment process and the main decisions that need to be taken.
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STAGE 1: BEFORE THE FIELD VISIT

The trigger for an assessment
Typical reasons for conducting an EcoSec assessment include:
 • changes in the crisis context that are likely to influence the humanitarian situation. This 

includes both actual changes and changes that are likely to take place in the near future;
 • a window of opportunity that allows assessing previously inaccessible areas and 

populations;
 • the need for EcoSec to take decisions on ongoing programmes, which might need to be 

adapted or phased out because the situation has changed.

Appoint a team leader
Once you know that you want to engage in an assessment activity, a team leader should be 
appointed. He or she is the focal point for communication with the management and ensures 
that the different tasks can be coordinated efficiently.

Preliminary review of secondary data
Secondary data or information are/is data that have been collected previously. The data can 
refer to an earlier situation or to the current one. They can be transmitted in writing (reports) 
or orally (discussion).

If the assessment is triggered by an ongoing or expected change in the crisis context, it is 
crucial to find out as much as possible about the situation as soon as possible and before any 
further decisions are taken. What has happened or could happen? Who is involved? What are 
the known or expected consequences? What is the security situation in the concerned area 
like? What actions are planned by the authorities and/or others?

Typical sources of this kind of information include:
 • colleagues who know the target area and population;
 • contact people on the ground such as National Society staff, local programme monitors 

and health staff;
 • civil and military authorities;
 • media;
 • other organizations such as UN OCHA.

Having an “as good as possible” an idea of the situation at an early stage is essential if 
appropriate assessment objectives are to be drafted. On some occasions the preliminary 
review of secondary information might also reveal that the situation is already under control 
or that there is no need for primary data collection as enough information is already available.

At this stage, you should also liaise with other actors and try to find out if other assessments have 
been planned or completed in the area concerned and if major responses are already under way. 

Definition of the objectives
As mentioned in Section 4.2, this is a critical stage. Objectives must be clearly formulated 
and agreed on with main stakeholders (management, coordinators, assessment partners). 
Depending on the scope of the assessment, terms of reference55 can be drafted.

You might also want to draft a data analysis plan. Based on the objectives, the data analysis plan 
defines the information that should be collected and determines how this information will be analysed 
in order to support the decisions that need to be taken (see also “The data analysis plan”, Section 2.3).

secondary data review
While the main focus of the preliminary review of secondary data is the evolution of the crisis 
context / vulnerability context, we now need to gather more background information on the 

55 “Terms of reference” describe the purpose and structure of an activity to be carried out– here an assessment.
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affected population, their livelihoods and their environment. Where available, both baseline 
or pre-shock information and current information should be reviewed.

Examples of secondary data
Field-trip and assessment reports, technical surveys, population figures, maps, information 
on climate and livelihoods, seasonal calendars, accounts of previous shocks or disasters.

some sources of secondary data
 • ICRC archives (local and Geneva-based);
 • Movement partners and other organizations;
 • Authorities;
 • Media reports;
 • Research or data-sharing platforms;
 • Contact people on the ground and people who have recently come from the affected area;
 • Internet research.

A great deal of valuable information is often available at the ICRC at the local or delegation 
level! Going through old files and speaking to colleagues should be your first step in secondary 
data collection and review.

Expected results of a secondary data review
 • Assumptions about vulnerable groups: assumptions about who is affected by the situation, 

where those people are and how many of them there are. These assumptions will help 
to steer the assessment process and form the basis for our sampling (see also Chapter 3, 
Step 1 – Identification of vulnerable groups).

 • Information gaps: reviewing the available information and referring to the data analysis 
plan will yield a clear indication of the missing information that will need to be collected.

IDPs from Mutongo 
and beyond

IDPs from Ntoto in 
schools in Kibua 

600 HHs

Affected population

Non-displaced Displaced

Non-host Host Living with host families Living in a camp-like 
structure

Kibua residents

Residents in 
surrounding 

villages

Host families 
in surrounding 

villages

Host families  
in Kubua

IDPs in Kibua from 
nearby villages

IDPs in surrounding 
villages 

2,000 HHs

First priority

Second priority

Third priority

Figure 4.3:  Vulnerable groups determined on the basis of assumptions – an example from a rapid 
assessment in the DRC in 2012. The number of HHs has been estimated for some groups, 
while this information is not available for others at this stage. 

choose the type of assessment
Depending on the context, the objectives, the physical access, the available resources and the 
time frame as well as the volume of primary data that needs to be collected are the factors 
that decide whether a very rapid assessment, a rapid assessment, an in-depth assessment 
or continuous monitoring is most appropriate. A desk review of secondary data might also 
be considered sufficient.
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sampling – selecting households, groups and sites for inclusion in  
the assessment
Now we are ready to define our sampling methodology and draw up a detailed assessment 
plan that specifies which population groups will be assessed, where and for what purpose.

Purposive sampling56

In most cases, the choice of the groups and locations to be visited is based on our assumptions 
about the vulnerable groups (who the people affected are, where they are and how many of 
them there are). This sampling approach is called purposive sampling and it is the method of 
choice in most emergency assessments because it is quick, requires only limited resources 
and delivers reliable data.57 In the case illustrated in Figure 4.3 for example, data collection 
would focus on first priority groups (red) and to a lesser extent on second priority groups 
(orange). Some representatives of the non-priority groups (green) would also need to be 
included to ensure that assumptions about their non-vulnerability are correct. 

Convenience sampling 
Convenience sampling is the term used to refer to sampling (e.g. the selection of the people 
and places included in an assessment) that is determined on the basis of ease or convenience, 
e.g. “We will visit the HHs close to the guest house so that we can go there on foot and the driver 
can deliver the goods to the hospital in the meantime.”

While convenience sampling often delivers poor quality data and should be avoided whenever 
possible, there will be situations in which there is no alternative and we will have to settle for 
what is feasible rather than what is ideal because of constraints such as lack of time, insecurity 
or poor physical access.

On some occasions, convenience sampling can also have negative side effects. It is, for 
example, common practice for organizations to conduct assessments in and around locations 
that offer accommodation and food and where authorities and other key stakeholders are also 
present. This approach is often supported by the fact that the concentration of vulnerable 
people/IDPs is particularly high in these locations. However, in some cases IDPs from more 
remote villages where conditions are actually better are attracted to such “humanitarian 
hotspots” because of the repeated humanitarian assessments and assistance itself. This 
highlights the importance of pursuing a well-thought-through and transparent sampling 
methodology. 

Selection of individual households within the target groups
Once you have selected the groups and sites that you want to include, you have to decide 
on the number of individual HHs that should be visited at each location and the selection 
methodology that you want to use. The HHs can be chosen either randomly (see the following 
section and Figure 4.4) or purposefully (women-headed households, HHs living in poor 
shelters, etc.). 

How to select households randomly
1. Determine the sampling interval

Once you have set the sample size for a group or neighbourhood,58 divide the total number 
of HHs by the sample size.

56  More information on purposive sampling is provided in Technical Brief, Purposive sampling and site selection in 
Phase 2, ACAPS, 2011.

57  However, the extrapolation of the data is limited with regard to probabilistic sampling where all units in the 
sample frame have the same chance of being included in the sample.

58  For further details of how to set the sample size, refer to ICRC, Technical Brief: Sampling, August 2013 (EcoSec Unit).
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example 
If your neighbourhood has 20 HHs and your sample size is 5, your sampling interval will be 
20 ÷ 5 = 4. This means that you will need to visit every fourth HH.

2. Determine the starting point (your sample unit No. 1)
It is important that the starting point is selected randomly and that you do not start with 
a convenient location such as the house next to the road or the chief’s house where we 
just had tea. To select the starting point correctly:
A. Choose any location within your neighbourhood and throw a pen in the air.
B. Go to the nearest house to which your pen points and choose randomly59 a number 

between 1 and your sampling interval, for example 1.
C.  From here, count this number of houses. In this case it is 1, so you move ahead to the 

next house. This is now your first sample unit.

3. Complete your sample
From here on, visit every fourth house (your sampling interval), until you have completed 
your sample (S1 – S5).

 

Figure 4.4: Random household selection. 

Preparation of data collection tools and staff training
On the basis of the information required to achieve the assessment objectives and the gaps 
that were identified during the secondary data review, we now have a clear idea of the data 
that are still to be collected in the field. This is essential as it enables us to collect the right 
information effectively and reduces the risk of collecting unnecessary data.

The next step is to decide which data (indicators) will be collected from which source and 
which tools and methods will be used for this purpose (see also Section 2.3, Data analysis plan).

Assessment tools can now be prepared and staff can be trained to use them. The recommended 
procedure for these steps is illustrated below.

59 For example, by writing the numbers on pieces of paper and then drawing one at random.

4. Now move along the path and include
every fourth HH in your sample.

3. Move 1 house further; this 
is your first sampling units.

2. Randomly choose a number
within your sampling interval, for
example “1”.

1. Spin your pen and go to the
house to which points.

Road

Path

S 1
S 2

S 3

S 4

S 5
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• Review existing tools in the light of information needs.
• Include and adjust existing tools according to suitability.
• Design new questionnaires / checklists if necessary.

• The tools are presented to the staff shortly before the beginning of the assessment. 
• Questions are answered and adaptations can be made.

• Suitability is tested in the field or similar conditions.
• Inconsistencies and shortcomings are detected.

• Final adjustments are made and tools are finalized.
• The team leader ensures that staff have a common understanding of how the questionnaires and/or 

checklists are to be used. This will reduce time lost later due to inconsistent data recording.

Compiling  
a set of  

tools

Introduction 
workshop

Trial  
exercise

Finalization 
workshop

Figure 4.5: Recommended steps in the preparation of assessment tools and staff training.

EcoSec assessment and monitoring data collection tools In order to facilitate the preparation 
of questionnaires, EcoSec has established a library of data collection tools for assessments 
and monitoring. The library has a modular structure so that relevant sections can be easily 
assembled to form a ready-to-use practical questionnaire that is appropriate to the situation. 
An explanatory note is provided together with a series of questionnaires for use at both HH 
and community levels.

The full set of tools is provided as Annex 3 to this handbook and is also available in the 
EcoSec Resource Centre. 

Mobilizing resources
While the allocation of resources should be approved at the beginning of the assessment 
exercise (when the objectives and scope are approved), the necessary resources can now 
be mobilized. They can include:

Human resources
ICRC staff from department(s) X, National Society staff, support staff (drivers), etc.

Financial and material resources
Money, cars, fuel, GPS, satellite phones, HF radios, data recording devices, tents, etc.

STAGE 2: DURING THE FIELD VISIT

General recommendations on the organization of the field visit
While every assessment is different, some general recommendations can be made: 
 • Make sure that you are familiar with the main features of the area before you engage in 

detailed discussions. Alternatively, prepare a map and complete it with local names and 
main food production areas, etc. This will facilitate your understanding during the 
discussions.

 • The same is true for the main economic activities, i.e. livelihoods. Try to gain a good 
understanding of the baseline conditions at an early stage of your assessment (from 
secondary data or by drawing up a seasonal calendar). This will allow a general overview 
of the situation to be established and can help to comprehend the consequences of an 
actual or potential shock.

 • Ensure that the whole team is present during (initial) discussions about the general situ-
ation and that the information is accurately shared with all team members so that 
everyone shares the same understanding of the context at the onset of the field visit.
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 • Divide up tasks as far as possible in order to use your human resources as efficiently as 
possible.

 • Anticipate people’s availability and time your visit accordingly! Bear in mind that the 
people you are assessing have their own timetable and might not be available when it 
best suits you. The assessment should also be planned so as to avoid disturbing commu-
nities at times of regular social and religious activities such as Friday prayers at the mosque 
or church services on Sunday mornings. Also avoid known times of collective activities 
such as drinking or chewing qat, for example (mainly in the afternoon).

 • Ensure a regular flow of information among the team members; ideally, a debriefing 
session can be held at the end of the day. This will make it possible to analyse the infor-
mation as the assessment progresses and to adapt the process if necessary.

 • At the end of your field visit, make sure that you give community representatives and 
authorities clear feedback with regard to the main findings and the next steps to be taken.

note
Situation monitoring (security, access, humanitarian situation) is ongoing throughout the 
entire duration of the exercise and beyond if an intervention follows.

Do’s and don’ts
Figure 4.6 provides a list of the key recommendations on how to approach assessment 
interviews.

 

• Systematically introduce the team, the organization and 
the purpose of the visit.

• Depending on the situation, try to break the ice and 
establish human contact. 

• Tour the site and observe it well before conducting 
interviews.

• Consult the people concerned and involve them in the 
decision-making process whenever possible.

• Listen more than you talk and ask people’s opinion and 
preferences before you state yours.

• Make sure that vulnerable groups are heard.
• Respect people’s cultural and religious sensitivities (style 

of dress, gender, food, language, etc.).
• Be open to the unexpected and adapt your assumptions 

when necessary.
• Include residents (host and non-host) in the process and 

the possible outcomes.

• Do not forget to ask people what they are doing or intend 
to do about their humanitarian problems.

• Do not give vague feedback on follow-up.
• Do not make unfounded promises.
• Do not make unnecessary repetitions – asking people 

the same things repeatedly is time consuming and 
undermines your credibility.

• Do not take up more of people’s time than necessary – 
they have many other things to do!

• Do not interview a large number of people in order to 
obtain specific information when a few could easily 
provide it (e.g. the seasonal calendar).

• Do not rely on community members to translate sensitive 
information or information that people may perceive as 
sensitive (e.g. who qualifies for assistance).

• Do not contribute (unnecessarily) to assessment fatigue – 
if you see that nothing will be achieved, end the exercise 
as quickly as possible.

• Do not remain “glued” to your notepad or checklist when 
conducting an interview; it makes most people feel 
uncomfortable.

Figure 4.6: The do’s and don’ts of assessment interviewing.
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4.5 DATA COLLECTION METHODS60

Apart from reviewing existing data, data can be collected either by observation or by 
conducting interviews.

Observation
In any context, a large amount of information can be obtained through our senses! The 
presence of animals, food, the physical aspect – and odour – of the people and many more 
elements can be noted without a single question being asked.

Use all your senses

Damage road

Flooding

Torn clothes
Fresh milk

Flat-screem TV
Smell of 

food

Lack of 
hygiene

Kwashiorkor 
oedemas Presence of 

horseflies

Sounds of goats

Lack of salt in  
food

Expensive 
clothes  

and jewellery

Cow dung

Items in the 
market

Figure 4.7: A great deal of relevant information can be gathered by being alert and using our senses.

Some places are particularly suitable for observation:
 • Markets: presence, quality and price of goods;
 • Houses/shelters: household items, food reserves, living conditions, water and sanitation, 

etc.;
 • Fields and gardens: presence, type and condition of crops;
 • Infrastructure: condition of roads, houses, markets, etc.

Interviews
In most assessments, most data are obtained from interviews. They can be classified along 
two lines, both categories being relevant to our purposes:
 • The type of interviewee(s): individuals, groups, experts, non-experts, etc.;
 • The extent to which the interview is structured: structured, semi-structured or unstruc-

tured (spontaneous).

60  While desk reviews are not discussed here, it should be borne in mind that in some situations, all or most of the 
required information can be obtained through a secondary data review.
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Interviews and type of interviewee

Interview 
type Interviewee(s) When used

Individual 
HH 

One individual or several members of a HH,  
often the head of the household

Should be part of every assessment of HHs’ 
economic security situation so as to gain an 
understanding of their coping capacity.

Key 
informant

An expert in a specific domain, such as  
a government employee, the programme manager 
at an NGO, etc.

Collection of technical and specific information such 
as market supply chains and infrastructure, detailed 
information on agricultural production systems, etc. 
Particularly relevant when assessing the details and 
feasibility of a potential intervention but can also be 
used to establish baseline or pre-shock conditions.

Group

Normal group size: 10 to 20 people. The group can 
be diverse in composition in terms of sex, people’s 
status, etc. but the topic is of general interest, 
meaning that most people can contribute. Chiefs/
authorities might also be present provided that this 
does not prevent other people from voicing their 
opinion.

Group discussions are useful to gain an 
understanding of the general aspects of a situation.
Who are the people present and where did they 
come from (historical timeline)?
What are their main challenges?
What are their main economic activities and the 
difficulties experienced in exercising them?

Focus 
group

Ideally, no more than 10 people. Participants 
should be in a position to speak (from different 
angles) about a common subject (= the focus). 
They generally need to share at least one or more 
common characteristics, such as sex, displacement 
status, wealth group, type of livelihood. etc.

To deepen your understanding of a specific subject 
that concerns several interest groups.
Discussions, for example, about the situation of 
a market and possible responses or the options 
for the relocation of a new IDP group (security, 
sanitation, shelter, access to water, etc.) typically 
concern several interest groups but not everyone 
in the community is sufficiently skilled or 
knowledgeable to speak about it.

Table 4.3: The different types of interviews and their use.

When deciding which type of interview to use in order to obtain a certain type of information, 
you should consider the following points:
 • Knowledgeability: Avoid having interviewees who cannot contribute to the subject. It is 

inefficient and unsatisfactory for everyone.
 • Sensitive issues: If some of the information required is potentially delicate, do not ask 

people to place themselves in a difficult position by providing answers in a group dis-
cussion but try to obtain this information in other ways or through individuals.

 • Dominant groups vs marginalized groups: Make sure that marginalized groups are given 
a hearing, i.e. they can be actively asked for their opinion in group discussions or, if this 
is not possible, in a one-to-one interview. On some occasions a compromise will have to 
be found between the dominant role of traditional leaders or authorities and the right 
of all groups/individuals to express their opinion. As the roles of women and men in 
economic activities are different in most societies, it is important to ensure that both are 
interviewed, either individually or in a group, depending on what is suitable.

 • Time factor: Bear in mind that it is far less time consuming to discuss a matter once, twice 
or several times with a group of 15 people, than to discuss it 50 or a 100 times at household 
level. Therefore, if something can be fully covered at group level, give preference to group 
interviews and reduce to a minimum the time spent discussing the matter at HH level. 
This applies to information on production systems, the average production of livelihood 
groups, community infrastructures and institutions such as markets, etc.

It should also be borne in mind that some crucial information will need to be consolidated. 
It therefore makes sense to cover the relevant areas with different interviewees as a means 
of cross-checking the information.
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Can provide 
information on
• Security situation
• Authorities’ plans 
• New regulations 

and policies, etc.

Can provide 
information on
• Status of ECCs
• Impact of shock 

on individual HH
• Main livelihood 

activities
• HH’s capacity to 

cope etc.
Can provide information on
• Main problems in agriculture
• Average food production
• Wealth groups, etc.

Individual HH

Key informant

Groups

All of them know 
about

• General situation
• Shocks and changes
• How well institutions 

and services 
function, etc.

Figure 4.8:  Different types of interviewees can be questioned to obtain complementary information and 
to cross-check general information known to everyone.

Interview structure 
As mentioned above, interviews can be grouped into three distinct categories according to 
their degree of structuring.
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Degree of 
structure Description When used

Unstructured 
or spontaneous 
interview

Interviewees can speak freely about a subject 
of their choice or a subject that you ask them 
about. You do not guide them towards specific 
information that you require but take the time to 
fully understand their concerns.

At the beginning of a field visit it can be useful 
to encourage people to speak freely. If you start 
immediately with precise questions, you might 
never find out what they really think.
However, there is a risk of people repeating 
themselves and straying too far from the relevant 
topics. This kind of interview is therefore the 
exception rather than the norm.

Semi-structured 
interview 
(using a 
checklist)

The interviewer guides the interviewee through 
a series of clearly defined topics but in a way 
that still leaves some room for flexibility, both for 
the interviewee to add background information 
to a question and for the interviewer to follow 
up on interesting or unclear answers by asking 
additional questions.

Semi-structured interviews are recommended 
for very rapid and rapid assessments and are 
the type that is most frequently used. They 
combine a targeted approach (the discussion 
clearly focuses on key topics) with a degree of 
flexibility that allows assumptions to be tested 
and adapted effectively. When triangulated with 
information from other sources, the information 
obtained is generally reliable.

Structured 
interview 
(questionnaire 
or survey)

The interview adheres strictly to the sequence of 
questions in the survey. Interviewees are given 
options for each question and choose the one 
that applies to them. While sometimes more than 
one answer is possible and fields for additional 
comments can be included, this type of interview 
is entirely guided by the interviewer and leaves 
very little or no space for interviewees to express 
an opinion.

Questionnaires are tools that serve to collect 
raw data rather than opinions and a number of 
surveys need to be completed before conclusions 
can be drawn. Typically, questionnaires can be 
used during in-depth assessments or evaluations 
when quantitative data is required. They are less 
suitable for rapid or very rapid assessments and 
may be used only for some technical sections. 
They should be prepared with the help of 
experienced staff, who should also be involved in 
the data treatment and analysis.

Table 4.4: Types of interviews according to their degree of structure.

How interviews are structured depends to a large extent on the types of questions that 
are used. Table 4.5 discuses fours kinds of question relevant to our purposes: open, closed, 
leading and compound questions.

KeY MessAGe
The way questions are asked has a marked 
effect on the quality of the data collected! 
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Type of question Examples Recommendation

Open 
The topic is more or less open and 
clear. Interviewees can express 
opinions or give their own analysis of 
the situation.

What are the main challenges you are 
facing in agriculture this season?
How do you think the situation will 
evolve in the next three months?

Open questions can provide you 
with valuable qualitative information. 
They are particularly useful at the 
beginning of a discussion and should 
be asked before you state your opinion 
or narrow the discussion down to 
technical details.

Closed 
Here only one precise answer is 
possible, i.e. either “yes” or “no” or 
one specific piece of information.

When did you leave your village?
Are you a resident?
How many bags of wheat did you 
harvest last year?

Closed questions are recommended 
for use during the main part of a 
semi-structured interview, especially if 
people’s answers otherwise tend to be 
too vague.

Leading 
The question already implies an 
answer or may indicate a judgment.*

(a)  Has food become more 
expensive?

(b)  Many animals have been looted, 
haven’t they?

Leading questions are to be avoided 
completely!
Instead of the examples given you 
could ask:
(a) “ Have food prices changed?” If the 

answer is “yes”, then ask, “Is the 
change seasonal? ”, etc.

(b) “ Where are your animals?”; “How 
would you describe their state of 
health?”, etc. If their animals have 
been looted, people will certainly 
tell you.

Compound 
Several questions are combined in 
one.

Should we consider a cash intervention 
and if yes, what additional information 
would we need to collect and from 
whom?

Avoid compound questions, which are 
confusing. Instead, ask the questions 
one after the other.

* Such questions often include words such as “more”, “better”, “harder”, “insufficient”, etc.

Table 4.5:  Interviews should contain only open and closed questions; leading and compound questions 
should be avoided.

Participative tools for data collection
As mentioned in Section 1.8, there are important reasons why the community being assessed 
should be involved as much as possible in the data collection process:
 • People affected by conflict are the focus of our attention and we are accountable to them;
 • People know their own situation best and many mistakes can be avoided by taking their 

concerns into consideration at an early stage;
 • The ownership of a project by the population concerned is a crucial contributor to its 

success! Involving people throughout the project cycle as far as this is possible will 
strengthen ownership.

In principle, the involvement of communities should be an attitude that is reflected in a 
respectful and continuous working relationship with the target population rather than in 
sporadic agency-led consultations. Bearing this in mind, we will now look at a series of simple 
tools for data collection that are designed to facilitate the active involvement of the target 
community in the assessment process.

 seasonal calendar
Whenever possible, a seasonal calendar should be drawn up for the community being 
assessed. The calendar should include all major activities and events that occur with regularity 
throughout the year. Such calendars already exist for many livelihood areas and groups and 
if there has been no significant change in people’s regular livelihoods, secondary data will 
be sufficient. Alternatively, the seasonal calendar is established together with community 
members, typically with a focus group which includes representatives belonging to different 
livelihood groups. It is better to draw up the calendar with a small group of people since the 
exercise is quite time consuming. The seasonal calendar can be used both during normal 

KeY MessAGe
The seasonal calendar is an excellent 
reference for a normal or pre-shock 
situation. It allows shocks and changes to 
be put into perspective. Ideally, it should 
be one of the first things made available 
during an assessment.
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times and when reconstituting pre-shock conditions and can serve as a reference throughout 
the project cycle and for future interventions.

JAN FEB MAR APR MAI JUN

Rains - - - - X X

Lean season - - - - X X

Access Main roads open Main roads open
Remote areas 

accessible

Remote areas 

accessible

Remote areas 

accessible
Onset of flooding

Fighting & cattle raiding X X X X X X

Maize1 - - - Land clearing Planting Weeding

Sorghum - - - Land clearing Planting Weeding

Beans - - - Land clearing Planting Weeding

Okra - - - - X X

Vegetables2 X X X X X -

Building and repairing  
of houses

X X X X X -

Social activities X X X X X -

Migration for labour job X X X Home Home Home

Fishing
XX

Small streams

XX

River

XX

River

XX

River

X

River
-

Livestock movement
Lowlands near 

river  

Kiir

Lowlands near 

river  

Kiir

Lowlands near 

river  

Kiir

Lowlands near 

river  

Kiir

Lowlands near 

river  

Kiir

Lowlands near 

river  

Kiir

Availability of wild food X X X X

JUL AUG SEP OCT NOV DEC

Rains XX XX XX X - -

Lean season X X - - - -

Access Poor access Poor access Poor access Poor access
Flooding 

recedes
Main roads open

Fighting & cattle raiding - - - - - -

Maize1 Harvest - - - -

Sorghum Harvest Harvest - -

Beans Harvest

Okra X X - - - -

Vegetables2 - - - - - -

Building and repairing  
of houses

- - - - - -

Social activities - - - - - -

Migration for labour job Home Home Home Home X X

Fishing - -
X

Lake / pond

X

Lake / pond

X

Lake / pond

X

Fish protected

Livestock movement
Highlands near 

homestead

Highlands near 

homestead

Highlands near 

homestead

Highlands near 

homestead

Highlands near 

homestead

Highlands near 

homestead

Availability of wild food X X X X

Figure 4.9: seasonal calendar drawn up with IDPs from the western part of Unity state, south sudan.

1 Staple crops are listed in order of importance 
2  Tomato, salad, pumpkin and others
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It is important to note that a seasonal calendar is not the same as an agricultural calendar 
and that all important changes experienced by a community throughout the year should 
be documented. While this will vary from one context to another, a calendar should contain 
information on all main categories in which changes occur throughout the year. Typical 
categories include the following, for example:
 • Livelihood activities;
 • Climatic conditions;
 • Food production and supplies (e.g. trade flows);
 • Market availability and price changes;
 • Exceptional expenditure, e.g. for school, religious events, ceremonies;
 • Seasonal out-/in-migration;
 • Roads and access;
 • Security;
 • Social and religious events (Ramadan, “wedding season”, etc.);
 • Maintenance and construction of houses.

 Historical timeline
A historical timeline is a simple tool which is established by asking a group to identify the 
main irregular events of the past few months or years and to put them in a chronological 
order (see Figure 3.12). Key events should be checked (for example, against main events 
known from secondary data) from the start as mistakes or misunderstandings occur easily 
when attributing exact moments to events. While the group should be diverse – old and 
young and women and men might recall different events as important – there should be 
some homogeneity as to what they have experienced. For example, it would be difficult 
to establish a common timeline for residents and IDPs as events would differ significantly.

When is it used?
It is particularly useful to establish a historical timeline when the recent history of a community 
has been characterized by a sequence of shocks or changes that have significantly affected 
their situation. It helps assessors to keep track of the different episodes and to understand 
what led to the current situation. Typically, a timeline can prove valuable for IDP groups that 
have undergone complex patterns of displacement (several cycles over a period of time or 
sequential displacement). 

 Proportional piling
Assessors often find themselves in a situation in which quantified data would be useful but 
are difficult to obtain because people find it difficult to express their intuitive knowledge 
in numbers.

For example, after discussing with the members of an IDP HH the sources of staple food to 
which they have access, it would be interesting to know how much each source contributes 
to covering the families’ food needs. An easy way to do this is to use a defined number of 
units of a symbolic currency – 100 beans or stones, for example – and to ask people to divide 
them among the individual sources according to their relative contribution.

KeY MessAGe
A historical timeline should always be 
interpreted against the background of 
people’s normal activities (as shown on a 
seasonal calendar, for example) so that the 
degree of disruption to livelihoods can be 
perceived.
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Figure 4.10: Proportional piling used to show the sources of staple food for an individual family.

Proportional piling is a very interactive exercise that can also serve as an ice-breaker.

When is it used?
 • When people have diffi  culty expressing quantities;
 • For individual HHs; 
 • For establishing general trends in a group discussion (no more than 10 people) only when 

members show evidence of similar patterns with regard to the question asked.

Typical questions asked include: 
 • breakdown of expenditure (or income);
 • sources of food or income.

 Pairwise ranking
For a team of assessors, it is useful to understand quickly how the community members 
themselves see the situation. What is needed most? What are the best options? The answers 
will have weight because people add together all the information available to them at the time 
of the interviews (which is a great deal more than you will have) in order to reach a conclusion. 
This conclusion obviously has even more weight if several well-informed community members 
agree on it. However, while it might be easy to establish priorities for one person, it is often 
much more diffi  cult to reach a consensus about what matters most at group level.

Pairwise ranking is a simple and eff ective tool that facilitates the establishment of priorities 
during a group discussion. This is how it works:

step 1: choose an open question that you want to ask the group
A suitable question for pairwise ranking needs to be highly relevant to the people so as not 
to waste their time and there need to be a range of possible responses that can be compared.

example
What are the most important factors that limit food production?

Bought in the market 
with income from sale 
of livestock

Collected from own field 
(one trip a month) Bought in the market 

with income from 
casual labour (men)

Working on the residents’ 
fields (women)

Gift from residents

100  
beans =  

100%

 = 10%

 = 20%

 = 5%

 = 35%

 = 30%
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step 2: establish a list of factors to be compared61

In a group discussion, the assessor collects the main responses to the question, for example:
 • Availability of land;
 • Availability of seeds;
 • People’s technical skills;
 • Availability of tools;
 • Availability of labour.

step 3: Prioritize the factors
a) Draw a table that allows you to compare each element with all the others (in pairs).

b) For each pair of factors, the group members now have to decide which factor is currently 
more limiting. At this point, discussions might take place until a consensus is reached. This 
can also be done through voting. The result is then into the table. If, for example, a majority 
considers the availability of seeds to be more limiting than the availability of land, write seeds 
in the field where the line “land” and the column “seeds” intersect (marked with * in the table 
below). 

Do this until you have compared each set of two factors once (the bottom half of the table 
does not need to be filled in as that would be repetition).

Land Seeds Skills Tools Labour 

Land Seeds* Skills Tools Labour 

Seeds Seeds Seeds Seeds

Skills Tools Labour 

Tools Tools

Labour capacity

Figure 4.11: Pairwise ranking table that enables priorities to be established.

c) Now rank the elements according to how the total number of “mentions”. This constitutes 
the consolidated list of priorities. In this example, the ranking would be:
Priority 1: Seeds (4 mentions)
Priority 2: Tools (3 mentions)
Priority 3: Labour (2 mentions)
Priority 4: Skills (1 mention)
Priority 5: Land (0 mentions)

This will give you a good idea of people’s priorities; it indicates, for example, that the provision 
of seeds and tools could have a significant positive impact as labour and land do not appear 
to be major limiting factors. With regard to skills, however, it should be borne in mind that 
people might tend to underestimate the need for proper training and this would have to 
be discussed with a technician.

 Daily calendar
Time is money! The way people allocate their time to daily activities reveals a lot about 
their priorities and the constraints that they are facing. A daily calendar is drawn up with 
individuals, or possibly with livelihood groups, and covers a period of 24 hours during which 
all main activities are noted. Separate calendars should be made for men and women. A daily 
calendar can be useful for the following reasons:
 • It shows how much time men and women invest in a certain activity.

observation: More time is invested in market activities than in cultivation.
conclusion: This could be a positive sign that more lucrative activities are available and 
that the HH is doing well.

61  Pairwise ranking can be used to compare a wide range of different factors that people need, e.g. essential 
household items, fishing materials, aspects relating to security or health care, etc.
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 • It can highlight challenges.
observation: “I go to fetch water every morning between 9 and 11.”
conclusion: If a person needs to spend two hours every day fetching water, there might 
be a problem with access to water.

 • It can help to identify copying strategies or important activities that people might forget 
to mention.
observation: “Every second day I collect wild fruit and leaves.”
conclusion: This is something that family members might not have mentioned under 
food consumption.

A daily calendar is a simple tool that is a quick way of obtaining a good idea about people’s 
main activity, especially if you are not familiar with the context. For example, it can reveal 
interesting details about the coping strategies of IDPs who might sometimes be thought of 
as “having nothing to do all day”.

Figure 4.12:  In many cultures, the lives of men and women are different in many ways. A daily calendar 
can provide good insight into such differences.

Reliability of the information
Right from the data collection stage, we need to be sensitive to the reliability of the data 
obtained. The reason is that while we may obtain all the data that we planned to gather, 
their value can be limited for a number of reasons. Before analysing our data, we therefore 
need to consider their quality and reliability. Questions that we should ask ourselves include 
the following:

How representative is the collected information?
This question helps us to assess the relevance of our sampling. There are two main cases:

a) We consider that the people to whom we have spoken and the locations that we have 
seen give us a picture that reflects the general situation well.

➔ We can extrapolate our findings to the entire assessed population.

b) We have to acknowledge that our sample is not representative. Perhaps time was too 
short or we were only able to carry out convenience sampling and we fear that the situation 
of the assessed people does not sufficiently represent the situation of the entire population.
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➔    Our findings will be of limited value and no firm conclusions can be reached with regard 
to the overall situation.

How accurate or truthful is the information gathered?
Even if our assessment technique is good and the sampling is impeccable, we may still obtain 
wrong results. This occurs because sometimes people either do not know some things or 
more importantly, deliberately hide them from us.

The main phenomenon behind this is bias. In practical terms, it means that someone is “not 
neutral” with regard to something because the person feels that some of his or her own 
interests are not being represented. Very often during assessments, people interviewed are 
biased because they think some of the information that we ask for could compromise their 
chances of being given assistance.

Typically, IDPs might not tell you if their family still has significant numbers of livestock in their 
home village because they fear that they would no longer qualify as vulnerable if they told you.

As a consequence, there is often a general tendency of assessed populations to “underestimate” 
their assets and to exaggerate their expenditures and liabilities. In some contexts where 
people have been dealing with humanitarian agencies for a long time, bias is a real problem 
and a serious obstacle for the collection of quality data. Selecting “hard-to-fake” indicators 
and systematic triangulation (see Figure 4.12) are two of the measures that can be applied 
to balance the negative impact of bias on the quality of an assessment.

Triangulation
The validity of the data collected can be evaluated by comparing different pieces of information 
(on the same topic) from different sources in order to see whether they tally or if there are 
substantial differences. This process is called triangulation. It is particularly important during 
rapid and very rapid assessments when time is limited and we collect only the absolute 
minimum of information needed.

Figure 4.13:  Triangulation is a means of comparing data and information from different sources to see if 
they match.

Once the reliability of the data has been evaluated, a conclusion can be reached about the 
validity of the findings and whether they provide suitable support for the decisions that are 
to be taken following the assessment. It is important to document data reliability in your 
assessment report and to comment on the unreliability of any of your results.

Interviews

Observation Secondary 
information

Information 
cross-checked
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STAGE 3: AFTER THE FIELD VISIT
To begin with, data need to be entered into a data entry (Excel) sheet and cleaned. Depending 
on the scope of the assessment, this will allow you to organize and use the data or you may 
directly compile your results into one report. Data treatment and quantitative analysis is 
not discussed here but it is recommended to consult the internal ICRC guideline Data and 
analysis in humanitarian work62.

62 ICRC, Data and analysis in humanitarian work, ICRC, Geneva, 2015 (internal ICRC document).
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5.1 ABOUT THIS CHAPTER
Defining, gathering and analysing the relevant information to meet the assessment objectives 
constitute the core of the assessment. However, if the findings are not presented clearly and 
effectively so that reader(s) can readily understand them, the impact of the assessment may 
remain very limited because the report will fail to convince decision-makers of the need for 
action. This chapter will provide brief guidance on the following topics:
 • The EcoSec assessment report template – a standardized format has been introduced to 

harmonize the content and structure of EcoSec assessment reports;
 • Structure and content – how findings are presented;
 • Readership – making sure the report is appropriate for the target readership; 
 • Do’s and don’ts.

5.2 THE ECOSEC ASSESSMENT REPORT TEMPLATE63

As stated in the Introduction, EcoSec now uses a standardized format for general assessment 
reports. There are several reasons why a standardized method has been introduced:
 • The use of a standard format should help to assure that the right information is collected 

and nothing is omitted;
 • The standard structure and content contribute to more consistent reporting and allow 

better comparisons to be made between situations throughout the project cycle and, to 
some extent, also between different populations/contexts;

 • It contributes to harmonizing EcoSec practice across the different delegations and should 
help to reduce the inefficiency stemming from repeated changes of the reporting format.

63 An adapted version of the template will also be used in monitoring and evaluation exercises.
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Template 
section

Title Description Discussed in handbook 
section

Executive summary
Short summary of objectives, main findings 
and recommendations (key questions to be 
answered in an EcoSec assessment)

5.3 Executive summary

1.1 Context
General overview of the humanitarian 
situation (shock, locations and people 
affected, on-going activities, etc.)

2.5 Information to be 
obtained in a standard 
EcoSec assessment 

1.2 Rationale/objectives of the 
assessment

Specific description of outputs that should be 
delivered by the assessment, depending on 
decisions to be taken

4.2 Assessment objectives 

2.1 Assessment/data collection 
methods

Sampling, group and HH interviews, tools 
used, etc.
Inclusion of principles of accountability (AAP) 
in the assessment

4.3 Sampling, methods, 
tools, AAP

2.2 Limitations and reliability of 
the data

Problems with access, sampling, bias, etc.
4.3 Reliability of the 
information

3.1 Main groups covered by the 
assessment

According to assumptions on vulnerable 
groups. Assumptions are based on analysis of 
the context.

3.3 Step 1: Identification of 
vulnerable groups

3.2.1-5
Economic security and 
nutrition situation of 
population groups of interest

Livelihood outcomes = ECCs. They are 
measured using appropriate indicators (see 
the EcoSec Reference Framework).

2 Information to be 
obtained in a standard 
EcoSec assessment

3.2.6 What are the main problems 
detected?

Summarizes findings of sections 3.2.1-5
3.3 Step 2: Analysis of 
economic security 

3.3.1 Profile of affected groups or 
households

Changes in livelihood profiles of group(s) who 
present a gap in one or more ECCs

2 Information to be 
obtained in a standard 
EcoSec assessment

3.3.2 Access to and functioning of 
markets

Role of markets, change in components of 
market system

3.3.3
Access to and functioning of 
other institutions, services 
and processes

Availability and functioning of relevant PIPs

4 Response by national and 
international stakeholders

What are authorities and other actors doing or 
planning to do?

5 Scenarios and forecast 
evolution of the situation

Establishment of the most likely scenario(s) 
and contrast with the coping capacity of 
vulnerable groups

3.3 Step 4: Forecasting

6.1
Summary of the economic 
security and nutrition 
situation

Forecast remaining gap for each ECC and 
population group(s) concerned; summary of 
Sections 3-5 of the reporting template

-

6.2.1 EcoSec interventions
Description of the actions that EcoSec should 
take, if any

3 Step 5: Response analysis

6.2.2
Suggestions for 
interventions by other ICRC 
departments

Documenting recommendations for other 
departments

-

7/8 Annexes Relevant results, tools, maps, lists, etc. 5.3 Annexes

Key
Mainly documents the assessment process

Based on data that needs to be collected

Mainly analysis

Figure 5.1: Structure of the EcoSec assessment report template.
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5.3 REPORT STRUCTURE AND CONTENT

Adapting the template and dealing with missing information
Depending on the context, some sections of the template might not be relevant and others 
may need to be added. The structure can be adapted accordingly but the approach and the 
terminology should still comply with the standard format.

If some (relevant) sections cannot be completed for one reason or another, this should be 
noted in Section 2.2 Limitations and reliability of the data, and an attempt to fill the gap 
should be made at a later stage.

During follow-up assessments / monitoring visits, it will not be necessary to collect all the 
information again if nothing has changed. For example, if living conditions are not our main 
focus and if they have not changed since the last visit, there is no need to assess them again.

Executive summary
The executive summary sets out to highlight in short and simple terms the main findings of 
the assessment. It allows readers to quickly understand what the assessment was about and 
the important actions – if any – that are recommended. It is particularly useful for decision-
makers who do not have the time to read the entire report from beginning to end but who 
need to know what is important for them to read because, for example, they need to take a 
decision in that area. 

Annexes
While the report itself should be to the point and not contain an excessive amount of detail 
and technicalities, there are a number of elements that might be useful for some readers 
and that can be added to the report as annexes. Examples are:
 • Map of the area;
 • Seasonal calendar;
 • Team composition and itinerary;
 • Assessment tools used (checklists, etc.);
 • Pictures;
 • Data tables.

Supplementary material
Maps
Maps are very useful for readers; they not only give indications about the locations visited but 
can also include relevant information on the population, the implementation of a programme 
or other features of interest.

KeY MessAGe
The assessment report template should  
be seen not only as a tool for the drafting 
of individual assessment reports but also as 
a working document that can be managed 
flexibly and that makes it possible to keep 
track of the economic security situation of  
the target population over time.
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Figure 5.2:  A map showing a monitoring exercise in Colombia, indicating IDP numbers and ICRC 
programme sites. Source: EcoSec Executive Brief, Colombia – Access to Employment 
Programme 2013, ICRC, Geneva, May 2014 (internal ICRC document).

Some material often already exists at delegation level and simple maps can be created from 
existing ones (PDF format). In some cases, the GIS officer64 may also be able to provide maps 
on demand.

Pictures
Pictures65 often capture the atmosphere well. However, to have added value, they should 
show something of specific relevance to the report, such as an IDP camp, a typical shelter or 
a plant or animal affected by a disease.

Tables and graphs
Tables and graphs are generally helpful. To add something to the report, they should underline 
or complement what is written in the text without repeating it. A simple example is provided 
in Figure 5.3.

64  Geographic Information System specialists. Several delegations have staff (usually WatHab) managing such 
software programs.

65  While pictures of the context, EcoSec activities, etc. are agreeable pleasant addition to a report, field staff need 
to make sure that they comply with the delegation’s policy on taking pictures in the field. In many conflict areas, 
even the possession of a camera can raise serious suspicions and the photography of infrastructure such as 
bridges or helipads can cause problems with the authorities.
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Construction
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Sales

Others
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Figure 5.3: Types of employment in an IDP population, Colombia.

note
An Excel online training course and guidance material on charts and graphs are available in 
the EcoSec Resource Centre.

5.4 READERSHIP
It is crucial for you to bear your readership in mind, i.e. for whom are you writing the report? Is 
it your head of office and the EcoSec coordinator or is the main addressee the management 
at delegation level? Will the report be shared with others for advocacy purposes?

Depending on your target readership, you will have to adapt your report in terms of the 
technicality of the information and the degree of detail. For assessments that are of general 
interest, it is recommended to establish a condensed version or short briefing document66 
that can then be shared with others – both ICRC and other actors. The format for drafting an 
EcoSec briefing document can be downloaded from the EcoSec Resource Centre or obtained 
from the EcoSec coordinator.

5.5 USEFUL TIPS
 • Avoid inconsistencies! If you mention in one place that people are economically secure 

and in another section that they are consuming their seed stock, this is unlikely to make 
sense and will need explanation. As a matter of fact, any inconsistency reduces the 
credibility of the entire report because it casts doubt on the accuracy of the rest of the 
information.

 • Do not include figures or maps that no one can read because the lettering is too small 
or the quality poor.

66 In the EcoSec Resource Centre, these templates are also referred to as “briefs”.



121

RePoRTInG

 • Do not repeat the same information in different sections! Every effort should be made to 
include only the required information in each section.

 • Avoid long reports! Additional information can be presented in the annex(es) but if a 
report is too long, it will often simply not be read.

 • In areas where the ICRC maintains a long-term presence (sequences of chronic and acute 
crisis), consider the value of carrying out fewer assessments, introducing more rapid or 
in-depth assessments and reducing the number of very rapid assessments. It may also 
be useful to set up a light monitoring system.

 • Update your reports to follow populations and projects more consistently.
 • Use the spell check function if you are not writing in your mother tongue (and even if 

you are).
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ACAPS, Technical Brief, Purposive sampling and site selection in Phase 2, ACAPS, 2011.

ACF International, Maximizing the nutritional impact of food security and livelihoods interventions, 
A manual for field workers, 2011.

Chambers, R., and Conway, G.R., Sustainable Rural Livelihoods: Practical Concepts for the 21st 
Century, Discussion paper 296, Institute of Development Studies, Brighton, UK, 1992.

DFID, Sustainable livelihoods guidance sheets, DFID, London, 2000.

FAO, Agreeing on causes of malnutrition for joint action, FAO, Rome, 2014.

Kennedy, G., Ballard, T. and Dop, M.-C., Guidelines for measuring individual and household diet 
diversity, FAO, Rome, 2012.

Maxwell, D. and Caldwell, R., The Coping Strategies Index: Field Methods Manual, second edition, 
World Food Programme, 2008.

ICRC AND MOVEMENT RESOURCES
EcoSec Resource Centre on the ICRC intranet (internal resource) contains the most important 
EcoSec resources such as guidelines, tools, templates and examples as well as links to some 
relevant external resources. It also contains most of the documents listed below. 

ICRC, Technical Brief: Sampling, August 2013 (EcoSec Unit).

ICRC, Data and analysis in humanitarian work, April 2015 (EcoSec Unit).

ICRC, EcoSec Project Design, Monitoring and Evaluation(EcoSec Unit), publication pending.

ICRC, EcoSec Response: Programming and Implementation (EcoSec Unit), publication pending.

ICRC, Guiding Principles on Assessment, May 2012 (Assistance Division).

ICRC, EcoSec Reference Framework for Civilians, May 2015 (EcoSec Unit).

ICRC Assistance Policy, ICRC Policy document 49 (Assistance Division).

ICRC and Movement partners, Rapid Assessment of Markets (RAM), 2014.

ICRC and Movement partners, Market Analysis Guidance (MAG), 2014.



MIssIon
The International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) is an 
impartial, neutral and independent organization whose exclusively 
humanitarian mission is to protect the lives and dignity of victims 
of armed conflict and other situations of violence and to provide 
them with assistance. The ICRC also endeavours to prevent suffering 
by promoting and strengthening humanitarian law and universal 
humanitarian principles. Established in 1863, the ICRC is at the origin 
of the Geneva Conventions and the International Red Cross and Red 
Crescent Movement. It directs and coordinates the international 
activities conducted by the Movement in armed conflicts and other 
situations of violence.
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