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ABBREVIATIONS
4Ws Who’s doing What, Where, When
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AAP Accountability to Affected People
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MEI Microeconomic Initiative
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MSSC Manila Shared Services Centre
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OCHA United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs
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PMfR Planning and Monitoring for Results
PPI Poverty Probability Index
PSEA Protection from Sexual Exploitation and Abuse
rCSI Reduced Coping Strategies Index
REM Resource Mobilization (Division)
SLF Sustainable Livelihoods Framework
SOPs Standard Operating Procedures
UNHCR United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees
WatHab Water and Habitat (team)
WFP World Food Programme 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
With reduced financial resources and numerous protracted crises, it is becoming increasingly necessary to 
identify groups of potential beneficiaries within a larger group of people in need. This process, known as tar-
geting, is a key component of any programme, and the success or failure of an operation is often dependent 
on the targeting methods used.

For the purpose of this guidance, a targeting process means identifying and selecting the individuals, house-
holds or communities that are eligible to benefit from a particular programme, based on programme objec-
tives and needs assessments. In some cases, it may involve prioritizing the selected beneficiaries according 
to their needs. Monitoring the outcomes of targeting decisions is also a key part of the process.

While humanitarian agencies and aid workers are familiar with the concept of targeting, there is no one-
size-fits-all approach. Indeed, targeting implies a variety of approaches and often numerous steps. This 
guidance therefore breaks down the process into five key steps across the programme cycle. These steps are 
distinctive because the individuals involved may change from one to the next. It is important to ensure that 
there is cohesion within a given step and that information is properly documented so it can be followed at 
the next stage. 

Step 1 aligns with the situation and problem analysis, which is the first step of the Planning and Monitoring 
for Results (PMfR) exercise and often includes a specific definition of the areas of operation. Step 2 involves 
a needs assessment, which is an exercise designed to determine the needs of the people affected by conflict 
and other situations of violence. This coincides with the first activity in the operational plan (and the first 
stage of the programme cycle). In Step 3, the affected people are asked to validate the results of the needs 
assessment and a decision is made upon the most appropriate targeting method (or methods) – including 
whether the programme should target everyone or only specific individuals or groups. If required, eligibil-
ity and prioritization criteria are established at this juncture. Step 4 is the point at which beneficiaries are 
selected. During this step, depending on the agreed-upon selection approach, a selection survey might be 
needed to identify the beneficiaries who meet the criteria set with the community. Finally, Step 5 involves 
evaluating and learning from the previous steps. These lessons learned will inform the situation and problem 
analysis in the next PMfR cycle.

Targeting, selection and prioritization are therefore part of a fluid, ongoing process that is embedded in the 
PMfR cycle, and in the humanitarian programme cycle more generally. These steps, once integrated into the 
organization’s operations, will have a positive long-term impact in terms of both accountability to affected 
communities and financial sustainability.
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ABOUT THIS GUIDANCE
Although there is no shortage of guidance for humanitarian organizations and aid workers, none of the exist-
ing reference works is fully applicable and relatable to the highly volatile contexts in which the International 
Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) and its partners work. Nor do these guides align with the peculiarities 
of the ICRC’s mandate and working methods, which have led to the organization adopting several different 
targeting approaches in the field – the vast majority of which are not documented.

The ICRC Economic Security (EcoSec) Unit has prepared this document based on the results of thorough 
research by the Analysis & Evidence (A&E) team, which consulted with ICRC managers and staff at head-
quarters, regional hubs, delegations and subdelegations – including people from different departments and 
with different levels of exposure to decision-making and programme management. It also considers existing 
literature on the subject and builds on recent experience and best practices in the humanitarian sector.

In this guidance, targeting is defined as the process of identifying key vulnerability factors – or a combin-
ation of such factors – that make an affected person eligible to benefit from a programme. More specifically, 
this guidance focuses on targeting for food security and livelihoods assistance programmes, although it can 
be adapted and applied to different contexts.

The guidance is intended to help ICRC delegations better support those in need, re-evaluate and optimize 
their targeting and selection processes, and use resources more efficiently through prioritization. It should 
also prove useful to staff from other humanitarian organizations.
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RATIONALE
While EcoSec adheres to the PMfR cycle for reporting purposes, in practice its operations follow the humani-
tarian programme cycle. This approach is also reflected in the standard training offered by the ICRC to all 
EcoSec field staff which, in line with the Sustainable Livelihoods Framework (SLF), is divided into three 
modules: EcoSec Handbook – Assessing Economic Security, EcoSec Handbook: EcoSec Planning, Monitoring 
and Evaluation, and EcoSec Response.

In 2018, the EcoSec Unit set up the A&E team in order to strengthen the evidence basis of its activities and to 
maximize their impact. The team subsequently prepared the Analysis & Evidence Strategy 2019–2022, which 
sets out the principles that guide its work and defines its place within the organization and, more broadly, 
within the humanitarian sector.

As shown the chart below shows, the A&E team’s work is built around these training modules and takes the 
form of analytical and technical support throughout the programme cycle.

To ensure that programmes are evidence-based, each programme is preceded by a needs assessment. The aim 
is to assess the economic security situation in a given geographical area and/or through a specific thematic 
lens. Delegations use the findings to determine which individuals, households or communities to target, to 
design projects and activities that reach the most vulnerable and address the root causes of economic inse-
curity, to identify relevant resources, and to maintain a high level of accountability to the affected population.

Targeting received increasing attention in the humanitarian and development sectors in recent years. The 
World Bank led the way by helping governments refine targeting methods for their social protection systems. 
It soon became a hot topic for humanitarians, who have been facing so-called donor fatigue, stricter guide-
lines and growing demand for accountability.
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Yet the task of targeting and selecting beneficiaries has proved challenging for humanitarian agencies and aid 
workers, who frequently cite their knowledge and relationships with communities as the way they add value. 
This assumption has often led to them underestimating or overestimating the needs of affected people – 
either by mistake or deliberately as a way to maintain a positive relationship with the community.

EcoSec, for instance, has often employed a mix of geographical and blanket targeting, with a strong com-
munity engagement component. The unit operates on the front line in areas affected by conflict and other 
violence, working in direct contact with community leaders. Since selecting beneficiaries from within a 
community can be difficult, EcoSec has tended to target all community members. Yet this approach is not 
resource-efficient and often skews towards equality instead of equity. Similarly, the narrow geographical 
focus (on a handful of villages or communities) has sometimes resulted in programmes that are designed for 
an entire community where not everyone is in need, and that concentrate on less vulnerable people in the 
chosen location while overlooking more vulnerable people elsewhere in the country or territory.

The COVID-19 crisis has also affected the ICRC and humanitarian organizations everywhere, with funding 
constraints, a slowdown in strategic and operational activities, and growing levels of poverty and inequality 
in the world. A targeting process is therefore more important than ever: to profile those who are most vul-
nerable, to ensure that affected people get the right support, with the right tools and resources and for the 
right duration, to limit resource misallocation, to avoid inclusion and exclusion errors as far as possible, and 
to increase the impact of the organization’s work.

EQUALITY EQUITY
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WHAT IS A TARGETING 
PROCESS?

1 H. Young and D. Maxwell, Targeting in Complex Emergencies: Darfur Case Study, April 2009: https://fic.tufts.edu/assets/
targeting-in-comp-emer-2009.pdf, all web addresses accessed 28 March 2021.

2 The World Bank, “Design & Implementation: Targeting and Selection”, 6 June 2013: https://www.worldbank.org/en/
topic/communitydrivendevelopment/brief/cdd-targeting-selection.

Maxwell et al. (2009) define a targeting process as “ensuring that assistance reaches people who need it when 
and where they need it, in an appropriate form, in appropriate quantities, and through effective modalities, 
and conversely does not flow to people who do not need it.”1 The World Bank, meanwhile, explains that “tar-
geting seeks to deliver benefits to a selected group of participants, in particular poor and vulnerable people. 
Targeting mechanisms attempt to link a project’s specific purposes with its intended group of beneficiaries.”2

A targeting process therefore involves identifying and selecting the individuals, households or communities 
that are eligible to benefit from a particular programme, based on programme objectives and needs assess-
ments. In some cases, it may involve prioritizing the selected beneficiaries according to their needs. Moni-
toring the outcomes of targeting decisions is also a key part of the process.

Targeting should be a key component of any programme, and the success or failure of an operation is often 
dependent on the methods used.

The overall objectives of the process are to:
 • ensure that those most in need receive assistance and that they can be reached, given resource 

constraints (minimize exclusion errors)
 • limit the unintentional distribution of assistance to non-vulnerable people (minimize inclusion errors)
 • accurately determine who should receive assistance
 • maintain transparency and integrity throughout the process in order to secure community trust in, 

and local acceptance of, the approach taken.

These objectives should guide decisions on how to target and select beneficiaries. But there is no one-size-
fits-all method (or combination of methods) that works in all situations: since every operating environment 
is different, a context-specific approach is required.

While humanitarian agencies and aid workers are familiar with the concept of targeting, clear, widely accepted 
definitions of many of its components are lacking – although there are some key aspects that everyone seems 
to agree on. Standardizing the related language is therefore a first step towards a more cohesive approach to 
targeting, selection and prioritization across the ICRC.

TARGETING PROCESS CONCEPTS
The following definitions of key targeting, selection and prioritization concepts are used throughout this 
document:

TARGETING PROCESS
In this guidance, the term “targeting process” refers to all the steps involved in targeting and selecting 
bene ficiaries and prioritizing their needs. As a rule of thumb, when the word “targeting” is mentioned alone, 
it refers specifically to Step 3 of the multi-step approach, while “targeting process” refers to all the steps 
taken together.

https://fic.tufts.edu/assets/targeting-in-comp-emer-2009.pdf
https://fic.tufts.edu/assets/targeting-in-comp-emer-2009.pdf
https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/communitydrivendevelopment/brief/cdd-targeting-selection
https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/communitydrivendevelopment/brief/cdd-targeting-selection
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NEEDS ASSESSMENT
For the ICRC, a needs assessment is an exercise designed to gain an understanding of the circumstances 
that affected people (individuals, households and communities) face, and to identify their essential needs – 
including the causes and consequences of these needs. It also helps to identify the capacities, resources and 
response options available to affected people, and to assess the potential for ICRC operations.

Qualitative and quantitative tools are used to assess needs over diverse geographical areas – from country- 
wide to localized – and across different times of the year, to estimate the impact of shocks, and to identify 
trends in vulnerabilities and risks. Ideally, a representative sample of the entire affected population should 
be interviewed to determine who is most in need, what the root causes of their vulnerability are, and which 
problems need to be tackled in a given community.

A sound and comprehensive assessment should produce recommendations for action and inform the response.

To understand how needs assessments are used in this guidance, please refer to Step 2.

BASELINE (PRE-ASSISTANCE)
A baseline is defined as a benchmark or reference set of values, which should always be established before 
an operation starts and against which performance or achievements can be assessed. Unlike an assessment, 
which produces a picture of the circumstances facing all affected people, a baseline relates solely to the initial 
situation of the selected beneficiaries (i.e. the target population).

Baseline figures can, however, be extracted from other surveys (including needs assessments) as long as data 
on people who have been selected for the programme (or a representative sample of them) can be isolated 
from the rest of the survey participants.

Information collected during monitoring visits and the final evaluation should be compared against the 
pre-assistance baseline values.

PROFILING
This is the process of identifying the demographic and socio-economic characteristics of different segments 
of the population, such as food-insecure and vulnerable groups, using quantitative household surveys with 
statistically representative samples, qualitative assessments or a combination of the two. One commonly 
used method at the ICRC is the Household Economy Approach (HEA). Profiling is not a separate exercise but 
is instead done as part of the needs assessment. It leads to the creation of target groups and supports the 
formulation of eligibility criteria, where relevant.

ELIGIBILITY AND ELIGIBILITY CRITERIA
People are eligible to receive assistance or protection, or more generally to participate in a programme, 
when they meet the relevant conditions, i.e. the eligibility criteria. These are the characteristics or thresholds 
(ranging from observable variables to calculated formulas) that an individual or household must meet in 
order to be eligible for selection and inclusion in a programme.

SELECTION SURVEY
This is a data-driven survey of an affected community or other geographical area. Its purpose is to select 
beneficiaries according to the agreed-upon eligibility criteria. It typically involves visiting all households 
within the community or geographical area. This survey can be combined with the registration survey – as 
long as the community agrees to such an approach, given the potential for discontent among those who are 
not selected.

PRIORITIZATION AND PRIORITIZATION CRITERIA
The aim of prioritization is to ensure that assistance reaches the most vulnerable members of a target  
population in cases where there are insufficient resources to meet all identified needs. Using prioritization 
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criteria, individuals or households are ranked according to their score on a given indicator – or a combination 
of indicators – so they can be prioritized for assistance. Prioritization criteria differ from eligibility criteria, 
although the same variables can be used for both.

BENEFICIARY SELECTION
This is the process by which targeting and prioritization decisions – including the selected eligibility cri-
teria – are applied to produce a beneficiary list and register beneficiaries in the programme for subsequent 
assistance.

REGISTRATION SURVEY
Registration is the first step in beneficiary management. This type of survey involves collecting basic infor-
mation – typically demographic data – about individuals and households who meet the eligibility criteria 
and are therefore entitled to receive assistance. If the registration and selection surveys happen concurrently, 
further information about beneficiaries’ socio-economic situation might also be collected (depending on 
the selected targeting method). The ICRC supports the use of the Red Rose platform for this step of the pro-
gramme cycle.

INCLUSION ERRORS
Inclusion errors are difficult to avoid. They occur when individuals or households are included in a pro-
gramme but should not be, typically when a blanket targeting method is used (or when the eligibility criteria 
are not well-defined) and only part of the population is considered to need assistance. They can also occur 
as a result of people gaming the system – and not always without reason. Individuals or households facing 
extreme hardship will understandably try to bend the rules to make sure they get the resources they feel they 
need, even at the expense of other, perhaps more vulnerable families.

Inclusion errors can arise because of perceived pressure to justify targeting and selection methods to com-
munities. If staff feel that they do not have a solid rationale behind their targeting process, they may opt for 
a blanket targeting as it is less likely to result in disagreement.

EXCLUSION ERRORS
Exclusion errors are considered a more serious problem than inclusion errors. They occur when individuals 
or households who should be included in a programme are not. There are many situations than can lead to 
exclusion errors, such as limited or under-used communication mechanisms, access constraints or com-
munity tensions. For instance, if community leaders are responsible for providing a list of beneficiaries that 
meet certain criteria, and there is a minority group in the area that is generally overlooked, there is a strong 
possibility that the group in question might be left off the list. 

VALIDATION
Validation involves checking or proving the accuracy of the beneficiary information provided. It is an essential 
step because no targeting method can guarantee perfect selection of the intended population. Qualitative and 
quantitative validation can help to assess the appropriateness and accuracy of different targeting methods, 
minimize targeting process errors and ensure acceptance by the affected population.

VERIFICATION
This is the process of checking that assistance actually reaches the intended beneficiaries. Individuals’ iden-
tities can be verified in person (e.g. through household visits, periodic verification exercises or proxy ques-
tions) or electronically (e.g. through token-based biometric registration followed by an ID check when the 
entitlement is redeemed).

FURTHER READING
For definitions of other terms, refer to the EcoSec handbooks and the EcoSec glossary (internal link). Further 
information about the targeting process and its steps are outlined in the following section.

https://login.ext.icrc.org/my.policy
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WHO DOES WHAT?

3 EcoSec Programme staff have expertise in relief, nutrition, veterinary services, agriculture, microeconomic initiatives, 
cash and voucher assistance, and resilience. 

This section summarizes the key roles and responsibilities within a delegation. In certain cases, it may prove 
necessary to work with National Societies or other partners at some or all steps in the process (see below). 
Available capacities and expertise – internal and within partner organizations – therefore need to be assessed.

An effective and efficient targeting process relies on the following principles:

 • Staff carrying out the various steps must have the right tools and expertise to carry out the task  
at hand in a timely manner.

 • The right team members must have access to the data and information they need, when they need it.

 • In line with the ICRC’s Accountability to Affected People (AAP) framework, affected people must be 
involved at every step in order to ensure that the targeting process is transparent, accepted  
and effective.

 • Collaboration across teams is essential: staff from the Programme3 and A&E teams must work hand 
in hand, the EcoSec Coordinator and delegates must provide oversight, and support must be readily 
available from other critical functions and cross-functional units including AAP and Community 
Engagement, Protection, Health, Water and Habitat (WatHab), Logistics, the Resource Mobilization 
Division (REM) and Information and Communication Technology (ICT).

 • A&E is responsible for overseeing the collection of information on the needs of the affected population. 
Together with Programme staff, they lead the design of the targeting process strategy based  
on the context-specific pros and cons of various methods. When delegations cannot count on strong 
A&E capacity, the regional A&E specialists can backstop and support the delegation in the steps related 
to targeting, selection and prioritization.

 

A&E
Support for needs 

assessment, targeting 
method, eligibility 
criteria, selection 

survey, M&E

Programme
Validation of 

assessment results, 
programme design, 

selection, community 
engagement, AAP

Other departments
Referrals, multidisciplinary 

programmes, financing, 
logistics, digital solutions, etc. 
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 • In line with AAP and community engagement principles, Programme staff validate the results  
of the needs assessment with the affected community, propose to them the most suitable targeting 
method defined in the previous stage and, where relevant, eventually define eligibility criteria and 
prioritization processes with the affected people. This step can benefit from engagement with National 
Societies and/or community-based organizations. It should involve consultations with different groups 
of the affected community that represent the population in a whole. 

 • If the selection method foresees the use of a selection survey, A&E oversee this exercise to establish 
systems that facilitate the identification and selection of eligible households and individuals, while 
ensuring adherence to AAP. Programme staff are also responsible for overseeing the implementation  
and application of eligibility criteria.

 • A&E is finally responsible for monitoring and evaluation throughout the programme cycle. This includes 
the final validation of targeting and selection methods through the use of monitoring exercise results, 
complaint and feedback mechanism data and consultation with the affected population in coordination 
with AAP and Community Engagement staff. 

 • Other Operations departments (Health, Protection, etc.) are also essential when it comes to identify 
targeting and selection criteria for multidisciplinary activities or when referrals from one programme  
to another occur. In such cases, A&E and Programme staff work together with their counterpart  
in other departments to validate the targeting methods, eligibility criteria, selection and prioritization. 

 • Involvement from additional functions will vary depending on the context. For example, Logistics plays 
a critical role during the planning and distributions phase, Network advisers, security focal points, 
Protection and field delegates are crucial if there are access constraints, support from REM can be vital 
if funding is not sufficient to meet the needs of the affected population, and ICT is essential when digital 
solutions for registering people for assistance (such as Red Rose) are needed.

Ideally, a working group should be set up at the start of a targeting process, chaired by the EcoSec Coordin-
ator or by EcoSec delegates in their respective subdelegations. This group should coordinate the targeting 
process or re-targeting exercise, which should be led by A&E and/or Programme staff.

A detailed breakdown of who does what within EcoSec is given in the table below. Note that these roles and 
responsibilities should be adjusted to account for capacities and the operational environment.

WHO WHAT

Coordinator4 • Ensure that the overall targeting strategy is aligned with and supports implementation  

of the operational plan, and oversee its implementation (including contributing to the PMfR 

situation and problem analysis exercise).

• Ensure that the targeting, selection and prioritization strategy is consistent across programme 

activities in order to help meet the objectives of the operational strategy and other planning 

documents.

• Ensure that sufficient capacities (number of staff and skills) are in place to inform  

and implement targeting, selection and prioritization decisions.

• Establish clear roles and responsibilities, and oversee coordination among EcoSec staff  

and with other departments.

• Establish and lead a cross-functional internal coordination mechanism on targeting, selection 

and prioritization, and ensure external coordination as needed.

• Ensure that corporate guidelines are adhered to throughout the process, including  

the Fundamental Principles of the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement,  

as well as guidelines on needs assessments, beneficiary identity management, and monitoring 

and evaluation (M&E).

4 These functions can be delegated to the EcoSec Deputy Coordinator or to the responsible EcoSec delegates within each 
subdelegation. 



14 TARGETING, SELECTION AND PRIORITIZATION METHODS FOR ECONOMIC SECURITY PROGRAMMES

WHO WHAT

Coordinator • Ensure timely communication with key stakeholders, including affected populations, local 

authorities and partner organizations as needed.

• Maintain oversight of targeting implementation and required refinements throughout 

the programme cycle.

• Ensure that lessons learned from monitoring and validation of the targeting, selection  

and prioritization strategy are used to inform the next PMfR exercise.

• At subdelegation level, consult AAP, Community Engagement and Protection colleagues  

to inform assessment, targeting and prioritization processes (e.g. to support the identification  

of potential protection risks or eligibility criteria).

• Engage with the Protection from Sexual Exploitation and Abuse (PSEA) focal point to establish 

guidelines for targeting committees on mitigating and preventing abuse of power, including 

sexual exploitation and abuse.

• Work with Community Engagement and Communication colleagues on developing documents 

and audiovisual materials for communicating targeting and prioritization decisions and criteria 

to affected people.

• Coordinate with AAP and the Community Contact Centre (CCC) application management team 

on setting up an accessible and responsive complaints and feedback mechanism (CFM)  

or on using an existing CFM.

• Ensure that all targeting, selection and prioritization processes comply with the ICRC’s 

commitment to AAP as far as possible.

A&E team • Co-lead or contribute to context analysis and needs assessments to inform targeting.

• Support Programme staff in designing the targeting, selection and prioritization strategy for 

EcoSec assistance, propose a targeting method, and establish and validate eligibility criteria.

• Support the design of data collection tools and training (e.g. Device Magic, Red Rose)  

to ensure they match programme information needs, and support related data collection 

training as required.

• Assist the Programme team in processing and analysing beneficiary data for re-targeting  

or prioritization purposes.

• Validate and monitor targeting effectiveness (data-driven and community feedback-based)  

and recommend improvements.

• Liaise with AAP and Community Engagement focal points to ensure that AAP aspects 

are mainstreamed throughout the assessment and targeting cycle.

• Ensure that data protection protocols are followed throughout the targeting process, including 

updating and deleting beneficiary data, working closely with the Data Protection Office,  

the Red Rose application management team (when relevant) and the Manila Shared Services 

Centre (MSSC).

• Implement agreed essential fields for beneficiary data collection (i.e. design data collection 

forms).

• Support registration exercises as required, including ensuring that equipment is available  

and staff are trained.

• Ensure that the right staff have access to survey and beneficiary information and data 

when they need it.

• Assist with the management of beneficiary lists.
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WHO WHAT

A&E team • Design and implement outcome monitoring.

• Conduct process monitoring for targeting processes, comparing them against targeting 

standard operating procedures (SOPs) and documentation (where they exist), and report  

on findings in a timely manner.

Programme staff 
(delegates, field 
officers, specialists 
in charge of specific 
programmes)

• Work closely with A&E staff to establish and validate data collection tools and eligibility criteria.

• Lead on implementing the targeting process, including establishing beneficiary selection, 

verification and management mechanisms.

• Ensure that partners and affected people are consulted at all stages (design, implementation 

and evaluation), and that targeting and prioritization decisions are communicated to them  

in a timely manner.

• Ensure that a robust system for communicating with affected people is in place, including  

a functioning, accessible and responsive CFM, and ensure that targeting-related feedback  

is utilized.

• Ensure that beneficiary selection criteria are established and documented in proposals.

• Ensure that monitoring procedures are in place so that decisions are updated and corrected  

as necessary.

• Pre-assess possible inclusion and exclusion errors and ensure that targeting errors 

are mitigated (e.g. through an appeals mechanism).
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MULTI-STEP APPROACH
The EcoSec Unit follows two cycles: the ICRC’s PMfR cycle for reporting purposes and the humanitarian pro-
gramme cycle for operational purposes. Given the mismatch between these two cycles in terms of timing and 
phases, this guidance breaks the targeting process down into five steps. These steps are distinctive because 
the individuals involved may change from one to the next. It is important to ensure that there is cohesion 
within a given step and that information is properly documented so it can be followed at the next stage.

It is important to remember that there is no set approach to targeting, selection and prioritization. The local 
context and capacities will shape how a targeting process is implemented. So while the process outlined below 
is sequential, certain steps can always be completed simultaneously or in a different order. Likewise, target-
ing is not a one-off exercise. Rather, it is a continuous process with a regular feedback loop for improving 
and fine-tuning the exercise over time.

The five steps of the targeting process are described below:

 • Step 1: Carry out the situation and problem analysis: This step aligns with first step of the PMfR 
exercise and often includes a specific definition of the areas of operation.

 • Step 2: Conduct the needs assessment: The purpose of this exercise is to determine the needs  
of the affected people. This coincides with the first activity in the operational plan (and the first stage  
of the programme cycle).

 • Step 3: Choose the targeting method and eligibility criteria: This is when the affected people are asked 
to validate the results of the needs assessment and a decision is made on the most appropriate targeting 
method (or methods) – including whether the programme should target everyone or only specific 
individuals or groups. If required, eligibility and prioritization criteria are established at this point.

 • Step 4: Select the beneficiaries and communicate decisions: This is the point at which beneficiaries  
are selected. During this step, depending on the agreed-upon selection approach, a selection survey 
might be needed to identify the beneficiaries that meet the criteria set with the community.

 • Step 5: Close the cycle – back to Step 1: This step involves evaluating and learning from the previous 
steps. These lessons learned will inform the situation and problem analysis in the next PMfR cycle.

These steps are summarized in the figure below. Depending on the targeting method used, Steps 3 and 4 may 
be divided into further sub-steps. The targeting and beneficiary selection methods are explained in fuller 
detail in the chapters that follow.
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Figure 1. A multi-step approach to targeting, selection and prioritization
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STEP 1: CARRY OUT THE SITUATION  
AND PROBLEM ANALYSIS

5 ICRC, Results-Based Management Planning and Monitoring Guide, ICRC, Geneva, 2019.
6 Vulnerabilities are not the same as population traits or categories. They are the result of a combination of contextual 

factors. Gender or disability can be vulnerability factors in some contexts but are not vulnerabilities per se. A person’s 
degree of vulnerability is most often determined by a combination of specific factors (socio-economic status, 
education, location, culture, displacement status, etc.) and individual identity traits (age, gender, disability).

7 ICRC, Results-Based Management Planning and Monitoring Guide, ICRC, Geneva, 2019.
8 Cash Learning Partnership (CaLP), Operational Guidance and Toolkit for Multipurpose Cash Grants, 2015: https://www.

calpnetwork.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/operational-guidance-and-toolkit-for-multipurpose-cash-grants-
web.pdf.

The first step in the targeting process is to carry out the situation and problem analysis (part of the planning 
phase of the PMfR cycle). This step precedes any operational considerations.

The situation analysis provides a broad overview of the physical, social and human geography of a 

particular context, of its political, economic and administrative organization, and of certain historical 

aspects. This information will either influence or determine the main issues facing a delegation in 

terms of responding to humanitarian issues and understanding the power relations, social dynamics, 

policies and strategies that have come about as a result.5

The problem analysis, meanwhile, helps to determine how this situation is affecting specific popula-

tion groups.6 It also gives a sense of how these groups are perceived by those involved in the conflict 

and what role they occupy within this relationship.

Both the situation analysis and the problem analysis provide the rationale for the specific operational 

strategies that will be developed to address the problems faced by the target population.7

This step entails delegation-wide analysis. In certain cases, details of the implementation strategy exist in 
the general and specific objectives and in the EcoSec operational plan (e.g. the target population for a general 
objective is established at the PMfR planning phase). It is also shaped by the organization’s fundraising and 
reporting strategy, since it involves selecting the main geographical and thematic areas of operation for the 
ICRC in the coming year. All of these key decisions are made before any needs assessment is carried out.

The EcoSec Situation Monitoring Platform plays a key role in assessing whether the outcomes of needs 
assessments conducted in previous years remain valid, and whether the targeting and selection methods 
chosen as a result are still appropriate. Situation monitoring involves an ongoing, light-touch assessment 
of the situation, using mainly secondary data (in the case of EcoSec, a set of socio-economic variables), to 
confirm that findings from one year are still valid in the following year and that a programme can be drafted 
on these assumptions. Conversely, changes in the situation (such as a sudden-onset emergency) will under-
mine the reliability of these assumptions and trigger a break in the cycle. When this happens, an emergency 
needs assessment is carried out as the first step of the programme cycle and targeting process, and a budget 
extension may be requested to meet new needs not included in the original PMfR.

GEOGRAPHICAL TARGETING
In an emergency, geographical targeting refers to the process of identifying the administrative units, eco-
nomic areas or livelihood zones that have a high concentration of economically insecure people.8 Because of 
the peculiarity of the PMfR, the bulk of geographical targeting – where the ICRC identifies its key areas of 
operation – is carried out in Step 1 of the process (in other circumstances, this would happen after the needs 
assessment(s)).

https://www.calpnetwork.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/operational-guidance-and-toolkit-for-multipurpose-cash-grants-web.pdf
https://www.calpnetwork.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/operational-guidance-and-toolkit-for-multipurpose-cash-grants-web.pdf
https://www.calpnetwork.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/operational-guidance-and-toolkit-for-multipurpose-cash-grants-web.pdf
https://bifet.ext.icrc.org/#/views/SituationMonitoringHomepage/SituationMonitoringHomepage?:iid=1
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During geographical targeting, individual departments and, if available, their analytical and data collec-
tion teams (e.g. A&E) should consider the following two questions for each intended outcome of the ICRC’s 
programmes:

 • What areas are affected, and by what shock or trend?

 • Where are needs most concentrated in those areas?

So, for instance, if the objective is to ensure economic security, the affected areas would be those with the 
highest concentrations of economically vulnerable people.

In most cases, an initial macro-geographical area will be identified (e.g. a region or province flagged for ICRC 
operation) in the project proposal, but further micro-geographical targeting (e.g. individual villages) may still 
be needed before beneficiaries are selected. In protracted crises, the results of previous years’ assessments 
may be available to help inform needs and, therefore, targeting. Data from this exercise will also be used to 
inform Step 2.

Influencing factors
There are many factors that might guide and/or limit the ICRC’s geographical targeting decisions. These are 
explained below:

 • The ICRC’s mandate:9 The ICRC works in areas affected by conflict or other violence, where there  
has been a violation of international humanitarian law (IHL). Assisting people who are not affected  
by conflict or other violence would be outside the scope of the organization’s mandate.10

 • Presence and access considerations: The ICRC or National Societies may be more inclined to work 
in areas where they have pre-existing ties and regular access to the community, or where CFMs and 
resilience-building initiatives are already in place as part of a longer-term plan of engagement. Focusing 
on these areas would allow the organization to build on previous work, although the implications  
of such a decision should be weighed against needs in other locations.

 • External requests: In many situations, local authorities, armed groups or community leaders might 
request assistance for specific locations. While targeting areas that have already been flagged can 
be relatively straightforward, it is important to understand why these particular locations have 
been selected – and to consider whether other communities (such as those comprising members of 
stigmatized minority groups) might have been excluded from the request despite having severe needs.

 • Operations by other humanitarian agencies: Other agencies may already be operating in a given area. 
This information can be obtained through the cluster system (if active) or from so-called Who’s doing 
What, Where, When (4Ws) reports,11 which map out where other partners are working, in order to 
identify gaps in coverage. Likewise, partner organizations may ask the ICRC to support or take over  
a specific area or programme.

 • Access constraints: In some cases, areas may be hard to reach or completely cut off because of conflict, 
natural hazards or other constraints. This can make it hard to fully understand the needs of local 
communities, and information will need to be gathered in others ways, such as by talking to people 
who have left the area, making phone calls (if possible), flying over the area by helicopter or reviewing 
satellite imagery. Access constraints can likewise hamper efforts to get aid to people in need, in which 
case blanket distribution may be the only option.

 • The definition of “vulnerability”: Needs-based geographical targeting relies on how “vulnerability” is 
defined for a given programme. Since the ICRC is a multidisciplinary organization, different departments 
will define this term in different ways. For EcoSec, vulnerability equates to economic instability (poor 
food consumption, limited food production and other income and livelihoods opportunities, poor 
living conditions and weak capacities). But Protection, Health, WatHab and other departments will see 
vulnerability differently, and will therefore prioritize different needs – and potentially different areas.

9 ICRC, The ICRC: Its mission and its work, ICRC, Geneva, 2009.
10 ICRC, “The International Committee of the Red Cross’s (ICRC’s) role in situations of violence below the threshold  

of armed conflict”, International Review of the Red Cross, Vol. 96, No. 893, February 2014, pp. 275–304. 
11 These are sometimes referred to as 3Ws (Who’s doing What, Where) or 5Ws (Who’s doing What, Where, When,  

and for Whom).



20 TARGETING, SELECTION AND PRIORITIZATION METHODS FOR ECONOMIC SECURITY PROGRAMMES

Data sources
Geographical targeting uses a range of data sources, such as previous years’ assessment reports, the EcoSec 
Situation Monitoring platform and secondary sources that typically include:
 • information on the displacement and location of internally displaced people (IDPs) and/or refugees
 • census data, including Household Income and Expenditure Surveys (HIES) and Household Budget 

Surveys (HBS)
 • Multiple Indicator Cluster Surveys (MICS)
 • Demographic and Health Surveys (DHS)
 • Multi-Sector Needs Assessments (MSNAs), Multi-Cluster/Sector Initial Rapid Assessments (MIRAs), 

Post-Disaster Needs Assessments (PDNAs) and other rapid assessments
 • Comprehensive Food Security and Vulnerability Analyses (CFSVAs), Crop and Food Security Assessment 

Mission (CFSAM) reports, Integrated Food Security Phase Classification (IPC) and Cadre Harmonisé (CH) 
data, and other detailed assessments

 • available poverty and employment data
 • information on service availability
 • information on where other humanitarian and development organizations are operating (e.g. 4Ws reports)
 • satellite imagery data such as the Normalized Difference Vegetation Index (NDVI) and Agriculture Stress 

Index System (ASIS)
 • official population data, or figures from other sources where administrative data is not available  

(such as LandScan, either by purchasing processed and analysed data or by downloading open-source 
data and having a trained person analyse it).12

EcoSec has compiled Secondary Data Mapping, a regularly updated database of reliable external data sources 
organized by country and theme.

Case study: A data-driven approach to assessing community vulnerability
In one country where the ICRC operates, the organization employs detailed micro-geographical  

targeting – with a mixed-methods approach that includes a scorecard – because the context is  

especially complex. A vulnerability analysis tool has been developed to help support comprehensive 

decision-making. The main objectives of the tool are to:

 • enhance multidisciplinary data analysis and design a mechanism to inform decision-making

 • better analyse trends and dynamics in order to develop a firm understanding of the cumulative 

impacts of the occupation over time.

Three different vulnerability factors have been identified and are measured as follows:

 • Socio-economic vulnerability (at the household and community level)
 – a set of indicators covering demographics, employment, housing, assets and access to services

 • Shocks (geographical infrastructure and events)
 – information on geographical infrastructure shocks that households were exposed to
 – information on specific shocks (events), linking to available information on experiences  
of violence (harassment, clashes, forced displacement, etc.)

 • Processes and policies
 – processes and policies that help shape the decisions of households (not quantified – factored  
in through analysis).

The supporting information and data come from secondary sources, including census data (admin-

istrative data), information on shocks provided by the United Nations Office for the Coordination of 

Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) (organizational data), and information on processes and policies (other 

types of secondary data). The figures for each indicator are then weighted to produce a vulnerability 

score for each community. 

12 Note that LandScan is just one option. It has been used by some organizations and agencies in some locations, but it 
does have some drawbacks, including the fact that the underlying method is not particularly transparent. Only parts  
of the method are explained, so it should be taken with a grain of salt.

CASE

https://bifet.ext.icrc.org/views/ExternalDataSources/EcoSecSecondaryDataSources?iframeSizedToWindow=true&:embed=y&:showAppBanner=false&:display_count=no&:showVizHome=no#4


MULTI-STEP APPROACH 21

This case study shows how in-depth geographical targeting is possible in complex situations where data are 
available. Tools like these can prove extremely useful, but they should be designed in close consultation with 
the EcoSec A&E team. Below are some key considerations when developing such a tool:

 • Start by identifying the root causes of vulnerability and what data are needed to inform  
decision-making. Census data were available in this particular example, but other types 
of administrative information can serve the same purpose.

 • Consider the time lag between data collection and use, as well as any changes that may have occurred  
in the interim.

 • As far as possible, involve communities in the process of establishing vulnerability criteria and,  
if relevant, weighting indicators.

Note on geographical targeting using primary data
In some cases, a light-touch primary data collection exercise may be needed to inform geograph-

ical targeting. At this stage, it is usually more cost-effective to focus on groups and communi-

ties rather than individuals and households. This is largely because using household-level surveys 

for community- level analysis (across broad areas) requires very large sample sizes. The most suit-

able options here are focus groups, community group discussions, key informant interviews and 

observations.

One innovative non-survey technique, which is especially useful for micro-geographical targeting, 

is remote sensing (a method mostly used for agricultural operations). When clashes broke out fol-

lowing the 2007 elections in Kenya, for instance, helicopters flew over the Great Rift Valley to assess 

concentrations of burned fields and determine where assistance was most needed. More recently, 

this type of analysis has been carried out using drone or satellite imagery. These images can be used 

to assess damage to crop land and can also be employed to estimate the extent of damage caused by 

a natural disaster (e.g. following Cyclone Idai in Mozambique in 2019).

STEP 2: CONDUCT THE NEEDS ASSESSMENT
The second step in the targeting process is to conduct the needs assessment (the first step in the programme 
cycle). It is strongly recommended to carry out this exercise before embarking on a targeting process, espe-
cially in the absence of recent primary and/or secondary data, or where existing data are of poor quality or of 
little relevance. This is because targeting, selection and prioritization can do more harm than good without 
robust evidence of the current situation and the profiles of vulnerable households and individuals. Likewise, 
a needs assessment helps to confirm the results of the analysis work done in Step 1 (covering aspects such as 
the political environment, macroeconomic factors, cultural norms, gender dynamics, and risks and shocks).

Where primary data are collected at this stage, this typically involves coupling household surveys (covering 
a representative sample of the affected population) with qualitative information (e.g. from community con-
sultations, focus groups and key informant interviews). This approach helps to build a picture of who is in 
need and what their vulnerabilities are (from their perspective), and provides an opportunity to validate the 
eligibility criteria.

Often, needs assessments will be led by National Societies (which have a strong local presence and/or robust 
datasets) or conducted in partnership with other agencies that have specialized expertise or skillsets (joint 
needs assessments).

Sometimes, access constraints might require a light-touch remote assessment or outsourcing to a third-
party organization: these options are only recommended where the constraints are likely to temporary, since 
the affected community will need to be consulted on the design of the assessment.
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For step-by-step guidance on conducting a needs assessment, refer to the following resources:

 • EcoSec Handbook – Assessing Economic Security

 • ICRC Guiding Principles for Assessments (internal).

The table below lists the main indicators and explanatory variables produced by a needs assessment. The 
main indicators reflect the agreed definition of vulnerability and determine the number (or concentration) of 
people considered to be in need. These inform the targeting process. The explanatory variables, meanwhile, 
determine which demographic categories display higher levels of vulnerability and can be translated into 
eligibility criteria. For more information about these indicators and how to collect and measure them, refer 
to the Economic Security Indicators Cookbook.

CORE COMPONENT MAIN INDICATORS

Indicators used to determine the number of people in need

Food consumption • Food Consumption Score (FCS)

• Reduced Coping Strategies Index (rCSI)

• Household Dietary Diversity Score (HDDS)

• Food Expenditure Share (FES)

• Global Acute Malnutrition (GAM) indicators

Food production • Average yield, catch or herd size

Income • Economic Capacity to Meet Essential Needs (ECMEN)

• Economic Capacity to Meet Essential Needs in Detention (ECMEN-D)

• Coping Strategy Index (CSI) or Livelihood Coping Strategies (LCS)

• Average household expenditure

• Expenditure–to-income ratio

• Subjective poverty

• Access to credit and debt

Living conditions • Household Asset Score (HAS)

• Household expenditure share on living conditions

Capacities • Employment rate

• Access to community services

Cross-cutting • Access to markets

• Shock experience and response

• Education indicators

• Safety and security indicators

https://shop.icrc.org/ecosec-handbook-assessing-economic-security.html?___store=en
https://intranet.ext.icrc.org/structure/dp/pol/lignes-directrices/ld-guiding-principles-on-assessments.html
https://shop.icrc.org/economic-security-indicators-cookbook-pdf-en
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CORE COMPONENT MAIN INDICATORS

Explanatory variables that can translate into eligibility criteria (per local context)

Demographic • Sex (individual or head of household (HoHH))

• Age (individual or HoHH)

• Size and composition of household

• Presence of people with disabilities and/or chronic illnesses,  

and/or pregnant and lactating women (PLW) in the household

• Dependency ratio

• Displacement status

• Marital status of HoHH

• Nationality or country of origin (individual or HoHH)

Social • Sources of income

• Employment status

• Dwelling adherence and other living-conditions indicators

• Education level (individual or HoHH)

At this stage, different population groups can be profiled according to key socio-demographic characteristics 
and vulnerability indicators.

Note on multidisciplinary needs assessments
In times of hardship, households are forced to choose between different needs such as food, health 

care, rent, school fees and other essential items. Food is the need on which poor households spend 

the largest share of their resources. But people’s ability to meet their food and nutrition needs 

also depends on their ability to meet other essential needs. At the same time, being in poor health 

or  having limited access to clean water negatively affects a household’s ability to be economically 

secure.

A multidisciplinary needs assessment – one in which essential needs are analysed together, and with 

input from other experts and departments – recognizes that needs are interlinked, providing the evi-

dence basis for informed targeting decisions, a coordinated response and, ultimately, the achievement 

of better short- and long-term economic security outcomes.

When taking a multidisciplinary approach, multidisciplinary needs assessments are useful for inform-

ing targeting process decisions as they establish the number of people who are unable to meet their 

essential needs. This is of particular relevance when it comes to Cash and voucher Assistance (CvA) 

and, more specifically, for Multipurpose Cash (MPC). In this case, establishing an inclusive Minimum 

Expenditure Basket (MEB) enables EcoSec to define the transfer value required to meet essential needs 

by analysing the gap between the cost of the MEB and households’ economic capacity to meet such 

needs (measured by the ECMEN). The ECMEN, used in combination with coping strategies and other 

cross-cutting indicators, provides an understanding the diverse needs of the affected population (i.e. 

beyond their economic security).
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Note on programme objectives
The focus of the programme is a key consideration in the targeting process. A microeconomic 

 initiative (MEI) activity, for instance, could target the most vulnerable members of a community, or 

it could target those people most likely to succeed.

In the former case, activities will often focus on distributing goods or cash rather than more sustainable 

options such as productive grants. This is because, in the emergency phase, the most vulnerable are not ne ces-

sarily the best candidates for livelihood- focused activities. Conversely, a programme whose objective is to 

increase food availability will target farmers – even if they are not the most vulnerable community members –  

because they have the requisite skills and motivation.

Unfortunately, staff in other departments are not always aware of this issue and might refer individ-

uals who are not suitable for an activity. Greater awareness of the targeting process and the rationale 

behind it could help to mitigate this problem and reduce the number of ineligible referrals.

STEP 3: CHOOSE THE TARGETING METHOD  
AND ELIGIBILITY CRITERIA
PREREQUISITE
Before moving on to Step 3, the results of the needs assessment will need to be shared with the affected com-
munity for analysis, interpretation and validation. This community-driven approach aligns with the ICRC’s 
commitment to AAP, is made possible by its close ties with beneficiaries, and will prove beneficial regardless 
of the targeting and selection methods used. Community Engagement colleagues could support this exercise 
if relevant and necessary.

CHOOSING THE TARGETING METHOD
Once the affected people have validated the results of the needs assessment, the next step is to determine 
how to address the identified needs and what the practical arrangements will be. Although selecting activities 
and methods is integral to moving forward, it is not actually a component of the targeting process but rather 
a key step in programme design. That said, these two exercises go hand in hand, and both should provide 
clear answers to the following questions:
1. Which of the identified needs most closely align(s) with the ICRC’s organizational mandate?
2. What are the most suitable actions for addressing these needs?
3. Which population groups have the highest concentration of needs that can be addressed through  

these actions?
4. Does the organization have regular access to these people?
5. Which population groups are being targeted by other organizations for the same needs?

Once the needs assessment and the broader context analysis have been completed, response options will be 
discussed with key stakeholders in order to establish programmatic objectives and activities. Typical outputs 
of the response analysis and programme design stage include:

 • a description of the vulnerable population, and their needs and characteristics

 • an outline of response options for addressing the vulnerable population’s needs

 • a clear set of programme objectives and activities, informed by:
 – the needs assessment and context analysis
 – country priorities and organizational strategies
 – access considerations
 – partner capacities

 • a broad estimate of the number of people who will receive assistance (as agreed with the community).
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These outputs are prerequisites for the next step, which involves choosing the right targeting method. EcoSec 
supports two methods: blanket targeting and criteria-based targeting.

If the needs assessment shows that the vast majority of households are vulnerable, blanket targeting (provid-
ing assistance to the entire population within that community) may be the best approach, especially since the 
costs of identifying ineligible households could be higher than including them in the assistance programme.

Case Study: When (nearly) everyone needs assistance
In 2018, the EcoSec team in one delegation in the Middle East was conducting a selection survey for a 

cash programme for individuals referred by the Health team. Since most of the potential  beneficiaries 

lived in big cities and were spread over a large area, a decision was to made to carry out a rolling 

door-to-door selection survey, in most cases coinciding with registration. But it was only possible 

to complete three or four surveys a day.

Some 98% of the individuals interviewed that year were considered eligible for cash assistance. In the 

end, the effort, time and resources invested in this exercise outweighed the benefits of the targeting 

process. In circumstances like these, it is often better to go for blanket targeting and to accept the risk 

that some inclusion errors will occur.

If, on the other hand, the population’s needs are not uniform and/or differ in severity, the findings of the 
needs assessment should be used to establish eligibility criteria. In line with the community-driven approach 
promoted in this guidance, the criteria should be developed either with the community before implementa-
tion, or before the community consultations, where they will be discussed and validated. Other criteria not 
captured through the needs assessment – such as those relating to specific protection concerns – could also 
be added that this stage.

As a general rule, the criteria should:

 • be correlated with the main outcomes that the EcoSec activity is trying to achieve

 • be feasible and appropriate for implementation

 • have inclusion and exclusion cut-off points that minimize potential targeting-process errors.

Once the potential criteria have been finalized and validated by the community, variables (indicators) used to 
determine eligibility can then be generated. These are then applied to the needs assessment dataset to deter-
mine which households or individuals within the sample will be included, and which ones will be excluded. 
This exercise will help to indicate:

 • the proportion of included vs excluded households or individuals

 • the proportion of vulnerable people that would be excluded (exclusion errors)

 • the proportion of non-vulnerable people that would be included (inclusion errors)

 • potential ways to mitigate these design errors (by identifying other key common features of wrongfully 
included/excluded households to understand how they could be captured/omitted).

STRENGTHS, LIMITATIONS AND SCENARIOS FOR USE
No targeting method is perfect. This is why EcoSec does not promote a “one-size-fits-all” approach to the 
targeting process, but rather acknowledges the need for decisions to be driven by knowledge of the local 
context and to be made jointly with the affected people. 

This section describes the strengths and limitations of the two targeting methods promoted in this guidance 
(blanket targeting and criteria-based targeting), as well as the scenarios in which they can be used. It also 
explains how to develop and validate potential eligibility criteria, and how to measure inclusion and exclusion 
errors at the design stage, which will help to select and/or refine targeting methods.

CASE
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The flowchart in Figure 2 can be used to decide on the most appropriate targeting method. Further guidance 
is given in the explanations and details that follow.

Figure 2. Choosing the right targeting method

Does the affected population 
have uniform needs?
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BLANKET TARGETING
Description
Blanket targeting is perhaps the oldest and, in many ways, the simplest form of targeting. Following a cri-
sis, a geographical area is targeted and all affected individuals within that area receive the same package of 
assistance.

Essential considerations
Financial resources are by far the most pressing consideration for blanket targeting. If there is insufficient 
funding to provide everyone with the assistance they need, then criteria-based targeting is generally more 
appropriate. Likewise, it may not be worth investing time and resources in targeting if the community is 
likely to redistribute the assistance – according to its own criteria – once the organization has left.

In many areas, equality will be prized over equity, and communities may prefer for everyone to receive 

a very small amount rather than a few people or households with more severe needs receiving larger 

amounts. Community preference must be considered, since it might not be possible to enforce target-

ing decisions once aid is distributed. By the same token, equal distribution might not amount to effi-

cient resource use, leaving the most vulnerable individuals or households without enough assistance to 

meet their needs. It is also important to remember that, where leadership is strong, over- reliance on 

community preference may exacerbate social power dynamics and entrench discrimination.

If the community is adamant that everyone should receive something, but it is known that some households 
have much greater needs than others, then a compound approach might be considered.

Some organizations have tried targeting better-off individuals with suitable packages first (such as 
income-generating activities that can help to boost the local economy), then selecting the most vulner-
able to receive direct distributions of cash, food or other essential items. Although this approach ensures 
that everyone receives assistance, it is not, strictly speaking, blanket targeting because the packages differ 
according to eligibility criteria.

As always, acceptance is the main entry point for the ICRC. Importantly, the affected people must not per-
ceive the existence of different bundles of assistance (or different programmes) within the same community 
as a lack of neutrality on the ICRC’s part.

Resources required
While there is no way to give an estimated cost that would apply in all locations, it should be fairly simple to 
estimate how many people an activity can cover. If this number is significantly lower than the population of 
a given area, then the blanket method is not suitable.

Apart from ensuring that financial resources are available to cover all required inputs, the blanket method 
does not have any clear-cut resource requirements. There will still be a need to communicate with commu-
nity representatives – possibly including setting up local committees – and to cover logistics costs, but these 
are normal costs associated with distribution. The blanket method also involves less targeting effort than the 
criteria-based method.

Even with sufficient financial resources, blanket targeting may not be suit-
able for the planned activities. For example, if the objective is to improve 
food availability by increasing agricultural production, and the planned 
activities involve distributing improved seed and delivering training on 
improved farming techniques, then the operation will need to target either 
current farmers or people with a farming background.

It’s not possible to rent a tractor 
and lend it to a man who used 
to run a restaurant and expect 

him to farm.

– ICRC EcoSec HQ staff member
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Strengths
Blanket targeting is often the most accepted method by communities because it ensures equality in distri-
butions and helps to avoid community tensions that can arise if one group is seen as favoured over another.

Limitations
Blanket distributions are expensive in the long term, and in protracted crises 
it is common for funding to reduce as time passes. This requires a shift to 
more targeted methods, which can cause discontent within the community. 
So although blanket targeting avoids community tensions and tends to please 
everyone, it is not sustainable, and shifting away from this method can cause 
even greater upheaval than if a targeting process was used from the outset. It 
is far easier to expand coverage than to reduce it.

Scenarios for use
Blanket targeting is very useful in situations where almost everyone in a given area is affected and in need, 
and ideally where the crisis is unlikely to persist for a long period. Blanket targeting – such as via aerial sup-
ply drops – may be the only option in circumstances where communities cannot be reached by other means. 
Likewise, blanket targeting may be the best option in the immediate aftermath of a crisis, where the speed of 
assistance is a priority. It is especially helpful in the following contexts:

 • Where there are large numbers of people in need: Following the needs assessment, it is important 
to consider how many people have been identified as “in need” and what proportion of the affected 
population they represent. Although there is no hard-and-fast rule, blanket targeting is recommended  
if more than 80% of the population are considered to be in need, since the targeting process is likely 
to be quite costly and only a few individuals will be excluded.

 • Where there is pressure from the local community for equal distribution: Targeting methods only 
work if the community will abide by them. If goods are re-distributed by the community, there is little 
point in putting resources into further targeting.

CRITERIA-BASED TARGETING
Description
Criteria-based targeting involves focusing assistance on those who are most in need, based on set of 
socio-demographic criteria – established together with the affected community – that group people into 
objectively identifiable and easily definable categories. The criteria also incorporate subjective concepts such 
as vulnerability and economic insecurity. The level of sophistication is usually determined according to avail-
able resources, a sound context analysis and affected people’s feedback.

If this approach is adopted, beneficiaries will need to be selected using a separate set of methods at Step 4.

Essential considerations
Not all apparently simple concepts are universally understood. One of the best examples of this is the term 
“vulnerability”. Many activities seek to target the most vulnerable individuals. But that raises another ques-
tion: vulnerable to what? In many cases, being vulnerable to something can make a household less vulnerable 
to something else.

Take the example of a household that is struggling to put enough food on the table. If the parents pull their 
children out of school and send them to work, the household will be vulnerable from an education and pro-
tection standpoint, but less vulnerable to food and economic insecurity than they were before their household 
income increased. So if this household is assessed according to its food and economic insecurity, but if the 
assessment fails to ask questions about protection and education, it is very possible the household will not 
be identified as vulnerable.

In other words, the concept of “vulnerability” is much more complicated than it first appears. For a fuller 
definition of the term, refer to the ICRC’s Diversity and Inclusion glossary (internal).

In Mali, affected people are 
still asking why we stopped 
providing food aid in 2012. 

Eight years have passed and 
we’re still being asked.

– EcoSec staff member

https://collab.ext.icrc.org/sites/TS_RHLND/activities/LEARNING%20SOLUTIONS/Projects/%5bLnD022%5d%20Digital%20Onboarding/Digital_SIP/Digital_SIP_content/Digital_SIP_library_Do_not_modify/Diversity_Inclusion_Terminology.pdf
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A detailed targeting exercise cannot proceed without a firm set of criteria. Once the definitions and objectives 
are clear, the next step is to determine how data will be collected, in order to identify who meets the chosen 
identified criteria. The options are outlined in Step 4.

Resources required
The resources required will depend to a large extent on which criteria are chosen and how the benefi-
ciaries who meet these criteria will be selected. Observation-based selection requires only limited resources, 
whereas other methods – such as proxy means testing and multi-criteria scorecards – are more resource- 
intensive. For a fuller discussion of the various selection methods, refer to Step 4.

Strengths
The criteria-based method is useful where a detailed targeting process is required and where blanket target-
ing is not possible. Each selection method has its own strengths and weaknesses.

Limitations
Compared to blanket targeting, criteria-based targeting is likely to be costlier to implement in the short 
term (with high indirect costs, versus the high direct costs of the blanket method). It is also likely to be more 
time-consuming.

Other limitations will depend on the choices made in Step 4. For instance, if a single demographic criterion 
is used to select beneficiaries (e.g. children under five years of age for a nutrition programme), the pro-
cess should be fairly simple (although it may not always be possible to know a child’s exact age). On the 
other hand, if a multi-criteria scorecard is used in the registration survey, the exercise may be much more 
resource-intensive.

Despite potentially high upfront costs, criteria-based targeting may be advisable when there will be multiple 
operations or long operations with numerous activities in the same area over time – because initial cost of 
designing the method will be offset by using it repeatedly. Moreover, starting out with criteria-based tar-
geting helps to prevent unrealistic expectations about who might receive aid over time, thereby reducing the 
chance of people becoming frustrated with a sudden switch from blanket targeting.

Scenarios for use
This method is suitable in contexts where there is a large affected population, such as in urban or similar 
settings, but where only a small proportion of this population needs to be targeted.

Criteria-based targeting can also be useful when there are stigmatized or marginalized minorities, and when 
community tensions – for political or other reasons – mean it is not possible to target the entire population. 
Using more detailed (and in some cases, data-driven) methods to select beneficiaries can provide the back-
ground evidence that makes decisions harder to refute.

When opting for criteria-based targeting, a community-driven approach is critical for success. However, this 
approach is not suitable:13

 • when urgency is a primary concern and the scale of needs clearly exceeds the capacity of community 
committees, even if they are trained (this only applies when distribution focuses on essential needs, 
such as food and shelter)

 • for institution-based programming (e.g. targeting detention facilities)

 • when there is serious conflict between ethnic, religious or social groups in the community,  
and providing cash, in-kind goods or services to some community members would likely 
exacerbate these tensions

 • when access is very limited or not possible and discussions cannot therefore take place

 • when the “community” is constantly changing because of ongoing and volatile displacement  
(this approach cannot work without a clear understanding of who makes up the community).

13 WFP, Community-Based Targeting Guide, WFP, Rome, 2015, p. 3: https://docs.wfp.org/api/documents/WFP-0000110378/
download/.

https://docs.wfp.org/api/documents/WFP-0000110378/download/
https://docs.wfp.org/api/documents/WFP-0000110378/download/
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If a decision is made to press ahead with the community-driven model in less-than-ideal circumstances, 
proxies should be validated before the beneficiaries are selected (indicators like human capital or access to 
productive assets to estimate household welfare, income or needs). If common criteria are being sought 
across numerous communities, and where various qualitative discussions take place to identify these criteria, 
it may be possible to avoid some of the pitfalls (e.g. identifying a proxy measure that might favour one group 
over another).

Note on referrals
Different departments have their own approaches and their own systems, and they are not always 

compatible. At the ICRC, for instance, it is common for the Protection team to handle the first level 

of the targeting process (including geographical targeting) prior to an EcoSec operation.

In some cases, beneficiaries might be referred from other departments or programmes. The core 

assumption is that referred beneficiaries have been properly assessed and meet the agreed eligibility 

criteria. But the referral process does not always go smoothly because departments can have conflict-

ing interests and objectives – and their own definition of what “vulnerability” means. For example, a 

woman whose husband is missing is considered vulnerable from a protection standpoint. But having 

a missing husband does not make her a good candidate for referral to an EcoSec activity to help her 

start a bakery business. Likewise, someone with a mental health issue might not be suitable for a 

livelihood-focused activity.

Departments therefore need to engage and communicate with one another actively in order to over-

come these problems and gain a better understanding of the methods, objectives and criteria that 

apply to each other’s programmes. Likewise, referring departments should also communicate any 

concerns they have about the people they refer, so they can be assessed appropriately.

This multidisciplinary approach means that referrals to EcoSec from other departments can influence 

the targeting method used by EcoSec. They do not, however, interfere with the selection process, 

which remains unchanged (see Step 4 for more details).

VALIDATING THE ELIGIBILITY CRITERIA
Once EcoSec staff and the affected community have decided on a targeting method, there are two options: 
begin implementing the programme (for blanket targeting), or establish the eligibility criteria and have 
them validated by the community (for criteria-based targeting). In the latter case, EcoSec staff will need to 
consider the following questions:

 • Do the proposed criteria relate to things that can be observed or collected? In other words, is it possible 
to check that those most in need are targeted (and that those who do not meet the criteria are not)?

 • For life-saving operations, how many vulnerable households may be incorrectly excluded (or included) 
because of the criteria?

 • Can these criteria be communicated clearly and openly to community members and other stakeholders, 
and without undermining their acceptance of the ICRC?

 • Do these criteria seem fair to the community? Will they be accepted by the community?

 • Will these criteria remain valid for a long period of time?

 • Can the application of these criteria be monitored?

The eligibility criteria should be reviewed at regular intervals as part of ongoing programme monitoring. This 
is because vulnerability profiles can change with time – annually in highly dynamic settings, or every two to 
three years in more stable environments – and in some cases as a result of the organization’s work.

Successfully implementing a community-driven targeting process requires a cohesive social structure and 
trust among community members. There is a risk that certain vulnerable groups could be intentionally or 
unintentionally excluded by community leaders. These could include marginalized or stigmatized groups 
such as women, people with disabilities, people living with infectious diseases (e.g. HIV, Ebola and leprosy), 
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survivors of gender-based violence, and members of different ethnic, language, tribal or religious groups. 
These risks can be better understood – and measures designed to reduce them – by consulting other ICRC 
departments operating in the area, as well as by asking affected communities themselves the following 
questions:14

 • What is the make-up of the community? What are the main protection risks faced by different 
constituent groups?

 • Is decision-making within the community participatory and inclusive of gender and minority groups?

 • Are there decision-making structures in the community that could act as the selection committee?  
Are they generally trusted and how could they be strengthened? If they do not yet exist, what would 
be the best way of establishing them?

 • Is there any known bias or conflict within the community that may cause certain vulnerable groups  
to be excluded? Is it possible to provide additional supervision or guidance?

 • Will a community-driven approach and community-based selection increase community ownership 
of the process or will it put certain groups at risk (including the decision makers, who may be accused 
of being biased)?

Some criteria-based methods offer a solution to community biases. But communicating with and consult-
ing affected people remains the key to garnering support, raising awareness of the targeting process, and 
informing community members about how to complain about and report any problems that may arise during 
implementation.

14 The questions will need to be recast in simpler language if posed directly to community members.

STEP 4: SELECT THE BENEFICIARIES  
AND COMMUNICATE DECISIONS
This section only applies to criteria-based targeting and referrals. If blanket targeting has been chosen following 

discussion with the community, please skip to Step 5.

Once the targeting method and eligibility criteria have been established and validated by the community, the 
next step is to decide how to select beneficiaries. In line with the community-driven approach outlined in the 
previous steps, this part of the exercise also relies on the community’s validation and support.

There are several selection methods that can be employed. These range from simple ones such as observa-
tion-based and demographic (also known as categorical) selection, to more sophisticated options such as 
scorecards and proxy means testing. The decision will depend on a range of factors, which are summarized 
in Figure 3 below. 

As the flowchart shows, the most appropriate method will depend on answers to a series of questions relating 
to:

 • how urgent the situation is (some methods are more time-consuming than others)

 • how cohesive the community is (some methods are not well-suited to situations where there are 
conflicts between groups)

 • how much access the ICRC has to the community (some methods are not suitable for remote data 
collection)

 • what human and financial resources are available (some methods are more expensive or require 
assistance from an A&E specialist).

Even where choosing the selection method is a relatively straightforward process, it is always a good idea 
to engage with the local A&E team and, where relevant, to contact the A&E global team for support and 
confirmation.
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Figure 3. Choosing the right selection method
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SELECTION METHODS
This section explains what each selection method entails, how it works, what its strengths and limitations 
are, and the scenarios in which it can be used.

Provided-list method
Description
A list of potential beneficiaries who meet the agreed eligibility criteria is provided by an outside group (com-
munity members, National Societies, or local entities such as hospitals, local authorities or service providers). 
Referrals can also fall under this category if the list is provided by another ICRC department based on the 
eligibility criteria established in Step 3, although EcoSec should still submit the list(s) to the affected com-
munity and its representative groups for validation.

How it works
It may be necessary to set up a committee to produce the list on behalf of the community. Its members should 
represent a diverse range of community interests and different social structures, and consideration should 
be given to any stigmatized groups or minorities that may experience bias. Once the group is in place, to the 
next step is to sit with them and go through the identified target groups, taking time to make sure everyone 
understands who these groups are and why they were selected (i.e. the eligibility criteria). If there is serious 
disagreement over the selected groups (or the eligibility criteria), it may be necessary to make alterations 
before proceeding to the operation.

Essential considerations
This method comes with a limited set of preconditions. However, it does require an understanding of:

 • social dynamics
 • community dynamics and the reliability of local leaders
 • how the third party (local authority, entity, organization or ICRC department) put together the list.

Information from third parties (especially local authorities) can be extremely useful, since these organiza-
tions often base their decisions on broad datasets. But it is important to be wary of political motivations, 
even in cases where the data are seemingly straightforward. A prime example is the poverty line: data are 
generally available and apparently apolitical, but local authorities can adjust the line to show that they have 
reduced poverty.

Strengths
This is one of the fastest and least resource-intensive selection methods. And when lists are provided by the 
community, it is often the best-perceived approach because it gives affected people a say in the selection 
process.

Limitations
Community ownership is not as strong when lists are provided by other organizations or entities. This 
method also has the potential to exacerbate existing tensions, further marginalize certain groups and alter 
social power dynamics within the wider community and within households.

Provided lists can also prove hard to verify, and some perceived vulnerabilities might not coincide with those 
that the programme is aiming to reduce. List providers could also be influenced (or threatened) to include 
specific people or groups in the lists (both community-provided and from other third parties).

Finally, concerns are sometimes raised over how people are included in the list. On occasion, people may 
have to pay a fee or perform a service to be included. Post-distribution monitoring surveys and two-way 
communication systems are a good way to check for this type of issue after the fact. But preventive measures 
(verification and validation) can avoid these kinds of inclusion errors ahead of programme implementation.

Scenarios for use
Lists are often best suited to situations where no other method will work. For example, if there is absolutely 
no access to an area, then the community will need to provide a list of people to target. Provided lists may 
also be used in situations where time is a pressing concern.



34 TARGETING, SELECTION AND PRIORITIZATION METHODS FOR ECONOMIC SECURITY PROGRAMMES

Survey-driven methods
Survey-driven methods are the most controversial and most resource-intensive approaches to selecting 
beneficiaries. There has been a growing push to focus on an evidence base, which in turn has led to a heavy 
emphasis and reliance on survey data.

The main survey-driven methods explored in this guidance are observation-based selection, categorical 
(demographic) selection15 and scorecards. A more sophisticated method is proxy means testing, which is 
also covered in this guidance but should only be used for EcoSec programmes in very specific and rare 
circumstances.

The flowchart in Figure 4 can be used to select the most appropriate method. A full description of each 
method is given below.

15 This method is often referred to “categorical targeting”. In this guidance, in line with the five-step approach, it is 
instead treated simply as a survey-driven selection method. The name has therefore been adapted to avoid causing 
confusion between the targeting and selection stages. 
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Figure 4. Choosing the right survey-driven selection method
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Categorical (demographic) selection
Description
Categorical selection is one of the more common methods used in the humanitarian sector. An overall group 
is divided into objectively identifiable, binary (yes/no) categories, typically according to socio-demographic 
criteria. Examples include displacement groups, female-led households and children under five years of age.

How it works
This method is similar to other survey-driven approaches such as scorecards, but the data collection process 
is likely to be simpler because the categories should be easier to identify (with the exception of displacement 
groups, which can be harder to determine). Beneficiaries can be selected using a simple survey, which should 
be shared with and explained to the affected population through engagement with community structures and 
leaders and via communication campaigns.

The example below is adapted from a survey used by EcoSec in Libya in 2020.

Figure 5. Typical categorical selection criteria and questionnaire
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Have you been displaced? [__] Yes

[__] No

If yes, when were you most recently displaced? [___/___/___]

What is your normal monthly expenditure? (in local currency) [______________]

What is your marital status? [__] Single

[__] Married

[__] Widowed

[__] Divorced

What is the sex of the head of household? [if asked to the HoHH, then: 
what is your sex?]

[__] Male

[__] Female

How many people living in this household have disabilities that prevent 

them from being able to work? 

[______]

How many people are there in this household over the age of [age used 
locally for older people]? 

[______]

What do you use for drinking water? (provide locally identified options and 
flag which ones are safe and which ones are unsafe)

[__] Option 1

[__] Option 2

[__] Option 3

[__] Option 4

How long does it take to collect water (round trip)? [______] min.

Essential considerations
This method is often used as a “quick and dirty” approach to 
beneficiary selection in cases where speed or cost (or both) 
are priorities – in other words, where more sophisticated 
criteria-based methods are not feasible – and where blanket 
targeting is not an option.

As the quote here illustrates, categorical selection has 
received criticism for its tendency to over-generalize popu-
lation groups. For instance, it is often assumed that female-
headed households, or even all women, are vulnerable. Yet 
this is not the case, and selecting them for a programme can 
sometimes undermine the effectiveness of existing support 
structures and, ultimately, do more harm than good.

In the interest of speed, questionnaires should be kept simple because all potential beneficiaries need to be 
surveyed. If more detailed baseline data are required, these can be collected in a second survey that only 
includes individuals or households included in the programme.

Strengths
Categorical selection allows for some degree of targeted assistance without the heavy resource requirements 
of other criteria-based targeting methods and is generally quick and relatively straightforward to implement.

I’ve seen categorical selection used far too 
often. For instance, displaced people and 
female-headed households all receive the 

same assistance as if they all have the 
same needs and all face the same problems, 

which we know is fundamentally untrue.

– Staff member from partner organization
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Limitations
Categorical selection is arguably the weakest selection method and should only be used if an activity specif-
ically calls for a certain category, or if blanket targeting is not possible and time is a pressing concern.

In keeping with the “do no harm” principle, there are some circumstances where selecting one population 
group (but not another) can create problems in the community. For example, it is common practice to select 
female refugees living in camps for education, cooking or health-care activities. But failing to make similar 
provision for men can upend the social dynamics of the household and, in some cases, lead to an increase in 
domestic violence.16

There is also a danger of relying on mistaken assumptions. For years, humanitarians have focused assistance 
on displaced populations, despite research showing that there is often very little difference in the well- 
being of host communities and displaced households.17 This situation can lead to resentment, stoke inter- 
community tensions and lead to many highly vulnerable people being excluded from programmes and 
activities.

Despite the initial speed of this method, the data will need to be updated very often because beneficiary infor-
mation – such as the age of children included in nutrition programmes – can change over time.

Lastly, there is a real risk of respondents tailoring their answers to make sure they are included in the pro-
gramme, especially when the categories are simple and well-known among the community, or when they 
are based on non-observable criteria such as income source or displacement status. Thorough verification is 
therefore required.

Scenarios for use
Categorical selection is appropriate in circumstances where criteria (usually socio-demographic) need 
defining but are relatively easy to assess using binary (yes/no) answers. For instance, households are either 
female-headed or they are not, they are either internally displaced or they are not, and they either rely on 
casual labour as their main source of income or they do not.

This method can be useful in situations where strong social norms mean that some groups have less access 
to employment and livelihoods than others because of factors such as distance, legal barriers, health-related 
restrictions or discrimination. It is also an option of last resort when there is insufficient funding for a blanket 
programme, when time is limited and when data are scarce.

Categorical selection is ideally suited to activities that are obviously directed at a specific group, such as 
distributing menstrual hygiene kits (for women of reproductive age) or running animal vaccination cam-
paigns (for livestock farmers with that particular species of animal). A list of common categories is provided 
in Annex 1.

Observation-based selection
Description
Observation-based selection and other qualitative methods can be used either to confirm quantitative survey- 
driven selection methods or to add a different perspective to them.

16 T. Abaramsky et al., “Women’s income and risk of intimate partner violence: secondary findings from the MAISHA 
cluster randomised trial in North-Western Tanzania”, BMC Public Health, Article number 1108, 2019: https://
bmcpublichealth.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12889-019-7454-1. 

17 G. Smith, L. Mohiddin and L. Phelps, Targeting in urban displacement contexts: Guidance note for humanitarian 
practitioners, International Institute for Environment and Development (IIED), London, 2017.

https://bmcpublichealth.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12889-019-7454-1
https://bmcpublichealth.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12889-019-7454-1
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How it works
There are various observation-based methods available, such as driving through or flying drones over the 
affected area. Another option is to talk to members of the community (using semi-structured interviews, for 
example) to determine who should receive assistance. These methods can be used on their own or in combin-
ation with other survey-driven methods.

Essential considerations
While these selection methods are useful, they come with a number of considerations. Unlike quantitative 
surveys, these qualitative survey methods require less skill to collect the data. But it takes more time and 
expertise to process and analyse drone images, semi-structured interviews and similar datasets. These con-
siderations are discussed at greater length in “Limitations” below. Additional information can be found in 
the Interim ICRC Framework on Drone Operations (internal link).

Strengths
These methods are likely to provide a more holistic view of vulnerability in an area. As a general rule, they 
are more participatory and may result in less negative feedback from the community once the targeting 
process is complete. The data collection exercise is low-risk because staff are not exposed to security threats. 
Although the initial investment may be significant (e.g. purchasing drones for aerial assessment), the cost is 
likely to average out at a relatively low level over time. 

Limitations
It typically takes longer, and requires more knowledge and expertise, to analyse qualitative information 
than to process the quantitative data generated by conventional surveys. Likewise, advanced systems such 
as Device Magic and Red Rose are not always suitable for collecting qualitative data. For instance, text has to 
be cleaned then sent to a specialist for coding and processing into usable information. This is a process that 
takes time and resources and requires analytical tools, software and applications.

Aerial assessments can also be unwelcome, since many communities in the areas where the ICRC works asso-
ciate planes and drones with fighting, and seeing them fly overhead could cause fear. It also takes expertise 
to operate a drone or helicopter, and purchasing satellite images can be costly.

Scenarios for use
Qualitative methods such as these are generally best suited to small and well-defined operations where 
access to the affected communities is not a problem, or where the practical arrangements lend themselves 
to observation-based identification.

Scorecard
Description
The scorecard is the main survey-driven method and is quite widespread in humanitarian settings because it 
guarantees a high degree of quality without being as complex and resource-intensive as other methods such 
as proxy means testing.

Various indicators are selected (including demographic categories, socio-economic criteria and multidiscip-
linary variables) and each one is assigned a score. Data are then collected and used to calculate an overall 
score for an individual, household or community. In some cases, exclusion indicators can also be added (i.e. 
individuals or households that meet just one condition are automatically included in or excluded from the 
programme or activity). The output is a relative measurement of vulnerability compared with other individ-
uals or households included in the survey.

https://collab.ext.icrc.org/sites/LOG/WIKI_AIROPS/PublishingImages/Pages/Drone_UAV/ICRC%20Drone%20Operations_final%206.pdf
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How it works
The first step is to create the list of indicators, which need to be 
organized into the relevant modules (refer to the Economic Security 
Indicators Cookbook for guidance on framing and collecting each 
module). These indicators are then compiled into the selection and/
or registration survey.

Each indicator should be weighted, and any exclusionary criteria 
should be flagged. If weights have not been applied, this must be 
done at the survey stage. This can be as simple as a binary deter-
mination (e.g. single-headed vs married), where a weight of “1” is applied to the option associated with 
vulnerability and “0” to the option that is considered not vulnerable (similar to categorical selection). A 
broader range of weights is equally possible. The example below, used by EcoSec in Lebanon in 2017, divides 
the dependency ratio into five possible scores:

Criterion Indicator Score (1 = “Least Vulnerable”, 5 = “Most Vulnerable”)

Socio-demographic criteria 1 2 3 4 5

Family composition Household dependency ratio (DR) DR≤2 2<DR≤3 3<DR≤4 4<DR≤5 DR≥5

It is important to ensure that all indicators used in the scorecard are on the same scale, and that all indicators 
or responses that result in the highest possible score are at roughly the same level of severity. For instance, 
one delegation in the Middle East set the scores for some indicators at 1, 3 and 5 (with no answer options for 
2 and 4). 

For an example with applied weights, refer to the resilience scorecard on page 248 of the Economic Security 
Indicators Cookbook.18

The template below shows how a typical scorecard might look:

Criterion Indicator Score (1 = “Least Vulnerable”, 5 = “Most Vulnerable”)

Criteria group 1 1 2 3 4 5

Criterion 1 Indicator 1

Criterion 2 Indicator 2

Criteria group 2 1 2 3 4 5

Criterion 3 Indicator 3

Criterion 4 Indicator 4

Criterion 5 Indicator 5

etc. etc.

The number of criteria and indicators included here is by no means exhaustive, and unexpected but context- 
appropriate indicators may emerge during the process. For example, if it is determined that families without 
any chickens are the poorest families in the area, the scorecard may include an indicator on the number of 
chickens (or whether a household has any chickens or not) instead of other income and expenditure options.

18 Note that, unlike the categorical selection method, a selection logic tree is not possible for a scorecard. This is 
largely because it may be necessary to prioritize inclusion for a specific number of beneficiaries (e.g. the 1,000 most 
vulnerable) depending on resources and capacity. 

For a very good scorecard system you 
need a lot of information – and to be 
honest, even though we have some 

secondary information, I would not feel 
comfortable setting the parameters.

– ICRC EcoSec field staff member

https://shop.icrc.org/economic-security-indicators-cookbook-pdf-en
https://shop.icrc.org/economic-security-indicators-cookbook-pdf-en
https://shop.icrc.org/economic-security-indicators-cookbook-pdf-en
https://shop.icrc.org/economic-security-indicators-cookbook-pdf-en
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Once the questions are clearly structured and the weights are set, the data can be collected (ideally using 
Device Magic for mobile data collection). The results are then processed (with support from the A&E global 
team if required) and each household is assigned a pre-calculated overall vulnerability score. This score will 
then be used to determine which of the surveyed households (or individuals) will be included in the operation.

Essential considerations
It is advisable to seek support from a delegation A&E specialist or from the A&E regional or global team. At 
the very least, a data management officer will be needed to process and manage the data.

Using the scorecard method requires a fairly good understanding of the community and community dynam-
ics, and of what vulnerability means in the given context. It is not suitable for areas where there is limited or 
no information, since there is a high risk of selecting inappropriate indicators.

The key difference between the categorical and scorecard methods is the need to establish criteria. If it is 
not possible to explicitly state the characteristics of the beneficiaries at the programme design stage, then 
categorical selection is not possible and a scorecard will need to be used instead.

Strengths
This method allows for degrees of nuance and flexibility and can be useful in circumstances where different 
package options are available. The example from Lebanon above was used in a situation where the organ-
ization was providing three different cash transfer values depending on people’s vulnerability (250, 175 and 
100 US dollars), so the resulting scores helped to determine which amount each household was eligible for.

Scorecards are especially well-suited to situations where the scores can be calculated using pre-existing 
population data (such as registration data collected by other humanitarian organizations, subject to a data- 
sharing agreement), which mitigates much of the cost associated with data collection.

Another strength is the fact that it is difficult to influence the results of a multi-indicator scorecard. Even if 
surveyed individuals or households tailor some answers in an effort to be selected, it will prove difficult to 
influence the overall score, thereby reducing inclusion errors.

Limitations
The main limitation of the scorecard method is that it is resource-intensive, often requiring a second needs 
assessment covering potential beneficiaries. This can lead to survey fatigue and sometimes create unneces-
sary risks.

This method can generate expectations among the interviewees (including those who are not selected), be 
difficult to explain and justify to the community, and be perceived as an insensitive selection method that 
relies solely on data and numbers.

Although this method is apparently unbiased and evidence-based, it is important to remember that the 
composition of the scorecard and the weights applied to the indicators are subject to the judgement of the 
person setting the parameters.

Scenarios for use
A scorecard is required when decisions need to be based on degrees of inclusion. This applies, for instance, in 
circumstances where more people are likely to meet the headline criteria than can be covered by an activity 
or programme. It is also useful when there is a long list of criteria and scores need to be weighted to select 
the potential beneficiaries.

This method also provides a way to select individuals from among those who have self-identified as potential 
beneficiaries, such as for MEI programmes.
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Proxy means testing and pre-defined formulas
Description
Proxy means testing is a data-intensive method for selecting beneficiaries. It has become the predominant 
selection mechanism for social assistance schemes in developing countries. Proxy means testing has many 
powerful advocates, and claims that it can accurately and cost-effectively target the chronically poor are 
common. Yet these claims are not reflected in the evidence, or in the experience of many communities where 
the method is implemented.

Proxy means testing involves using statistical methods to identify vulnerability criteria and then to score 
potential beneficiaries. It is often considered a more objective and robust approach than other selection 
methods – including simple scorecards – and is assumed to reduce targeting and selection errors. It has 
been defined as follows:

Proxy means testing … is an automated statistical approach that applies multivariate regressions to 
household survey data, to determine the main characteristics of vulnerability and to calculate the rela-
tive weightings between them. On the basis of this analysis, it then categorizes all surveyed households 
and automatically selects those that exhibit the closest match to that particular combination of poverty 
proxies.19

In the simplest of terms, the idea is that these indicators are correlated to a set of household characteris-
tics that can then be used as proxies. Proxy means testing can be used to assess a variety of things (such as 
poverty, vulnerability or food insecurity), and will always involve a complex statistical process of analys-
ing a variety of indicators to determine which ones can best be used to estimate the outcome that is being 
measured.

One example of proxy means testing in action is the Poverty Probability Index (PPI), which was used by  
EcoSec in Afghanistan to help with beneficiary selection:

The Poverty Probability Index (PPI®) is a poverty measurement tool for organizations and businesses 
with a mission to serve the poor. The PPI is statistically sound, yet simple to use: the answers to 
10 questions about a household’s characteristics and asset ownership are scored to compute the likeli-
hood that the household is living below the poverty line.20

This is a context-specific index that is not available for all countries. But it is a useful tool to consider, where 
available.

How it works
Using proxy means testing to assess economic vulnerability is a three-step process. The first step is to deter-
mine which indicator should be used as a proxy for vulnerability (in most poverty-reduction policies, con-
sumption – rather than income – is the proxy indicator of choice for poverty). The second step is to collect 
data on a range of household characteristics and features, including consumption. And the third step is to 
run a statistical regression to see which of the household characteristics and features are most significantly 
associated with the indicator for vulnerability (or poverty).

Essential considerations
Proxy means testing is included in this guidance because it is sometimes used in the sector but has only been 
tested once in Afghanistan. It is the most complex selection method, requiring extensive training as well as 
specialist skills and expertise.

19 N. Freeland, “Do Targeting Techniques Tend to be Incompatible with the Human Rights Standards of Transparency 
and Access to Information?”, 3 April 2014: https://www.unrisd.org/sp-hr-freeland. 

20 Poverty Probability Index (PPI), “About the PPI: A Poverty Measurement Tool”: https://www.povertyindex.org/
about-us. 

https://www.unrisd.org/sp-hr-freeland
https://www.povertyindex.org/about-us
https://www.povertyindex.org/about-us
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It is also important to remember that vulnerability can be dynamic, so the criteria and weights (if any) will 
need to be reviewed regularly. 

Strengths
Proxy means testing allows for a common targeting method to be used in different  programmes, based on 
a single score. This ensures consistency of targeting across programmes, minimizes overlaps and provides a 
basis for future harmonization.

Limitations
One of the greatest weaknesses of this method is its resource intensity (in terms of time, cost and staff skill-
set): data must be sufficiently representative in order to run regressions and identify the proxy indicators and 
scores, and then all prospective beneficiaries need to be surveyed.

It is also the most complex selection method explored in this guidance. Its complexity can make it very dif-
ficult to explain to staff, and this often results in people with very little (if any) understanding of the process 
having to explain it to beneficiaries. This can lead to complaints, since beneficiaries might not understand 
why they were not selected and perceive the method as a lottery rather than a fair, evidence-based selection 
process.

Scenarios for use
Complex survey-driven methods such as proxy means testing are resource-intensive to set up and should 
not really be considered for one-off distributions. Once set up, however, they can be run quite quickly as long 
as staff are available to act as enumerators and data are collected electronically, reducing time spent on data 
entry. Likewise, once all the data have been uploaded, the scoring can be done electronically and beneficiary 
lists can be produced. As organizations become better at sharing information, it can sometimes be possible to 
use pre-existing data to select beneficiaries (assuming the existing data covers the requisite indicators). The 
World Food Programme (WFP) and the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) have been 
working together on joint targeting and selection options that take advantage of detailed registration and 
survey data to help with targeting.21 As more data becomes available, and financial resources shrink (leading 
to a greater need for more detailed targeting process), the survey-driven method becomes more appealing. 

Since proxy means testing essentially ranks households by welfare level, the same formula can be used for the 
targeting process in various welfare programmes, with different eligibility cut-off scores for each programme 
and the possibility of adding other criteria. As such, it could be a viable solution for remote beneficiary man-
agement, where a caseload of potential beneficiaries is constantly assessed against different criteria and 
proxies to determine their vulnerability in any given period (e.g. after a shock occurs).

Pre-defined formulas, meanwhile, can only be used in locations where they already exist. It is worth checking 
to see if the PPI is available.

Self-identification
Description
Self-identification is a useful way of narrowing a beneficiary pool, especially where access is limited or 
resources for detailed selection are not available.

Note that self-exclusion also falls within this category. Beneficiaries should always have the option to exclude 
themselves from an activity, for safety or other reasons.

21 UNHCR and WFP, Joint Guidance: Targeting of Assistance to Meet Basic Needs: https://docs.wfp.org/api/documents/
WFP-0000113729/download/.

https://docs.wfp.org/api/documents/WFP-0000113729/download/
https://docs.wfp.org/api/documents/WFP-0000113729/download/
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How it works
This is a straightforward selection method where the criteria agreed with the community are shared with the 
affected population. Individuals and households who feel they are eligible can refer themselves for inclusion. 
They are then checked to ensure that they actually meet the criteria (using a survey-driven selection method 
or a non-survey assessment).

Essential considerations
Depending on how geographically widespread the operation is intended to be, it may be necessary to share 
information about the programme using a variety of different channels – especially where people will be 
referring themselves remotely. Options include:

 • the internet

 • mobile phones (text messages or calls)

 • newspapers

 • radio

 • posters

 • television ads

 • megaphone

 • religious leaders

 • community groups.

Since not everyone will have equal access to these means of communication, the chosen options will neces-
sarily narrow the pool of potential beneficiaries. If there are known literacy issues, posters may need to use 
pictograms or be combined with audio messages. Likewise, radio broadcasts may be needed to supplement 
text messages and calls in areas with coverage issues. The language used to communicate messages about 
the programme will also require careful consideration. Further information about preferred means of com-
munication can sometimes be found in multidisciplinary assessments, and support should be sought from 
the Communications and Community Engagement departments.

Once the messaging is determined, it may be necessary to design a way to check self-referrals. A simple 
checklist, consisting of a few questions, should normally suffice. If selection is being conducted remotely, 
these questions can be asked over the phone. Otherwise, this process can be completed on the spot during 
registration.

Strengths
Self-identification can be more cost-effective since it removes the need to go out into the field to col-
lect information. If surveys are used to verify the criteria, fewer interviews and questions will normally be 
required as these will only cover people who have referred themselves. This method is also very useful in 
situations where access is a concern because the process can be conducted remotely.

Limitations
With self-identification, the risk of exclusion errors is high because this method is heavily reliant on effective 
means of communication. As explained above, technology barriers (such as poor mobile coverage or internet 
access) and literacy issues can lead to people being excluded from the programme.

Scenarios for use
Remote self-identification proved popular in 2020 as a way to avoid the spread of COVID-19 through face-
to-face contact. This approach can be combined with other survey-driven methods, whereby people who feel 
they meet the criteria call in and their call is funnelled to a survey where they answer a set of questions to 
determine if they are eligible or not.

For livelihood-focused programmes such as MEI activities, where motivation is a concern, having people 
self-identify eliminates the need for further assessment because it shows that they are motivated.
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Self-identification has also been used in more innovative ways, such as in natural disasters or crises where 
there is advance warning. Entire areas can be pre-registered and a variety of data collected. Then, post-crisis, 
individuals and/or households can self-assess and call in. This self-assessment method can be combined with 
geolocation (subject to adequate data protection measures) to allow for geographical verification if there are 
any access issues.

PRIORITIZATION (IF NEEDED)
EcoSec programmes are designed in accordance with the PMfR planning phase and to address the needs iden-
tified in the needs assessment (Steps 1 and 2). At this stage, delegations set the programme objectives and 
indicate the number of people that they are planning to reach. This number is typically a subset of the people 
in need and is informed by a critical review of the operational context, including the humanitarian mandate, 
acceptance, existing capacities, field access and activities planned by other entities and organizations. Fund-
ing prospects can also lead to a need for prioritization – other than in emergency operations, where people 
are in urgent need of humanitarian assistance and funding should not be a limiting factor.

Ideally, a targeting process strategy should aim to capture all the people who need assistance according to the 
programme’s objectives. Yet almost every EcoSec activity involves further prioritization during the imple-
mentation phase because of obstacles such as funding shortfalls, unexpected emergencies, shifting priorities, 
and access and capacity constraints. Programmes may also face pipeline breaks. Options typically include:

 • reducing the number of people who will receive assistance

 • reducing the in-kind ration size or cash transfer value per household or individual

 • reducing the duration of assistance

 • switching resources from one activity to another (if funds have not been earmarked).

Often, a combination of these strategies is applied. Although only the first option has implications in terms 
of the number of beneficiaries, they can all negatively affect attainment of programmatic outcomes, which 
could harm perceptions and acceptance of the ICRC in the country in question.

When reducing the number of beneficiaries, it is important to continue prioritizing the most vulnerable 
groups, based on the results of the needs assessment and situation analysis. It is also essential to monitor 
the situation of assisted and non-assisted populations over time using tools such as the EcoSec Global Moni-
toring Survey and the EcoSec Situation Monitoring Platform.

The chosen prioritization approach will also depend on the programmatic objectives: relief operations involve 
different decisions than livelihoods and structural activities. 

Delegations are accountable for the needs-based plans developed in their PMfR. The figure below shows how 
numbers are derived – from the total population down to prioritized beneficiaries – and how this links to 
the targeting process.

Most of the work is done at Step 1 when, during the PMfR planning phase, the affected people are defined and 
a decision is made on which of their need the ICRC and its departments will support. This decision is based on a 
combination of variables that include mandate, access and acceptance, as well people’s needs. In Step 2, EcoSec 
determines who, among the affected people that the ICRC is planning to help, is in need of EcoSec assistance. 
The people to be assisted by EcoSec are further narrowed down using the eligibility criteria defined in Step 3. 
If resources are available and/or a blanket targeting method is adopted, these people will be those identified as 
having priority needs. In a more realistic situation where resources are limited, the priority groups will be deter-
mined based on a set of criteria determined in the targeting and selection phases in Steps 3 and 4. Collecting 
information on potential beneficiaries is very useful when there is a change in plans, such as when additional 
financial resources become available, when a new shock has affected a group of the population with specific 
characteristics, or simply when a new PMfR has started and priorities have been adjusted (Steps 4 and 5). This 
is also especially relevant in remote beneficiary management contexts and for safety-net programmes. It is, 
however, very important to manage the expectations of those who are not being included in the priority groups, 
so that the possible lack of assistance (or delay in receiving it) does not generate further frustration. 

https://bifet.ext.icrc.org/#/views/SituationMonitoringHomepage/SituationMonitoringHomepage?:iid=1
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Figure 6. The different stages of prioritization

STEP 5: CLOSE THE CYCLE – BACK TO STEP 1
This step, which comes at the end of the programme cycle, encompasses all the previous steps. It involves 
monitoring, evaluating and learning from Steps 1 to 4. The entire cycle is reviewed to determine whether the 
right processes were followed and, in keeping with the community-driven approach, how the programme 
was perceived and experienced by the beneficiaries and affected people. And because the ICRC’s operations 
are continuous and circular in nature, this final step also feeds directly into Step 1 of the next cycle.

REGISTRATION AND PROGRAMME IMPLEMENTATION
Registering beneficiaries and implementing the programme are not necessarily part of the targeting pro-
cess, but they happen at this stage. These steps are not covered in detail in this guidance because they are 
addressed elsewhere, including in the following two manuals: EcoSec Handbook: EcoSec Planning, Monitor-
ing and Evaluation and EcoSec Response.

VALIDATION
Validating the targeting and selection methods is an essential step in the process. This can be done through 
monitoring, but having CFMs in place will allow beneficiaries to report when they feel they have been left out 
or when some individuals have been unfairly included. Because these systems are often designed anonym-
ously (meaning the community will not know who said what), they can be a very rich source of information. 
They also help to ensure the right people are targeted, since households or individuals are able to reach out 
and ask to be included.

Validation is also essential when employing some of the more advanced methods. For instance, if survey- 
driven methods are used, these will need to be reviewed and cross-checked each time they are employed.
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https://www.icrc.org/en/publication/ecosec-handbook-ecosec-planning-monitoring-and-evaluation
https://www.icrc.org/en/publication/ecosec-handbook-ecosec-planning-monitoring-and-evaluation
https://shop.icrc.org/ecosec-response-en-pdf
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VERIFICATION
Once the selection method has been implemented, it is important to make sure the correct beneficiaries have 
been chosen. This can be done simply by reviewing a random sample of the selected beneficiaries. Where 
possible, they should be visited in person by an enumerator,22 who will ask a series of questions to check if 
the person (or household) meets the agreed criteria or categories. The enumerator should also be given space 
to record useful observations on the questionnaire.

Further feedback can be gathered through CFMs. This should be monitored carefully so that any errors in the 
targeting process can be swiftly addressed. It is extremely important to apply rigorous verification methods 
when beneficiary lists are produced without an assessment or received from an external party. 

Verification can also be conducted remotely by recording beneficiaries’ phone numbers during registration 
and calling them to ask some predefined questions. 

AN ADDITIONAL NOTE ON COMPLAINT AND FEEDBACK MECHANISMS
In recent years, there has been a push to focus on AAP. The ICRC has developed the CCC, a centralized and 
harmonized community hotline that is currently being deployed at several delegations. The CCC allows staff 
to see which programme, and therefore which method, has received a high volume of complaints.

Beyond the CCC, there are also other hotlines in use in other contexts. For instance, Red Rose has a CFM 
(although this feature is not currently activated), and feedback can also be collected through complaint desks, 
boxes at sites, community discussions and informal feedback from field officers and drivers.

Finally, the Economic Security Indicators Cookbook includes a set of indicators for validating and verifying 
the targeting process. These can be found in the “Cross-cutting indicators” section of the manual. This infor-
mation helps to gauge how satisfied the affected people are with the varies targeting and selection methods 
used, how well they felt the eligibility and priority criteria were explained, and which communication chan-
nels the community prefers to use for complaints and feedback. These indicators should be triangulated with 
other outcome and perception indicators to determine the overall impact of different targeting and selection 
methods.

INFORMING THE NEXT PMFR CYCLE
Step 5 is completed when the lessons learned from the entire targeting process have been identified. This 
includes analysing monitoring data and information from CFMs, validating each step of the targeting process 
(method and criteria), and verifying the selected beneficiaries.

Before engaging in a new PMfR cycle, it is essential to review the evidence base for the targeting process in the 
previous cycle and to determine which information remains valid and which aspects need to be reconsidered.

Revisiting Step 1
The ICRC’s mandate never changes. This means that as long as a geographical area is affected by conflict or 
other violence, and as long as there are reported violations of IHL, the organization will likely still be man-
dated to help the affected population in those areas.

It is, however, important to constantly re-assess the situation throughout the programme cycle and to adjust 
the planning according to the latest updates. Acceptance, access and people’s needs do change – sometimes 
suddenly – and these changes might have implications for geographical targeting or render the results of the 
previous targeting process obsolete. Likewise, if the financial situation evolves, this will affect the prioritiza-
tion process – although it should not have an impact on the targeting and selection phases.

22 Enumerators could be field officers, National Society staff and/or third-party monitors.

https://shop.icrc.org/economic-security-indicators-cookbook-pdf-en
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Revisiting Steps 2 to 4
Barring any sudden shocks, the results of the previous cycle’s needs assessment will most likely still be valid. 
This is why a comprehensive needs assessment does not need to be an annual exercise. If, on the other hand, 
a sudden change has occurred, the area will need to undergo a new needs assessment or information will need 
to be compiled from secondary sources.

In relatively stable contexts, the chosen targeting and selection methods will be probably still be widely 
accepted within the community. This should be verified using formal and informal CFMs throughout the 
programme cycle.

When verification shows that the chosen eligibility criteria and selection method have generated a high 
degree of inclusion and/or exclusion errors, a new plan to reduce these errors will need to be discussed with 
and approved by the community. And, as mentioned earlier, the prioritization process may also differ from 
one year to the next, depending on available resources and wider delegation planning. In both cases, only 
minor changes will normally be required. 

Targeting, selection and prioritization are therefore part of a continuous process, which is embedded in the 
cyclical PMfR approach and more broadly in the humanitarian programme cycle. In the long term, complet-
ing these key steps in each cycle will pay dividends in terms of both AAP and the organization’s financial 
sustainability.
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ANNEX 1:  
CATEGORICAL (DEMOGRAPHIC) 
SELECTION CRITERIA

GENDER

23 G. Smith, L. Mohiddin and L. Phelps, Targeting in urban displacement contexts: Guidance note for humanitarian 
practitioners, International Institute for Environment and Development (IIED), London, 2017, p. 30.

Selecting beneficiaries by gender is only really appropriate for gender-specific activities. Examples include 
providing breastfeeding support, distributing menstrual hygiene kits, and targeting and selecting  beneficiaries 
for transgender-/transsexual-specific programmes.

GENDER + MARITAL STATUS
Female-headed households have long been considered “vulnerable” by humanitarian organizations. But 
this is not typically an appropriate category other than for activities with a specific focus (such as land 
rights or documentation advocacy programmes). Instead, female-headed households are grouped together 
primarily because they are considered a proxy for vulnerability. Since vulnerability is subjective, it falls into 
criteria-based targeting, where the next logical step involves defining what “vulnerability” means in that 
specific context.

AGE
Age can be a useful selection category for types of assistance that are only relevant to specific age groups, 
or where certain age groups are known to be more vulnerable (e.g. nutrition programmes for children, or 
vaccination campaigns for children or older people). 

DISPLACEMENT STATUS
Identifying displaced populations (refugees, returnees or internally displaced people) can be straightforward, 
especially when they are gathered as a group in a camp or similar location. But they can be harder to identify 
in urban and other areas, where poverty and vulnerability may also be high among the resident population. 
Patel et al. (2016) reviewed the literature on targeting in urban contexts and concluded that evidence showed 
it was often important to address the needs of host communities as well as displaced populations. Selecting 
only displaced people was found to increase the risk of tensions between the two communities, reducing the 
ability of displaced people to integrate and develop social livelihood assets.

Other research has shown that displacement status can be a useful category if it is combined with length or 
frequency of displacement.23



50 TARGETING, SELECTION AND PRIORITIZATION METHODS FOR ECONOMIC SECURITY PROGRAMMES

The following questions can help to determine whether displacement status is a suitable category for a given 
operation:

 • How long has the population in question been displaced?

 • If the population is newly displaced, is there any evidence to show that their needs  
are relatively uniform?

 • If the population is not newly displaced, are there any restrictions (such as legal barriers 
to employment) that make it difficult (or impossible) for them to pursue a livelihood?

If the answers to the last two questions are both no, then it is likely that categorical selection is not appropri-
ate and more detailed criteria should probably be used (possibly also considering non-displaced households 
in the same area).

When looking at displacement status, it is always important to try to understand the local context in as much 
detail as possible. Particular attention should be paid to how the displaced people are perceived by the host 
community.24

24 Ibid., p. 29.

LIVELIHOOD SOURCE
Livelihood-specific programmes are a good candidate for categorical selection. If, for instance, one of the 
objectives is to increase crop production, then the planned activities might include providing farmers in a 
given area with improved seed. Logically, this activity can only succeed if the seed is distributed to the right 
people. Community groups could be asked to provide lists of farmers in the area, for example.

This selection process is normally straightforward – since the category (in this case, farmers) is binary – 
and is likely to receive little push-back because it is easy for the community to understand why this group 
is being selected.

Strictly speaking, in this example, the selection process is only categorical if all farmers are targeted. Any 
narrowing of the beneficiaries (such as focusing on “small-scale” farmers), for financial or other reasons, 
implies the use of subjective, multi-criteria targeting. So for livelihood activities, it is useful to think of cat-
egorical selection as akin to blanket targeting, whereby everyone who falls into the chosen category receives 
assistance.

HOUSEHOLD COMPOSITION
In some cases, a decision might be made to select households based on their composition, such as single- 
headed households or those with multiple children under a certain age. These factors should be easily observ-
able. The dependency ratio might help to determine who fits into the chosen category.

DETAINEES
Some activities specifically target detainees, who should be fairly simple to select because their location will 
be known. If the intention is to select all detainees, then blanket targeting will be used. Otherwise, a more 
detailed criteria-based targeting method will need to be defined.
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DISABILITIES
People with disabilities – and in some cases sometimes households containing or headed by someone with 
a disability – might be selected on account of their known hardships. Note that EcoSec only takes account of 
disabilities (and chronic illnesses) that are severe enough to prevent a person from being able to work, either 
temporarily or permanently.
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