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unger is not a simple problem.  While feeding a 
starving child may be, quite simply, ‘the right thing 
to do,’ understanding why the child is hungry is 
much more complicated.  However, food assistance 

must be appropriate to this ‘big picture’ in order to have a 
positive impact.  This is what the Canadian Foodgrains 
Bank means by its slogan “Food aid with a food security 
orientation.”  While food aid is often seen as a way of 
simply providing people with the food they need, food 
security recognizes the dignity and empowerment that 
comes when people are able to feed themselves.  
Programs based on an 
understanding of the local 
food security situation will 
better meet people’s needs 
in the short term and 
strengthen their ability to 
feed themselves in the 
future. 
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This infosheet provides 
some information on 
assessing the food security 
of households and 
communities.  See tips 301 
for information on the 
Household Economy 
Approach to food security 
assessment. 
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To help organizations plan 
food programs that are 
appropriate to the local food security situation, the USAID 
Famine Early Warning System (FEWS) has produced a 
‘matrix of vulnerability’ -- a chart that provides information 
on signs of food insecurity.  This chart is a helpful tool for 
beginning a food security assessment. 
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As food insecurity increases and people are under more 
stress, they will often begin to change what they do with 
their assets (resources or wealth) and how they produce 
food or income.  The food security assessment focuses on 
how people are ‘coping’ or adjusting to stress in these two 
key areas.  Based on this information, groups are 
identified in one of five categories: ‘slightly vulnerable,’ 
‘moderately vulnerable,’ ‘highly vulnerable,’ ‘extremely 
vulnerable,’ or ‘famine.’  Different types of programs are 
appropriate for groups in each category. 
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or maintaining them at a reasonably stable level.  They 
may sell a few things to maintain their food supply during 
the lean season, but no more than in a ‘normal’ year. 
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Groups in this category are starting to sell off less 

important assets and 
altering their lifestyle 
somewhat.  They may be 
reducing their household 
expenses, reducing their 
food stores, changing the 
type of food they eat, or 
even reducing the amount 
they eat to cope with 
unseasonal stress. 
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should protect people so that they can more quickly return 
to their preferred lifestyle in the future. 
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FEWS Categories of Vulnerability 

Vulnerability Activity Programs 

Slight Maintaining assets & 
production 

Development 
programs 

Moderate Some sale of assets, 
minor change in 
production 

Development, 
asset support 

High Selling important assets, 
disrupt normal production 

Support assets 
and income 

Extreme Selling production assets, 
migration etc. 

Relief, support 
assets, income 
and nutrition 

Famine No major assets or 
production left 

Emergency 
relief 
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4.  Extremely Vulnerable 
FEWS calls these people ‘at risk.’  They are selling 
productive assets (farm tools, oxen, land, seed etc.), 
which will seriously affect their ability to feed themselves in 
the future. 

Extremely vulnerable groups have abandoned their usual 
production activities and are looking for non-traditional 
employment, which prevents them from continuing their 
normal lifestyle.  Whole families may be migrating to other 
areas. 

At this point, people are in need of programs that support 
their income, assets and basic nutrition.  Straight food 
relief and seed packs are two examples. 

5.  Famine 
Groups experiencing famine have used up their resources.  
They basically have no means of producing food or 
income.  They face starvation, disease and death. 

Appropriate responses to famine include the provision of 
food, shelter and medicine.  Programs are aimed at 
providing for basic human needs. 

Hopefully, by recognizing food insecurity in earlier stages 
and acting appropriately, communities can avoid severe 
forms of vulnerability.  These categories can also be a 
guide for programs that are trying to help communities 
move from a more vulnerable to a less vulnerable state. 

Indicators for Food Security Assessment 
Many different indicators may be used to find out what 
people are doing with their assets and their way of 
producing food or income.  The following are some 
examples that have been used in the past: 

Activity Indicator Source 
Change of food 
source 

# Households 
using reserves 

Agricultural 
workers 

Search for other 
employment 

Unusual 
movement of adult 
males, wage 
changes 

Chiefs, 
administrators, 
extension workers 

Increase in prices Crop/livestock 
prices at local 
market 

Market surveys 

Sale of productive 
assets 

Unusual amounts 
of personal 
productive goods 
at market 

Local market 
observation, 
household survey 

Migration Number of whole 
families moving 
out of area 

Household 
surveys, 
government 
records, NGOs 

Decreased food 
intake 

# Meals/day, 
types of food 
eaten 

Household 
surveys, 24-hour 
recall 

Source: Maxwell & Frankenberger 1995 

 

The appropriateness of the indicator, and the usefulness 
of the source depend on the local economy and culture.  
Indicators should be chosen by people who understand 
the local situation (see tips 105 for more on choosing 
indicators). 

The FEWS categories do not explain all situations.  
However they are a useful guide for organizations and 
communities that are interested in learning more about 
food security in their area. 

Resources 

Maxwell S & Frankenberger T (1995) Household Food 
Security: Concepts, Indicators, Measurements, A 
Technical Review.  UNICEF 

FEWS website: www.fews.net 

For more information on the project cycle, or other issues 
related to planning, monitoring, and evaluation, contact the 
Canadian Foodgrains Bank (cfgb@foodgrainsbank.ca). 
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