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The concept of resilience is gaining traction in the development field. As 
a framework, resilience presents a systems-oriented way of coping with 
shocks, which disproportionately affect the world’s poorest and most 

vulnerable people. While resilience has been used effectively within ecology, 
psychology, and engineering, and more recently by humanitarian workers 
and nongovernmental organizations, resilience within the context of develop-
ment, and more specifically against the backdrop of food and nutrition secu-
rity, is still a nascent concept. This “newness” offers us a unique opportunity 
to shape the resilience agenda, considering how to define it, frame it, measure 
and evaluate it, and put it into practice. 

This book contributes to the body of knowledge on resilience within 
the context of food and nutrition security. It reviews the conceptual links 
among resilience and food and nutrition security, hones in on the challenges 
and opportunities for building resilience against a wide range of shocks, 
explores how different actors and groups, including communities them-
selves, build the capacity to be resilient, and adds to the debate on how to 
measure resilience. It also clarifies what we know and what we do not yet 
know about resilience. It is our hope that this book can inform, influence, 
and catalyze action by individuals, organizations, and governments to fill 
these knowledge and action gaps, and improve  policies, investments, pro-
grams, and institutions to strengthen resilience so that food and nutrition 
security can be achieved for all.

Coping with a World of Shocks
Poor countries and communities and vulnerable people are being hit by a 
range of shocks—economic shocks such as volatile food prices and finan-
cial crises; environmental shocks such as climate change and erratic weather 
patterns; natural disasters such as floods and earthquakes; and social and 

Some sections of this chapter draw on the 2020 Conference Brochure (http://www.ifpri.org/publication/building- 
resilience-food-and-nutrition-security) and the 2020 Conference Synopsis (http://www.ifpri.org/publication/
building-resilience-food-and-nutrition-security-highlights-2020-conference).

Chapter 1

1



political shocks such as conflicts and violence. Recent evidence suggests that 
some of these shocks have become more frequent and/or more severe and 
are projected to continue to do so in the coming decades, affecting the food 
and nutrition security of people, especially poor people, around the world 
(Chapter 2, Zseleczky and Yosef).

Approximately 1.5 billion people now live in areas of conflict (World 
Bank 2011). Conflict and the displacement it causes, both internally and to 
neighboring countries, destroy the physical and human capital that allows 
for a healthy food system and resilient communities. While the total num-
ber of refugees has remained at about 10 million, the number of inter-
nally displaced people has increased by almost a third since 2007 to more 
than 17 million by 2012 (UNHCR 2012). These population shifts place 
pressure on developing countries’ food production and availability, and 
threaten household-level nutrition security.

Growing evidence points to a changing climate, marked by rising global 
temperatures and rising sea levels (IPCC 2013). Although the global com-
munity has expressed a goal of keeping the global average temperature 
increase to less than 2 degrees Celsius, the world is on track to exceed that 
threshold, perhaps by a significant margin. This means more frequent 
and severe shocks, more stresses on agricultural systems, and greater chal-
lenges to resilience. Climate change is expected to lead to declines in major 
staple crops such as wheat, maize, and rice, possibly increasing stunting 
rates among vulnerable populations (Wheeler and von Braun 2013; Lloyd, 
Kovats, and Chalabi 2011).

Natural disasters pose a continuing threat. In some areas, such as 
tropical countries, f looding is projected to increase, even alongside 
droughts (Westra, Alexander, and Zwiers 2013). Hurricanes are also 
projected to become more severe as sea surface temperatures rise (Webster 
et al. 2005). Population booms in cities, some of which lie along plate 
boundaries, mean that earthquakes may devastate larger numbers of people 
in the future (Bilham 1995). The poorest households tend to live in areas 
with degraded land, highly variable weather, and frequent weather shocks. 
These households also often have low rates of adopting sustainable land 
management practices and coping actions after weather shocks like  
f loods and droughts.

Food price spikes have also affected food and nutrition security in 
recent years. Whereas food prices over the 20th century showed a declin-
ing long-term trend, since 2007 world food prices have spiked several times. 
The world is particularly vulnerable to food price spikes now because export 
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markets for staple commodities are highly concentrated, stocks of maize and 
wheat have been at historically low levels, and timely information on food 
production and stocks is lacking. Prices of food and fossil fuels have become 
linked in international markets, and significant shares of food crops have 
been diverted for use as biofuel feedstock (Zhang et al. 2013). High and vol-
atile food prices have been blamed for raising domestic consumer prices and 
reducing food consumption among net food buyers in developing countries. 
Food price shocks are especially hard on poor people, who typically spend 
a large share of their income on food. Higher food prices could potentially 
benefit smallholder farmers and agricultural wage laborers in the long term 
through increases in supplies and higher agricultural wages (Vancampenhout, 
Pauw, and Minot 2013; Jacoby 2013). But smallholders must have access to 
inputs, markets, financing, and extension services to benefit from higher 
(and stable) food prices.

At the household level, health shocks are often a key factor driving 
people into poverty. Even small shocks, such as illness or accidents, can  
lead to food and nutrition insecurity for households. Even well-off house-
holds can fall into a “medical poverty trap,” in which they are impover-
ished by the combination of ill health and indebtedness from high health 
care costs. Chronic malnutrition, especially in young children, can have 
drastic lifelong effects on productivity, cognitive functioning, and health 
(Hoddinott et al. 2013).

Why Should We Talk about Resilience Now?
It is clear that we need to find ways to cope, and even thrive, in the face of 
shocks. Humanitarian activities in response to shocks have saved lives, but 
in many cases they have done little to help communities withstand the 
next shock that comes along (Headey and Kennedy 2012). At the same 
time, longer-term development activities designed to ensure food and nutri-
tion security, reduce poverty, and promote growth have done little to incor-
porate responses to inevitable shocks, and at times may even exacerbate 
vulnerabilities.

Now is an opportune time to use resilience to achieve development 
goals. As the 2015 deadline for the Millennium Development Goals 
approaches, the development community is considering new Sustainable 
Development Goals to guide aid and investment priorities and actions. 
The concept of resilience seems to offer promise as a way not only to 
address the challenges raised by shocks, but also to link short-term human-
itarian efforts with longer-term development activities and to ensure 

intRoduCtion 3



that long-term development programs consider short-term vulnerabilities. 
Various agencies and nongovernmental organizations are weighing how a resil-
ience agenda would fit into their work. Poor and middle-income countries are 
taking a close look at how they can improve resilience. Yet many questions 
remain about how to incorporate resilience as a development goal. This vol-
ume contributes to addressing these questions.

More than Bouncing Back
Building resilience means helping people, communities, countries, and 
global institutions prevent, anticipate, prepare for, cope with, and recover 
from shocks and not only bounce back to where they were before the shocks 
occurred, but become even better-off. This volume places this definition 
against the backdrop of food and nutrition security. Food and nutrition secu-
rity are, in themselves, important elements of individual resilience, but they 
can also enhance the resilience of whole economies by enhancing the health 
and productivity of individuals. At the same time, food and agricultural sys-
tems themselves need to be resilient to shocks, both large and small, to help 
preserve food availability and access even when disaster strikes. How can we 
create a food and agricultural system that contributes to human resilience 
through food and nutrition security and is itself resilient to shocks?

The book begins by reviewing the trends in frequency and intensity of 
global shocks during the past few decades to determine which shocks have 
increased, which have remained static, and which have actually decreased on 
the global scale (Chapter 2, Zseleczky and Yosef). Chapter 3 (Hoddinott) 
then presents the conceptual linkages among resilience and food and nutri-
tion security, probing whether resilience truly adds new understanding to 
development theory and practice, and discussing implications for measure-
ment and for policy.

The volume then delves into specific shocks. Chapter 4 (Fan and Brzeska) 
looks at food price spikes and volatility, reviewing the latest literature and 
developments related to actions taken in preventing and managing these 
types of shocks, and identifying future actions to build a more resilient 
global food system. Chapters 5-9 tackle conflict. Breisinger et al. (Chapter 
5) select four conflict-affected countries as case studies for their explora-
tion of the impact of conflict on food security and the potential of differ-
ent program-level interventions for enhancing resilience to conflict. Chapter 
6 (Mabiso et al.) reviews the impact that refugees have on food security and 
resilience in hosting communities. In Chapter 7, Ecker hones in on Yemen, 
describing two development projects and their potential role in reducing the 
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risk of civil conflict by increasing the opportunity cost of participating in 
conflict. Chapter 8 (Calderone, Headey, and Maystadt) takes on the complex 
relationship among climatic shocks, conflict, household and community resil-
ience, and policy interventions that can break this downward spiral into vul-
nerability, especially among pastoralists in the Horn of Africa. In Chapter 9, 
Little and McPeak explore pastoralism more comprehensively, assessing the 
challenges pastoralist communities face and the adaptation strategies they 
undertake in the face of weather- and conflict-related shocks.

The book continues on to weather-related shocks. Chapter 10 (Ceballos 
and Robles) analyzes some of the adverse effects that climate variability has on 
rural communities and economies, and outlines the different insurance mech-
anisms that can potentially help increase resilience to weather risks. Kosec et 
al. (Chapter 11) probes the extent to which weather shocks affect individuals’ 
aspirations, that is, what people expect and hope to achieve for themselves and 
their families in terms of income, assets, education, and social status.

Nutrition security is a vital contributor to resilience and in turn is very vul-
nerable to being compromised by shocks. Chapter 12 (Alderman and Walker) 
looks at the conceptual links between nutrition and resilience, stressing the 
role of nutrition interventions, especially those geared toward early child 
development. In Chapter 13, Dufour, Kauffmann, and Marsland identify syn-
ergies between nutrition and resilience concepts, clarifying the role of food 
and agriculture in each of these agendas and putting forth suggestions for 
applying a nutrition lens to resilience programming.

The building blocks of resilience are the systems and institutions that can 
help people prepare for and adapt to shocks. Chapter 14 (Babu and Blom) 
explores this concept, introducing a model that clarifies the capacity compo-
nents of a resilient food system, and presenting a typology based on a country’s 
capacity to create, manage, and use human resources. In Chapter 15, Davis, 
Babu, and Blom conceptualize the capacity needs of resilience-focused exten-
sion and advisory services that increase rural and farming households’ 
access to tangible and intangible resources, such as agricultural inputs and 
knowledge.

Some groups of people are excluded from markets, social protection pro-
grams, asset ownership, political decisionmaking, and other services and activ-
ities that contribute to building resilience. Chapters 16 and 17 look more 
closely at the challenges faced by excluded populations. Von Braun and Thorat 
(chapter 16) examine the relationships between exclusion and resilience, iden-
tifying opportunities for overcoming exclusion and thereby strengthening the 
resilience of the poor. Kumar and Quisumbing (Chapter 17) focus on one of 
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these vulnerable groups, women, in their review of the differences between 
men’s and women’s exposures to risk, vulnerability to shocks, and adaptation 
and coping mechanisms.

Even people who are, by definition, poor have certain resources and capac-
ities they can bring to bear to improve their own well-being. Chapter 18 
(Bernier and Meinzen-Dick) looks at the role of social capital and social net-
works, in the form of local-level organizations, in helping people build up and 
maintain their own resilience. In Chapter 19, Frankenberger et al. take this 
concept further to review the innovative strategies employed by various non-
governmental organizations in designing and implementing potentially effec-
tive resilience programming.

Finally, policymakers and development practitioners are eager for guide-
lines on how to measure resilience as a way to help them design policies and 
programs more effectively. Chapter 20 (Barrett and Headey) presents a pro-
posal for a new multicountry system of sentinel sites to undertake long-
term, high-frequency measurement and analysis of individual, household, and 
community resilience in the world’s most vulnerable regions.

The Way Forward
A recurring theme throughout the book is that there is still much to learn 
about how individuals, households, communities, countries, and institu-
tions—both formal and informal—become and remain resilient to shocks. 
These knowledge gaps on the resilience agenda in food and nutrition security 
are pointed out throughout the book and explicitly drawn out in the conclud-
ing chapter (Chapter 21, Fan et al.), as are policy and programmatic recom-
mendations for public and private sector.

As we look ahead to a future of continuing and even increasing shocks, we 
face an urgent need to predict shocks, prepare for them, and devise strategies 
for ensuring resilient agricultural and livelihood systems, institutions, and 
policies—at the community, national, and global levels. We hope that this 
book contributes to a growing worldwide effort to define, measure, and prac-
tically apply a resilience framework to on-the-ground development initiatives, 
so we can achieve food and nutrition security for all.
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