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In the coming years and decades, the world will continue to be hit by 
shocks. Among the shocks that we can anticipate are climate change, con-
flict and displacement, natural disasters, food price shocks, and health 

shocks. But the range of possible shocks that pose threats to food and nutri-
tion security is not static. Some shocks are evolving and becoming more fre-
quent or intense, such as extreme weather events.  At the same time, new 
shocks may emerge, such as novel threats to human, plant, and animal 
health, and others that are still unknown.

Resilience means the capacity not only to bounce back from shocks, but 
also to get ahead of them. Given that normal conditions for the poor are often 
dire, people need the capacity to transform and improve after a shock rather 
than merely returning to a dismal original state. When resilience goes beyond 
recovery to include a capacity for transformation, it may involve changes in eco-
nomic, social, and ecological structures that allow for greater long-term well- 
being. This capacity for transformation is especially important in terms of food 
and nutrition security, given that more than 800 million people still suffer 
from chronic hunger and 165 million children younger than five years of age 
are stunted (Black et al. 2013).

The contributors to this book have shed light on the role of resilience as an 
organizing framework that the international community could use to effec-
tively tackle these challenges. Indeed, many development agencies are begin-
ning to see the value of resilience as a framework that can link humanitarian 
efforts with longer-term development. Resilience may offer opportunities 
for mainstreaming various shock adaptation and mitigation strategies into 
broader development initiatives. In other words, it allows us to look at devel-
opment more holistically (Chapter 3, Hoddinott).

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).
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Knowledge Gaps
As the resilience agenda in food and nutrition security is still relatively new, 
there is still much to learn about how individuals, households, communities, 
countries, systems and institutions—both formal and informal—become and 
remain resilient to shocks. The chapters in this book highlight a number of 
knowledge and research gaps that deserve increased attention and investment 
in the coming years:

• Better assess and predict the impact of shocks. A higher-quality body 
of evidence on the historical trends and projected impact of various shocks 
in different regions, especially climate change, can inform policy decisions 
to help vulnerable populations better prepare for future shocks (Chapter 
2, Zseleczky and Yosef). Research is needed to monitor and track shocks, 
improve detection, and measure the impact of various shocks on poor com-
munities, so that shocks can be better predicted and policy options can be 
better discerned. Information on the impact of repatriation, integration, 
and resettlement of refugees on food security, for example, could help pol-
icymakers weigh the value of such options as implementing cash or food 
transfers, or building up infrastructure (Chapter 6, Mabiso et al.). More 
long long-term, high-frequency measurement and analysis on the impact 
of shocks in the world’s most vulnerable regions may help discern the resil-
iency of various populations (Chapter 20, Barrett and Headey). At the 
same time, predicting shocks is not enough. Since the food price crisis of 
2007/08, for example, the international community has slowly improved 
its ability to predict food price spikes, but the capacity of institutions to 
respond to this information is still lacking (Chapter 4, Fan and Brzeska). 
Building up the capacity to take action upon receiving data is critical.

• Invest in more case studies and identify success stories. Location-specific  
case studies could offer insights into how resilience can be built up in dif-
ferent environments, and the challenges and opportunities associated 
with different demographic, political, economic, and environmental vari-
ables. More studies, for example, are needed to shed light on the differen-
tial impact of refugees in such countries as Iraq, Jordan, Lebanon, Pakistan, 
and Turkey (Chapter 6, Mabiso et al.). Case studies could help identify 
success stories, which could then be replicated and scaled up at the pro-
gram level. Cross-regional lessons are also key: local areas and communi-
ties often have existing ways of dealing with shocks, and these may provide 
opportunities for South-South learning.
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• Sharpen the concept of resilience, collect the data, and develop the tools. 
Resilience within a food and nutrition security context is still a nascent con-
cept; as such, there is not yet much high-quality evidence on the effectiveness 
of various tools and approaches that could potentially build up resilience. 
More data need to be collected on the impact of various safety net programs, 
which can include food transfers, supplementary feeding, food-for-work pro-
grams, food price subsidies, and cash transfers, on people’s resilience. Other 
strategies and approaches such as asset building, insurance programs, credit, 
nutrition interventions, trade policies, market information systems, sustain-
able agricultural practices, investments in infrastructure, just to name a few, 
all need to be analyzed using a resilience lens. The insights from this type of 
research can yield a collection of good resilience practices, and shared as part 
of local, national, and regional lessons.

• Better understand the role of communities. Researchers should integrate  
local community knowledge into all stages of the research process.  
Existing adaptation and mitigation strategies and approaches, including  
the use of social networks and social capital, can shed light on how resil-
ience can be better strengthened in the future. More knowledge on 
how social institutions respond to external interventions, such as 
government programs or projects undertaken by nongovernmental orga-
nizations (NGOs), especially in the context of shocks, is key. A criti-
cal gap in this area is the extent to which excluded groups, including 
women, the poor, and the discriminated-against, are served or excluded 
by resilience-oriented activities (Chapter 18, Bernier and Meinzen-Dick).

• Identify better approaches to building capacity. The international  
community needs to assess the cost-effectiveness of different capacity- 
building strategies at the individual, organizational, and system levels, in 
order to determine the optimal level of investment in resilience capacity 
building. This effort includes paying attention to the governance capacity 
needed to address shocks that affect multiple sectors, including the capac-
ity needed for decentralized decisionmaking (Chapter 14, Babu and Blom). 
Psychology also plays an important role: research is needed on how people’s 
aspirations interact with development goals such as the take-up of productive 
investment opportunities that can improve the resilience of the poor. Such 
knowledge could help make development programs and social protection 
policies more effective (Chapter 11, Kosec et al.).
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Filling our gaps in knowledge will require us to develop a culture of learn-
ing about resilience and approaches to it, by conducting new research, and 
also by looking at what is already working as well as at what does not work. 
A resilience framework offers an opportunity for researchers to learn from 
practitioners, who work day-to-day at the frontlines of both development 
and humanitarian efforts. Practitioners, in turn, can apply this research to 
improve their programs’ design and implementation, as well as monitoring 
and evaluation of resilience, on the ground.

Policy and Program Actions
This volume has offered insights and evidence, preliminary in some places, 
about the kinds of approaches that have the potential to help build resil-
ience at a number of levels. Many of these approaches have the ultimate aim 
of creating a more resilient food and agriculture system that works for small-
holder producers, consumers, the urban and rural poor, and the environment. 
Various chapters call for the international community and national govern-
ments to take concrete policy and program actions to address specific shocks:

Climate Change. Promoting resilience to climate change through sus-
tainable land management and climate-smart agriculture will require the 
following:

• Expanding R&D and extension services to increase tolerance to 
stresses like heat waves, droughts, floods, salinity, pests, and diseases 
(Chapter 4, Fan and Brzeska; Chapter 15, Davis, Babu, and Blom);

• Supporting innovative risk management mechanisms such as weather 
insurance (Chapter 10, Ceballos and Robles);

• Promoting social capital (Chapter 18, Bernier and Meinzen-Dick); 
and

• Facilitating a diversity of livelihoods and crop choices (Chapter 5, 
Breisinger et al.).

Conflict and Displacement. Improving resilience in the context of vio-
lence and large-scale movements of refugees can involve the following:

• Adopting a multisectoral and participatory approach to resilience 
building in humanitarian situations, bringing together local com-
munities, governments, researchers, development practitioners, and 
humanitarian workers (Chapter 7, Ecker; Chapter 6 Mabiso et al. );
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• Improving market access and livelihood alternatives for refugees and 
vulnerable populations such as pastoralists (Chapter 9, Little and 
McPeak; Chapter 5 Breisinger et al.; Chapter 6, Mabiso et al.);

• Investing in research and development to learn more about community- 
level coping mechanisms and to inform policy options that incorporate  
risk management (Chapter 6, Mabiso et al.; Chapter 9, Little and McPeak).

Food Price Spikes. Among the global, regional, and national strategies 
that can help prevent and cope with food price volatility are the following:

• Adopting policies that mitigate and hedge against risk, such as  
well-regulated futures and exchange markets for commodities and 
stock management strategies to ensure adequate stocks at regional 
levels (Chapter 4, Fan and Brzeska);

• Adjusting biofuel mandates to reduce competition between food and 
fuel uses (Chapter 4, Fan and Brzeska);

• Promoting mutually beneficial trade that does not rely on distortion-
ary and destabilizing policies, especially during times of high food 
prices (Chapter 4, Fan and Brzeska; Chapter 2, Zseleczky and Yosef).

Natural Disasters. Options for increasing resilience in the context of 
droughts, floods, hurricanes/cyclones, and earthquakes include the 
following:

• Investing in new tools and methods to improve detection and 
ensure frequent transmission of information about natural disasters 
(Chapter 2, Zseleczky and Yosef; Chapter 20, Barrett and Headey);

• Supporting social protection, which can not only improve the welfare 
of affected communities but also raise their aspirations for the future 
(Chapter 11, Kosec et al.);

• Mitigating the impacts of natural disasters on especially vulnera-
ble groups such as women and children, whose welfare losses may 
have intergenerational effects (Chapter 12, Alderman and Walker; 
Chapter 3, Hoddinott; Chapter 17,. Kumar and Quisumbing);

• Rebuilding the local economy, particularly agricultural and food pro-
duction, immediately after a disaster has struck.
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Health Shocks. Options for dealing with health shocks and stresses such 
as malnutrition, illness, epidemics, and pandemics, include the following:

• Building human capacity at the individual and group levels, includ-
ing strengthening basic health systems and increasing access to health 
care (Chapter 14, Babu and Blom);

• Focusing on enabling health delivery systems rather than spe-
cific interventions or actions (Chapter 15, Davis, Babu, and Blom; 
Chapter 13, Dufour, Kauffmann, and Marsland);

• Designing food and agriculture programs that are nutrition- 
sensitive and linking these with social protection measures, 
health, water and sanitation, and education (Chapter 13, Dufour 
Kauffmann, and Marsland; Chapter 12, Alderman and Walker).

Taking these types of actions may certainly be beneficial in addressing 
individual shocks. At the same time, responding to shocks on a piecemeal 
basis may not be enough. The world’s food system has become increasingly 
integrated. Poor and vulnerable individuals and communities are often beset 
by multiple shocks that are linked to each other. Climate-induced natural 
disasters, for example, can contribute to financial crises. These crises, 
in turn, can affect the welfare and health of poor households around 
the world. During the past few years, we have also seen the ways in 
which climate-related losses in agricultural crops and poor economic poli-
cies have affected food prices. This price volatility can often lead to social 
unrest and conflict. The linkages among different shocks are complex and 
varied. It is thus essential to also take concerted action that goes beyond 
any one shock, sector, or level. The collection of chapters in this book rec-
ommends a number of overarching policy and program actions that can be 
taken to build up resilience to predict, prevent, and mitigate shocks to the 
entire food system and all its nodes:

• Undertake more integrative programming and policy. Since resil-
ience is a system approach of thinking about food and nutrition secu-
rity, implementing it will require cross-sectoral research, programming, 
and policy. Integrative research can include crossing disciplines as well 
as using both qualitative and quantitative methods (Chapter 6, Mabiso 
et al.). On-the-ground programs that rely on cross-sectoral outcomes 
can force coordination among partners and sectors, and help imple-
menting partners transition from short-term, stand-alone projects 
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to longer-term programs that involve multiple and complementary projects 
all working toward a single, overarching goal (Chapter 19, Frankenberger 
et al.). Integrative policies, which take into account that legal, economic, 
social, and cultural factors all play a role in the vulnerability of poor and 
excluded groups and communities, can go a long way in building their 
resilience to shocks (Chapter 16, von Braun and Thorat).

It is particularly important to use resilience as a tool to redesign food and 
agricultural systems, since it is an apt framework for thinking through 
the complexities of entire food systems (Chapter 3, Hoddinott). Resilient 
communities need flexible and diverse sources of accessible and afford-
able nutritious foods. Resilient smallholder farmers need access to mod-
ern seeds, extension, financing and credit, and markets for inputs and 
outputs (Chapter 15, Davis, Babu, and Blom). A resilient food system 
includes mechanisms for preventing agriculture-related health hazards and 
improving food safety, and relies on a sustainable natural resource base. A 
resilience framework offers the opportunity to design investments in agri-
cultural research and extension, infrastructure, and climate-smart technol-
ogies in an integrated way.

• Improve program design. On-the-ground resilience interventions 
should be based on comprehensive risk-informed, multisector assessments 
of all the contextual factors that affect the system under study (Chapter 
19, Frankenberger et al.). Program design should account for the role of 
women, who are more susceptible to being trapped in long-term poverty, 
and prone to using consumption adjustment strategies that have nega-
tive long-term impacts, such as distress sale of assets or sacrificing their own 
and their families’ health and nutritional status (Chapter 17, Kumar and 
Quisumbing). Nutrition must be made an explicit objective in the program 
design phase: implementers can integrate nutrition indicators and data for 
identifying vulnerable groups, targeting children during the first 1,000 days 
of life, and measuring the nutritional impact of resilience-building programs. 
Linking agricultural interventions to the social protection, health, water and 
sanitation, and education sectors within program design could also be ben-
eficial. Aligning the delivery mechanisms of various projects that address 
different vulnerabilities to ensure that households are reached with a com-
plementary set of interventions is yet another way of using program design 
to enhance resilience (Chapter 13, Dufour, Kauffmann, and Marsland;  
Chapter 12, Alderman and Walker).
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• Invest in measuring resilience. Questions of what to measure, whom to 
measure, how often to measure, what methods to use, and at what scale need 
to be addressed. Measures of resilience must distinguish between the ex ante 
(preshock) extent of resilience and the ex post time path of the outcome (for 
example, food security or nutrition) after the shock has occurred (Chapter 3, 
Hoddinott), as well as identify the extent to which people or communities are 
able to bounce back from a particular shock (Little and McPeak chapter). As 
researchers identify metrics and methods, NGOs and agencies need to use 
compatible methods to test major assumptions. Innovative donor funding 
mechanisms can support NGOs and governments in undertaking risk analysis, 
designing interventions to address underlying causes of vulnerability and risk, 
and implementing monitoring and evaluation (M&E) systems to track prog-
ress and impact (Chapter 19, Frankenberger et al.). Proposals for measuring 
resilience, such as frequent surveying of sentinel sites in global hotspots that are 
highly vulnerable to shocks, may be able to capture the effects of locally rele-
vant shocks and the coping mechanisms people adopt in response (Chapter 20, 
Barrett and Headey). There is also still a great need for solid financial commit-
ments to long-term resilience monitoring, analysis, and building human, insti-
tutional, and system capacity for monitoring and evaluation.

• Use multiple entry points to achieve resilience. There is no single way 
to achieve resilience, and multiple pathways much be explored simulta-
neously. For example, alternative income sources and diversification are 
key, particularly in vulnerable pastoralist areas (Chapter 5, Breisinger et 
al.). Efforts to address the market failures often present in these areas, such 
as uncompetitive markets, imperfect information, and incomplete insur-
ance markets, could help improve livelihoods and lead to economic growth 
(Chapter 8, Calderone, Headey, and Maystadt).  Price information systems, 
and credit and insurance markets can help people better cope with shocks. 
At the same time, income and markets are not enough. Social protection is 
critical during actual emergencies: cash and/or food transfers, or relief pro-
grams, undoubtedly help protect the most vulnerable people in these con-
texts (Chapter 4, Fan and Brzeska; Chapter 13, Dufour, Kauffmann, and 
Marsland; Chapter 11, Kosec et al.; Chapter 12, Alderman and Walker). 
The need for duality rings true for excluded groups as well. Policies that 
help make markets and information work for groups that face exclusion 
and discrimination are essential, but these must be coupled with affirma-
tive action policies to address poverty and marginalization (Chapter 16, 
von Braun and Thorat).

202 SHENGGEN FAN ET AL.



• Draw upon local knowledge and resources. Many communities that 
are hard-hit by shocks already have some resources and knowledge in 
place to deal with these shocks. Pastoralists for example have a number of 
strategies they rely upon in the face of high risk and uncertainly, includ-
ing mobility and intensification of livestock production (Chapter 9, Little 
and McPeak). Practitioners and policymakers should draw upon local peo-
ple’s knowledge when designing and implementing policies and interven-
tions. Existing social capital and social networks can also be harnessed into 
improving local interventions and supplemented with additional resources 
and support to strengthen the adaptive and transformative capacities of 
communities and individuals. Furthermore, projects and policies that 
improve interactions between individuals, communities, and outsiders, 
such as knowledge exchange forums or technology transfers, can also help 
strengthen social networks (Chapter 18, Bernier and Meinzen-Dick).

• Support innovation. Once proven viable, resilience-oriented innovations  
have the potential to protect vulnerable populations against shocks. Several 
pilot programs on weather index insurance, for example, suggest that this 
type of insurance could directly contribute to the resilience of the rural 
poor in developing countries by protecting them against weather extremes 
(Chapter 10, Ceballos and Robles). If there is market demand, the private 
sector could play a role in developing agricultural insurance products, includ-
ing those tailored to men’s and women’s different needs, assess their efficacy, 
and sustainably expand access to them in developing countries (Chapter 
17, Kumar and Quisumbing). Though not a silver bullet, information and 
communication technologies (ICTs) can also be a quick and affordable way 
to share information with smallholders—donors and policymakers  can 
support agricultural extensionists in linking smallholders to such options 
(Chapter 15, Davis, Babu, and Blom). Investments in these emerging prod-
ucts could bring about a wave of innovation in the area of resilience.

• Foster strategic collaboration among different, multi-level actors. 
Alliances, collaborations, or high-level task forces that involve donors, UN 
agencies, researchers, governments, and NGOs have the power to build up 
capacity for resilience. Regional collaborations especially could enhance 
the effectiveness of resilience programming, allowing implementing orga-
nizations to align resources, build staff capacity, share knowledge and 
address cross-border issues, such as border conflicts, natural disasters, and 
migration that require systems thinking and approaches (Chapter 19, 
Frankenberger et al.). New and more flexible funding mechanisms, and 
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partnerships between donors and governments that link humanitarian and 
development activities to support building resilience, should be continued. 
The involvement of multiple government ministries is also key to the mul-
tifaceted problems associated with resilience for food and nutrition security. 
The private sector could also play a key role by making critical investments in 
such areas as infrastructure and funding longer-term programming. To make 
these types of strategic collaborations possible, the incentives of policymakers, 
practitioners, and researchers need to be better aligned. Greater cooperation 
and long-term commitment among researchers and practitioners can help 
produce evidence-based research within a timeframe that is useful for address-
ing more pressing resilience needs (Chapter 6, Mabiso et al.).

• Pay attention to excluded groups. Groups that are discriminated against, 
whether based on gender, race, ethnicity, socioeconomic group, or other fac-
tors, face especially big challenges in accessing resources, being included 
in resilience-oriented initiatives, and making their voices heard.  Policies and 
measures that address these issues could include anti-discrimination laws 
in education, health institutions, and government programs, especially 
those implemented during natural disaster and economic crises, policies for 
empowerment in asset ownership and human resource development, fair rep-
resentation in political governance through affirmative action policies, and 
targeting regions with concentrations of ethnic minorities for development 
(Chapter 16, von Braun and Thorat). Promoting self-organization is also 
helpful to improve access to resources. Vulnerable and excluded people are 
not passive actors in development; instead, their active participation in plan-
ning and implementing interventions and policies is critical.

• Build capacity at all levels. Much of resilience is about developing capa-
bilities at all levels—individual, household, community, national, and 
regional—to deal with all kinds of shocks. There is a critical need for 
assessing capacity requirements from the individual to the organiza-
tional to the system level, in order to develop a comprehensive strategy 
for capacity-development investments (Chapter 15, Davis, Babu, and Blom).

In many developing countries, institutions are weak or missing. Functioning, 
accountable, and transparent institutions are essential to building resil-
ience (Chapter 5, Breisinger et al.).  An important step in strengthen-
ing institutions for resilience, therefore, is building their capacity in ways 
that allow them to help people anticipate, deal with, and recover from 
shocks. Indeed, institutional reforms may be the most effective way to 
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put historically-marginalized people, such as pastoralists in the Horn of 
Africa, on a long-term development path (Chapter 8, Calderone, Headey, 
and Maystadt). Institutions such as national and local governments, as well 
as regional multilateral organizations and development banks, have a unique 
role to play in devising holistic policy frameworks that integrate comple-
mentary services, investments, and safety nets. They can also help overcome 
political inertia and show long-term commitment to such services as exten-
sion (Chapter 15, Davis, Babu, and Blom). Building institutional capacity also 
requires investing in resources and incentives to train and retain qualified 
employees and participants. Given the complexity of resilience, partnerships 
among many actors may require extensive management capacity.

The capacity to operationalize the resilience concept at the field level 
must also be strengthened (Chapter 13, Dufour, Kauffmann and Marsland). 
Nongovernmental organizations have long been at the forefront of the effort 
to build resilience because they operate at the intersection of humanitarian 
relief and long-term development, but other kinds of institutions and organi-
zations such as local government ministries and more informal community 
groups and arrangements are becoming increasingly relevant.

Closing Remarks
This book has framed resilience as a systems approach, with all of the com-
plexity that implies. Its chapters have underlined that resilience is about ensur-
ing a healthy, sustainable global food system that can provide nutritious food 
for all without damaging the planet. A “resilience lens” is a way of looking 
at issues across the food system—including smallholder production, food 
processing, markets and trade, food reserves/stocks, agriculture-related dis-
eases, food safety, social safety nets, and nutrition interventions—with an eye 
toward their role in resilience-building. It denotes a more holistic approach to 
development interventions. Yet it is important to remember that people are 
at the foundation of any system, and building the capacity of a system means 
building the capacity of the individuals within it.

As the development community considers how to frame the post-2015 develop-
ment agenda in the wake of the Millennium Development Goals, resilience may fit 
into this agenda in several ways. Resilience could be a natural overarching theme 
of post-2015 goals, encompassing poverty eradication, food security, and nutrition 
security. It could also be seen as a way of connecting people-centered development 
goals with planet-centered sustainability goals. A resilience agenda could serve as 
the impetus to a commitment in the development community to eliminate emer-
gencies that arise from recurrent shocks such as drought.
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Clearly, improving resilience for food and nutrition security will require 
better data and information on risks and responses, better approaches to mon-
itoring and measuring resilience, a commitment to including the most vul-
nerable people in decisionmaking, and extensive work across disciplinary and 
sectoral boundaries. There are roles for a wide range of actors:

• Governments need to create an enabling environment for resilience that 
includes, among other things, disaster preparedness and relief, strate-
gic food reserves, safety nets, education and healthcare, infrastructure, 
agricultural investment and well-functioning, efficient, and fair trade 
and market systems.

• Communities need to demand the tools for greater resilience.

• Nongovernmental organizations need to do more to link humanitarian 
and development actions and measure resilience to strengthen monitoring 
and evaluation.

• The private sector should explore whether goods and services that build 
resilience can be profitable, especially those that contribute to innovative 
value chains, financing, and insurance instruments.

• Researchers need to improve their understanding of resilience and how 
to measure it by, among other things, settling on the concept, theory, and 
implications of resilience; looking at new methods and tools for modeling 
risks and modeling resilience throughout whole systems; identifying resil-
ience success stories; and improving the evidence base on resilience in ways 
that are useful for development practitioners.

Looking ahead to a future of continuing and even increasing shocks, we 
will need to get better at finding ways to cope—and to thrive—in the pres-
ence of shocks. Achieving food and nutrition security for all will not be 
possible if each shock pushes people into poverty, hunger, or malnutrition. 
The post-2015 agenda must incorporate the aim of eliminating both sudden 
and chronic food crises, even as shocks strike. Indeed, achieving the goal of 
ending hunger and undernutrition by 2025 demands no less.
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