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Central to the challenge of responding effectively to humanitarian crises is the 
recognised need to improve assessment practice; to achieve a more consistent and 
accurate picture of the scale and nature of the problems people in crisis face, and to 
ensure that decisions about response are properly informed by that understanding. The 
lack of a system-wide, transparent method for prioritising response has been identified 
as a major problem and a contributing factor to the inequitable allocation of humanitarian 
resources across different contexts. There is a recognised need for greater consistency 
in the way problems are framed, in terms of observable symptoms, proximate causes 
and acute risk factors.1 
 
Two other points about food security assessments in particular are relevant here. Firstly, 
there is a consensus that they should provide a basis for determining a broader range of 
intervention options than at present. Secondly, it has been suggested that they should 
distinguish more clearly between situations where the primary rationale for food 
assistance is to save lives, and situations where the main rationale is to protect assets or 
livelihoods2.    
 
HEA brings the following strengths to needs assessment and response planning: 

• Using a relatively simple and conceptually clear framework, HEA provides a 
quantified comparison between current or predicted access to food and cash income 
and minimum needs for food and non-food goods and services. It answers the 
question, ‘How much support is required?’ And through establishing different 
thresholds (the Survival and Livelihoods Protection Thresholds) the question can 
be expanded to, ‘How much is needed to save lives?’ or ‘How much is needed to 
protect livelihoods?’  

• Quantification of food and income in absolute terms (kilocalories accessed and cash 
earned) means that comparisons between different wealth groups and different 
areas can be made, which facilitates prioritisation of resources 

• Because HEA is based on a holistic view of livelihoods – estimating the effect of 
change on both food and cash income, and on the need to sell assets or forego  

• non-food expenditure – which also takes into account the role of markets, it enables 
a range of possible interventions to be identified. This is illustrated in the figure 
below. 

                                                
1 Darcy, J and Hofmann, C-A. According to Need? Needs assessment and decision-making in 
the humanitarian sector. Humanitarian Policy Group Report 15, Overseas Development Institute, 
London. September 2003 
2 Darcy, J and Hofmann, C-A (see above) 
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The range of interventions for addressing a deficit 

 
 


