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Food security exists when all people, at all times, have 
physical and economic access to sufficient safe and 
nutritious food to meet their dietary needs and food 

preferences for an active and healthy life. Household food 
security means applying this concept to individuals within 
the household. Activities aimed at improving national- 
level food security may be quite different from those  
directed towards improving household food security. 
Both national and household food security have gender  
implications.

Food security is multidimensional and multi-sectoral and 
involves many issues from food production, distribution 
and marketing, preparation, processing and storage to 
population and health, education, employment and in-
come, nutrition, trade, services and infrastructure. It con-
sists of four main dimensions: availability, access, utiliza-
tion and stability/vulnerability. Women, girls, boys and 
men each have a special role in ensuring food security.

Acute food insecurity in emergency situations differs 
from chronic food insecurity. Most emergencies happen 
in situations of chronic food insecurity. For this reason, 
it is important to recognize the kind of emergency, for 
example sudden natural emergencies, chronic emergen-
cies, complex emergencies and slow-onset emergencies, 
as responses may differ significantly. Chronic and transi-
tory food insecurity, which is associated with the inability 
of households to maintain their consumption levels in 
the face of fluctuations, may have differential effects on 
women, girls, boys and  men, both at the community and 
household levels. 

What are the gender implications of food security?

Women and men have different and complementary roles 
and responsibilities in securing nutritional well-being for 

all members of the household and the community. Age 
is another important element to be considered. Women 
often play a greater role in ensuring nutrition, food safety 
and quality, and are also often responsible for processing 
and preparing food for their households. Women tend to 
spend a considerable part of their cash income on house-
hold food requirements. After a crisis, livelihood strate-
gies of women and men may change and you should as-
sess the new division of tasks to ensure food security and 
nutritional well-being for the household to design effec-
tive rehabilitation programmes. It is important for you to 
establish how many women and  men can be helped and 
for how long support is needed. You should also teach 
women, girls, boys and  men about the nutritional value 
of foods and how to cook them so as to support them in 
the new context, when they need to take up new roles.

Recognizing women’s and men’s distinct roles in family 
nutrition is key to improving food security at the house-
hold level. Underlying causes of malnutrition that must 
be addressed include work load, dietary intake and diver-
sity, health and disease and maternal and child care. 

This chapter looks at the three aspects: food security, food 
distribution and nutrition. We’ve also developed specific 
sub-chapters on each aspect, which detail information 
and actions you should take when planning and imple-
menting gender-sensitive emergency and rehabilitation 
programmes and projects. 

Overall food security issues, due to their multi-faceted 
aspects, have a number of key players involved, principal 
among them FAO and WFP. In the ongoing humanitarian 
reform, nutrition is a cluster led by UNICEF. Food distribu-
tion remains an important component of the food sector 
and is led by WFP. 

Gender and food  
security, food  

distribution and  
nutrition in emergencies
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In the aftermath of disasters, affected communities 
will need help to restart agricultural activities as soon 
as possible, in order to meet household food securi-

ty needs adequately and restore resilience. Since emer-
gencies tend to exacerbate existing vulnerabilities, the 
respective roles and responsibilities of women and men 
and their constraints, needs and capacities need to be 
analysed and understood in order to ensure that effective 
assistance is provided. Ultimately, the objective is to as-
sist in a quicker and more sustainable recovery, especially 
for the most disadvantaged and vulnerable groups.

Household food security does not necessarily mean the 
same as food self-sufficiency, which refers to sufficient 
domestic production to meet the needs of the popula-
tion. It refers both to the availability and stability of food, 
and the purchasing power of the household where food 
is not produced. Food security also depends on food ad-
equacy and acceptability to consumers, as well as the 
availability of clean water and firewood. The collection of 
water and firewood is often the task of women and girls, 
and may be compromised in emergency settings, affect-
ing ability to transform rations and food into an adequate 
diet. Food processing, conservation and storage are also 
important considerations when planning food security 
interventions.

Food security is an issue for individuals within house-
holds, for households as a whole, for nations and for the 
international community. At the household level, indi-
vidual members may be malnourished while others have 
sufficient food. In some societies, women and/or children 
are the victims of food discrimination. You should assess 
women’s and men’s access to food and the difference in 
calorie intake according to gender within the affected 
population. At the national level, there may be sufficient 

food supplies, but food-insecure households or areas 
may exist due to production/supply shortages, low in-
come levels and general lack of access to those supplies. 
Internationally, food production levels are more than suf-
ficient to feed all people, but food is not equally available 
or accessible. Improving food security means ensuring 
households have the means to produce sufficient food 
of acceptable quality for their own consumption — or 
earn enough regular income to purchase it and access 
the market, while ensuring all members of the household 
have sufficient access.  

Whether in terms of labour input, decision-making, access 
to or control of production resources, gender issues should 
be mainstreamed in food security, looking at the four di-
mensions mentioned earlier: availability, access, utiliza-
tion and stability. Gender aspects are relevant to most of 
these issues since women and men are generally affected 
differently by the emergency and displacement and have 
different access to and control over finances and resources. 
Women are active in cash and subsistence agricultural sec-
tors and their work in producing food for household and 
community consumption is often not valued.

Many failures in food security programmes and policies 
are due to the assumption that large groups of people 
are homogeneous, rather than being composed of socio-
economic groups with different needs and interests. 
Goals and objectives cannot be achieved without a clear 
understanding of the target group. Knowing who does 
what work and carries out what roles in providing for 
household food security is essential in policy planning. 
If women are responsible for a particular aspect of food 
policy they need to be specifically targeted, rather 
than assuming that they will automatically be reached 
— the same is true for men. Women and men should 
not be treated as all the same and a specific socio-
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economic group may be the target of special policies and 
programmes. You should consider the effects of food aid, 
subsidies and rehabilitation programmes on women, as the 
principal providers of food for the household, as opposed 
to looking at households as units. There may be no man 
associated with the household and even where there is 
one, it may still be considered women’s responsibility to 
provide for food by whatever means possible. You need 
good knowledge of food security-related socio-economic 
issues and an understanding of how women and men 
make their choices and interact. 

Food security assessment in the West Bank  
and Gaza Strip

In 2003, FAO and WFP undertook a comprehensive food security 
and nutrition assessment across all districts of the West Bank 
and Gaza Strip. A key objective was to understand the factors 
and conditions affecting livelihoods and food security and 
nutritional vulnerability of women, girls, boys and men. In 
addition to reviewing secondary data, the mission conducted a 
primary data collection and analysis exercise in urban, camp and 
remote rural locations. This involved extensive field visits, focus 
group discussions, pairwise comparison ranking, household 
observations, and interviews using a gender focus. 

What do we need to know to 
plan and implement gender-
responsive food security  
programmes in emergencies?

What are the demographic factors?

•	 Number of landless poor (disaggregated by sex).

•	 Number of herdless pastoralists (by sex).

•	 Number of poorest in caste groups (by sex).

•	 Most marginalized communities (composition and size).

•	� Number of temporary and long-term or permanent 
migrants.

•	 Disaggregated data by age, wealth and marriage status. 

What are the social factors and how have they 
changed since the crisis?

•	� What are the different types of households after the  
crisis (e.g. female- or child-headed households)? 

•	� What is the composition of households needing spe-
cial assistance (e.g. unaccompanied children, widows 
without families, disabled and women, girls, boys and 
men affected by HIV/AIDS)?

•	� Has there been recognition of the roles of women 
and men in caring for their extended families and  
dependents?

•	� Are the specific needs of women, children, men and 
disabled recognized?

•	� Is the local knowledge of women and men recognized 
and used in planning food security interventions?

•	� What is the local level of organization of women, 
youth, men and disabled in the rural communities? Can  
informal networks or formal associations be supported 
and how?

•	� Is there any community support to women and men 
for food production, transport and delivery?

•	� What are the community and household power struc-
tures in relation to the use of food, land and other pro-
ductive resources?

•	� How acceptable to the population are the proposed 
commodities, according to gender-disaggregated 
needs?

•	� Who controls resources (production tools, food, etc.) at 
both the community and household level?

•	� Who in the household is responsible for food safety 
and the hygiene considerations for ensuring food and 
nutrition security? 

•	� Who in the household is responsible for processing, 
conservation and storage of food? 

What are the economic factors and how have they 
changed since the crisis?

•	� What is the level of poverty of women, girls, boys and 
men?

•	� Do women and men have equal access to the local 
market? 

•	� What is the process for local food procurement for 
women and men?

•	� Do both women and men have access to cash and 
food-for-work opportunities, credit and agricultural in-
puts? 

•	� Is cash available for women and men to meet non-food 
needs? 

•	� Do both women and men have access to food aid ser-
vices and programmes?

•	� What are their levels of self-sufficiency in particular 
crops?

•	� Are there adequate and stable food supplies and access 
(quantity, quality and nutritional aspects) for women 
and men?
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What are the political factors and how have they 
changed as a result of the crisis?

•	 Is any group being discriminated against? 

•	� Are national and/or customary practices and laws limit-
ing women’s access to land and other productive assets? 

•	� Do both women and men have access to agricultural 
services?

•	� Do national legislation and laws ensure equal rights 
(e.g. to land) to women and men? 

•	� What are the consultation procedures in policy formu-
lation and implementation processes?

•	� Do mechanisms exist for involving women and most 
vulnerable groups in decision- and policy-making? 

•	� Do subsidies on products exist and what are their ef-
fects on production of food crops and incomes of poor 
women and men?

What are the institutional and security factors and 
how have they changed since the crisis?

•	� Have institutional arrangements and mechanisms been 
developed to ensure that the views and concerns of 
women and vulnerable groups at village, regional and 
national levels are brought to the attention of policy-
makers?

•	� What are the information dissemination and com-
munication channels, and are special measures taken 
to ensure the access by women and most vulnerable 
groups?

•	� Is the presence of weapons and land mines creating any 
mobility problems for women and men to reach the lo-
cal market to purchase food or their agricultural fields?

•	� Do women, girls, boys or men face problems with phys-
ical security in accessing food security assistance?

Actions to ensure gender 
equality programming in  
food security

Household food supply and food access 

•	� Assess the gender-specific food insecurity situation in 
emergency settings. Is it due to i) loss of own produc-
tion or stocks; ii) loss of income and/or tradable assets; 
iii) difficult economic access to food (i.e. price increase); 
iv) breakdown of traditional support systems or any 
other cause?

•	� Ensure that women and men have equal access to food 
and other productive resources. 

Gender-sensitive needs assessment

•	� Assess the priority needs and constraints of women 
and men to increase household food security in the 
short and long term.

•	� Gather the perceptions of the target population to 
provide a basis for decision-makers in the design, tar-
geting and implementation of policies, strategies and 
interventions to protect and promote food security. 

•	� Assess if any problem resulted from the division of 
labour or from the inequitable access to resources by 
women and men.

Vulnerability maps

•	� Identify areas and sectors of population (women, girls, 
boys and men) most at risk of food insecurity.

•	� Identify types and levels of hazards based on past, 
present and projected trends to assess the needs of 
the areas and groups of people (disaggregated by sex) 
most at risk.

•	� Formulate supplementary feeding programmes for at-
risk sections of the population, with the active partici-
pation of women, girls, boys and men. 

Gender-disaggregated data and gender-sensitive  
indicators

•	� Disaggregate by sex existing data on different socio-
economic groups in food-insecure communities. 

•	� Conduct surveys and rapid appraisals to collect direct 
information from women and men, with adequate rep-
resentation of different socio-economic groups.

•	� Analyse data with a gender perspective, taking into ac-
count the division of tasks, access to and control over 
productive resources and decision-making patterns 
between women and men at household and commu-
nity levels.

•	� Disseminate information disaggregated by sex to raise 
awareness among policy-makers on relevance of gen-
der issues in food security programmes and policies. 

•	� Formulate a core set of gender-sensitive indicators to 
monitor and evaluate the impact of food security pro-
grammes and policies on women, girls, boys and men.

Emergency livelihood analysis 

•	� Assess constraints, productive capacity and capabilities 
of household food securers of different socio-econom-
ic groups, including female- and child-headed house-
holds and families with disabled and HIV/AIDS-affected 
people.
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•	� Identify livelihood strategies of women and men to 
overcome (transitory) food insecurity and vulnerability. 

•	� Make recommendations to facilitate women’s access 
to land and other productive resources (e.g. credit and 
technology).

•	� Consider whether rations are to be provided in grain or 
meal/flour form as this could add to women’s tasks.

•	� Assess the local cultural practices for women and men 
when planning food aid programmes to see how ac-
ceptable the proposed commodities are to the differ-
ent segments of the community. 

•	� Promote new income-generation and diversified ac-
tivities for women, girls, boys and men.

Stakeholders analysis 

•	� Identify the main stakeholders of the food security pro-
gramme in emergency and rehabilitation contexts.

•	� Ensure that women and men actively participate in the 
design, implementation and monitoring and evalua-
tion of food security programmes and policies.

•	� Actively involve women in policy-making bodies, key 
advocacy and interest groups.

•	� Consult with women, girls, boys and men to select ap-
propriate targeting mechanisms.

•	� Identify potential risks and consequences for creat-
ing lasting direct benefits for recipients and to local  
governance.

•	� Carry out field visits, focus group discussions, pair-
wise comparison ranking, household observations and 
interviews with mixed or separate groups of women, 
girls, boys and men.

•	� Identify with the population the priority problems and 
development opportunities for each socio-economic 
group.

Gender-sensitive targeting 

•	� Establish mechanisms to reach the specific target 
groups of women, girls, boys and men.

•	� Assess women’s participation in defining target 
groups.

•	� Ensure enough flexibility for programmes to be adjust-
ed if particular target groups of women, girls, boys and 
men are being adversely affected, using a participatory 
approach.

Capacity building

•	� Raise awareness of decision-makers and extension 
workers on the importance of gender issues in emer-
gency programmes.

•	� Assess what support women and men need to increase 
their capacities and skills and if both will benefit from 
new skills introduced by the food security programme.

•	� Promote equal access to training, extension and infor-
mation to women and most vulnerable groups.

•	� Organize business skills development courses (joint or 
separate training according to the socio-cultural con-
text) for women, girls, boys and men.

Checklist to assess gender equality programming in the food 
security sector 
The checklist below is derived from the action section in this chapter, and provides a useful tool to remind sector actors of 
key issues to ensure gender equality programming. In addition, the checklist, together with the sample indicators in the 
Basics Chapter, serves as a basis for project staff to develop context-specific indicators to measure progress in the incorpo-
ration of gender issues into humanitarian action.

Food Security – Gender Checklist

Analysis of gender differences

1.	 A participatory needs assessment is undertaken, consulting an equal number of women and men, to gather information on:
•	 short- and long-term losses of livelihood assets of women and men (e.g. single season’s harvest or permanent loss of land);
•	 changes in women’s and men’s access to and control over land or other critical productive resources;
•	 literacy level and employment rates of female- and male-headed households;
•	 the coping strategies of women and men in the crisis situation;
•	 malnutrition rates for girls and boys in terms of stunting, wasting and underweight; and 
• 	 micronutrient deficiencies.

2.	� The data is analysed and used for programming to ensure activities will benefit women, girls, boys and men directly and indirectly.
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Design

1.	� The operation is designed to address the different effects of the disaster on women and men and to build on existing/available capaci-
ties of women, girls, boys and men in the community.

Access and control

1.	� Women’s, girls’, boys’ and men’s access to services, as well as control over productive resources, is routinely monitored through spot 
checks, discussions with communities, etc.

2.	 Obstacles to equal access are promptly addressed.

Participation

1.	 Women and men are systematically consulted and included in food security interventions.

2.	 Women and men participate equally and meaningfully in decision-making and management of livelihood assets.

3.	 Women and men participate equally and meaningfully on registration and distribution committees.

Training/Capacity building

1.	� Training and skills development is made available to balanced numbers of women, men and adolescent girls and boys based on a 
needs assessment.

2.	 Training and skills development activities are organized at a time and venue convenient for both women and men.

3.	 Training and information materials are developed based on the education level and knowledge of different socio-economic groups.

Actions to address GBV

1.	� Training on GBV-related issues and potential risk factors is conducted for an equal number of female and male humanitarian workers 
to enable them to provide support to affected persons and direct them to adequate information and counselling centres.

2.	� Programmes are in place to ensure income-generation activities and economic options for women and girls so they do not have to 
engage in unsafe sex in exchange for money, housing, food or education — or are exposed in other ways to GBV because of being 
economically dependent on others.

3.	� Women and men in the community, including village leaders and men’s groups, are sensitized on violence against women and girls, 
including domestic violence

Targeted actions based on gender analysis

1.	 Public awareness campaigns on women’s and children’s rights (e.g. right to food) are organized.

2.	� Vulnerable groups are taught about their property rights (e.g. land) to increase their negotiating power and diminish abusive  
relationships.

3.	� Social mobilization is supported to raise awareness on the main (practical and strategic) needs of the most vulnerable groups as part 
of their empowerment process. 

4.	 Gender disparities are addressed in basic and productive infrastructures to ensure food security for the most vulnerable communities.

Monitoring and evaluation based on sex- and age-disaggregated data

1.	� The perceptions of women and men regarding changes in their lives (positive and negative) as a result of food security interventions 
are recorded and the implications are addressed in programming.

2.	� Assessments are conducted of the specific changes occurring in the livelihood systems of beneficiary female-, male- and child-headed 
households.

3.	� An analysis of how women’s and men’s different needs could have been met more efficiently is prepared and informs future  
programming.

Coordinate actions with all partners

1.	� Actors in your sector liaise with actors in other sectors to coordinate on gender issues.

2.	� The sector/cluster has a gender action plan, has developed and routinely measures project-specific indicators based on the checklist 
provided in the IASC Gender Handbook.
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In an emergency, the focus is on primary needs and on 
meeting them through the delivery of aid as quick-
ly and equally as possible. Complex emergencies 

have different impacts on women and men and often 
change households’ dynamics. We need to be sensitive to 
women’s and men’s different needs and interests in food 
distribution. In other words, gender perspectives must  
be mainstreamed from the outset in design, data collec-
tion, needs assessment and vulnerability analysis, target-
ing, programme planning and management and, ulti-
mately, monitoring and evaluation. To this end, we must:

•	� understand the cultural and social context of wom-
en’s and men’s roles as they relate to all aspects of 
food aid interventions;

The right of everyone to an adequate standard 
 of living, including food

•	 �Article 25 of the UDHR and article 11 of the ICESCR guaran-
tee the right to food. The principle of non-discrimination, 	
protected by these two instruments, also applies to the right 
to food. 

•	 �The right to food is realized when every woman, girl, boy and 
man, alone or in community with others, has physical and 
economic access at all times to quality, adequate and cultur-
ally acceptable food, or means for its procurement. Such ac-
cess must be guaranteed by the State. The right to adequate 
food shall not be interpreted in a narrow or restrictive sense 
which equates it with a minimum package of calories, pro-
teins and other specific nutrients.

•	� understand how gender relations affect access to and 
control over food;

•	� understand the variability of food consumption, health 
and nutrition between women, girls, boys and men 
and how these factors affect their use of food;

•	� analyse how the benefits of food aid interventions can 
be effectively targeted to both women and men and 
used to promote gender equality; and

•	� anticipate any negative impacts food aid may have 
on women or men (e.g. protection concerns for wom-
en), understand the power dynamics in the commu-
nity and ensure that women’s leadership structures 
are understood.

Lack of Transparency and Communication  
Increases Risk to People of Concern

We must inform communities (host, refugees, IDPs, others) 
about who qualifies for food aid, the selection criteria, targeting 
and distribution arrangements (timing, composition and size of 
food rations), entitlements and so on, so that the intervention 
does not heighten risk and insecurity for anyone. Consultations 
with various sectors of the population can help identify potential 
sources of risk and entry points to resolve tensions early on. Dur-
ing a focus group discussion in Colombia, for example, women 
reported tensions between people receiving food aid and other 
members of the community not receiving food who were ques-
tioning their exclusion from food aid activities.
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What do we need to know 
to design and implement 
a gender-responsive food 
distribution system in 
emergencies?

What are the population demographics?

•	� Total number of households/family members — disag-
gregated by sex and age. 

•	� Number of single female- and male-headed house-
holds and number of households headed by children 
(girls and boys).

•	� Number of unaccompanied children, elderly, disabled, 
pregnant and lactating women.

What is the social, political, cultural and security con-
text? What has changed as a result of the emergency?

•	� What are the existing power structures (formal and in-
formal) within the community?

•	� Are there differences between women’s and men’s po-
sitions/roles and responsibilities in relation to their eth-
nicity, religious beliefs? 

•	� Are members of the community equally affected by the 
emergency? Have women, girls, boys and men been af-
fected differently?

•	� How many people were previously highly vulnerable? 
What has changed?

•	� What are the customs, culture and traditions that limit 
access to and control over food to any members of the 
household/community/population at large?

•	� If there are weapons in circulation, who controls them 
and who is most at risk? How does this affect access 
to food?

•	� What are the religion-based food restrictions/prefer-
ences for women and men in the community?

•	� What are the cultural food restrictions/preferences for 
women and men in the community?

What are the food security and nutrition needs? 

•	� Is food available, accessible and usable by all members 
of the household/community/population? 

•	 How do gender disparities affect food insecurity?

•	� How is the food shared within households? (Intra-
household food distribution and consumption: who 
eats first?)

•	� What is the nutritional status of the affected popula-
tion (disaggregated by sex/age)?

•	� Are there any food taboos or restrictions for women, 
men, children under 5 and pregnant and lactating 
women? What are the eating habits of the population 
as a whole?

•	� Who receives food aid on behalf of the household? 
Who decides about its use?

Actions to ensure gender 
equality programming in  
food distribution

Ensure equality in targeting and registration

•	� Collect sex-disaggregated data for planning, imple-
mentation and evaluation of food aid.

•	� Involve women and men equally in programme design 
and targeting.

•	� Analyse and understand the impact of food aid inter-
vention on women, girls, boys and men.

•	� Consult with women and men separately to anticipate 
and address any negative impact food aid interven-
tions may have on women, girls, boys or men.

•	� Ensure that each household ration card for free food 
distributions is issued in a woman’s name.

•	� Register households receiving food aid to facilitate 
equal distribution.

•	� Ensure that female- and adolescent-headed house-
holds and other vulnerable groups are included in food 
distribution lists.

•	� If polygamy is widely practised, ensure that women are 
recipients of food aid for themselves and their children. 

Ensure equal participation of women, girls, boys 
and men in decision-making and capacity building

•	� Assess the different roles of women and men in food 
management and consumption, both at the commu-
nity and household levels.

•	� Ensure equal participation of women and men in food 
management and asset-creation committees, includ-
ing at executive-level positions.

•	� Provide training opportunities to women and men on 
leadership and negotiation skills.
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•	� Determine factors that might hinder women’s or men’s 
regular participation in committees, trainings or other 
activities and address them (e.g. provide child care fa-
cilities; schedule the meetings so that they do not coin-
cide with traditional meal/prayer times).

Distribute food aid equitably

•	� Ensure that distribution points are as close and acces-
sible to beneficiaries as possible (distance should be no 
more than 10 km, Sphere Standards).

•	� Ensure that the distribution arrangements (time, place, 
schedule, size and weight, etc.) do not discriminate 
against vulnerable or marginalized groups.

•	� Arrange food distribution so it does not add burdens 
on women.

•	� Adopt positive measures to redress the discrimination 
in allocation of food resources (e.g. ensure that children 
under 5, the sick or malnourished, pregnant and lactat-
ing women and other vulnerable groups are given pri-
ority for feeding).

•	� Incorporate strategies to prevent, monitor and respond 
to violence, including gender-based violence and sex-
ual exploitation and abuse, at all stages of the project 
cycle, for example early distribution to allow beneficia-
ries to reach home during daylight.

•	� Ensure that all people of concern are equally and fully 
informed about the food aid interventions, for example 
the size and composition of the ration, beneficiary se-
lection criteria, place and time of distribution, no ser-
vice required in exchange for receiving the ration and 
proper channels for reporting abuse cases. 

•	� In consultation with women, anticipate and address 
any negative impacts that the distribution of food 
to women and the issuance of food entitlements in 
women’s names may have on the community and  
intra-household relationships.

•	� Consider, to the extent possible, direct/easily acces-
sible distribution to the most vulnerable groups and/or 
the provision of means of transportation to communi-
ties or groups of beneficiaries (e.g. community-owned 
wheelbarrows).

•	� Identify, together with communities and partners, safe 
and easily accessible areas for distribution. 

Ensure monitoring and evaluation take gender is-
sues into consideration

•	� Ensure equal participation of women and men in moni-
toring, evaluation and review of progress and results.

•	� Together with people of concern, develop monitoring 
and evaluation tools that specifically look at the impact 
of food distribution on women’s and men’s vulnerabil-
ity, including in the design of questionnaires that ex-
amine how the food needs of women and men have 
been addressed.

•	� Assess the impact of the food aid programme on wom-
en and men (needs, access and control over resources, 
physical and human capital, income and livelihood op-
tions, etc.).

•	� Consult women, girls, boys and men in the identifica-
tion of remaining gaps and areas of improvement.
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Food Distribution – Gender Checklist

Analysis of gender differences

1.	 Participatory assessments with women, girls, boys and men gather information on:

•	 roles of women, girls, boys and men in food procurement; 

•	 cultural and religious food restrictions/preferences for women and men;

•	 differences in women’s and men’s control over and access to food resources; 

•	 cultural, practical and security-related obstacles women, girls, boys and men could be expected to face in accessing services.

2.	 Reasons for inequalities between women, girls, boys and men are analysed and addressed through programming.

3.	 The gender analysis is reflected in planning documents and situation reports.

Design of services 

1.	 �Services are designed to reduce women’s and children’s time spent getting to, at and returning from food distribution points (e.g. 
distribution organized at different time intervals to avoid crowds and long waiting time; to ensure timely distribution and to avoid long 
waits for food delivery by partners). 

2.	 Services are designed to reduce the burden that the receipt of food aid may pose on women beneficiaries: 

•	 food distribution points established as close to beneficiaries as possible; 

•	 weight of food packages manageable and efficient for women (e.g. 25 kg vs. 50 kg bags, etc.).

Access

1.	 Women’s, girls’, boys’ and men’s access to services is routinely monitored through spot checks, discussions with communities, etc.

2.	 Obstacles to equal access are promptly addressed.

Participation

1.	 �Women and men take part equally (in numbers and consistency) in decision-making, planning, implementation and management of 
food aid programmes.

2.	 �Committees with equal representation of women and men are formed for targeting, monitoring and distributing of food items and for 
determining the needs of vulnerable/marginalized groups.

Training/Capacity building

1.	 An equal number of women and men are employed in food distribution programmes and have equal access to trainings.

Actions to address GBV

1.	 Both women and men are included in the process of selecting a safe distribution point.

2.	 Food distribution is done by a sex-balanced team.

3.	 “Safe spaces” are created at the distribution points and “safe passage” schedules created for women and children heads of households.

4.	 Distribution is conducted early in the day to allow beneficiaries to reach home during daylight.

5.	 Security and instances of abuse are monitored.

Checklist to assess gender equality programming In  
food distribution 
The checklist below is derived from the action section in this chapter and provides a useful tool to remind sector actors 
of key issues to ensure gender equality programming. In addition, the checklist, together with the sample indicators in 
the Basics Chapter, serves as a basis for project staff to develop context-specific indicators to measure progress in the 
incorporation of gender issues into humanitarian action.
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Targeted actions based on gender analysis

1.	 Women are designated as the initial point of contact for emergency food distribution.

2.	 Women are the food entitlement holders.

3.	 �Positive measures are adopted to redress the discrimination in allocation of food resources (e.g. ensure that children under 5, the sick 
or malnourished, pregnant and lactating women and other vulnerable groups are given priority for feeding).

Monitoring and evaluation based on sex- and age-disaggregated data

1.	 Sex- and age-disaggregated data on food distribution coverage is collected, analysed and routinely reported on. 

2.	 �Monitoring and evaluation tools are developed in consultation with women and men in the target population to specifically look at the 
impact of food distribution on women’s and men’s vulnerability, including in the design of questionnaires that examine how the food 
needs of women and men have been addressed.

3.	 �The impact of the food aid programme on women and men (needs, access and control over resources, physical and human capital, 
income and livelihood options, etc.) is assessed.

4.	 Women, girls, boys and men are consulted in the identification of remaining gaps and areas of improvement.

5.	 Plans are developed and implemented to address any inequalities and ensure access and safety for all of the target population.

Coordinate actions with all partners

1.	 �Actors in your sector liaise with actors in other sectors to coordinate on gender issues, including participating in regular meetings of the 
gender network.

2.	 �The sector/cluster has a gender action plan, has developed and routinely measures project-specific indicators based on the checklist 
provided in the IASC Gender Handbook.

Food Distribution – Gender Checklist

Analysis of gender differences

1.	 Participatory assessments with women, girls, boys and men gather information on:

•	 roles of women, girls, boys and men in food procurement; 

•	 cultural and religious food restrictions/preferences for women and men;

•	 differences in women’s and men’s control over and access to food resources; 

•	 cultural, practical and security-related obstacles women, girls, boys and men could be expected to face in accessing services.

2.	 Reasons for inequalities between women, girls, boys and men are analysed and addressed through programming.

3.	 The gender analysis is reflected in planning documents and situation reports.

Design of services 

1.	 �Services are designed to reduce women’s and children’s time spent getting to, at and returning from food distribution points (e.g. 
distribution organized at different time intervals to avoid crowds and long waiting time; to ensure timely distribution and to avoid long 
waits for food delivery by partners). 

2.	 Services are designed to reduce the burden that the receipt of food aid may pose on women beneficiaries: 

•	 food distribution points established as close to beneficiaries as possible; 

•	 weight of food packages manageable and efficient for women (e.g. 25 kg vs. 50 kg bags, etc.).

Access

1.	 Women’s, girls’, boys’ and men’s access to services is routinely monitored through spot checks, discussions with communities, etc.

2.	 Obstacles to equal access are promptly addressed.

Participation

1.	 �Women and men take part equally (in numbers and consistency) in decision-making, planning, implementation and management of 
food aid programmes.

2.	 �Committees with equal representation of women and men are formed for targeting, monitoring and distributing of food items and for 
determining the needs of vulnerable/marginalized groups.

Training/Capacity building

1.	 An equal number of women and men are employed in food distribution programmes and have equal access to trainings.

Actions to address GBV

1.	 Both women and men are included in the process of selecting a safe distribution point.

2.	 Food distribution is done by a sex-balanced team.

3.	 “Safe spaces” are created at the distribution points and “safe passage” schedules created for women and children heads of households.

4.	 Distribution is conducted early in the day to allow beneficiaries to reach home during daylight.

5.	 Security and instances of abuse are monitored.
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Resources
1.	� Inter-Agency Standing Committee (IASC). “Action Sheet 6.1: Implement Safe Food Security and Nutrition Pro-

grammes.” Guidelines for Gender-based Violence Interventions in Humanitarian Settings: Focusing on Prevention of and 
Response to Sexual Violence in Emergency. Geneva, 2005.  
http://www.reliefweb.int/library/documents/2005/iasc-gen-30sep.pdf 

2.	� Inter-Agency Workshop on Integration of Gender into Needs Assessment and Planning of Humanitarian Assistance. 
Summary guidelines and checklist for integrating gender analysis and assessment. Geneva, 2001.  
http://www.reliefweb.int/library/GHARkit/files/workshoponintegrationofgenterintoneeds.pdf 

3.	� International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC). Addressing the Needs of Women Affected by Armed Conflict: An ICRC 
Guidance Document. Geneva, 2004.  
http://www.icrc.org/Web/Eng/siteeng0.nsf/htmlall/p0840/$File/ICRC_002_0840.PDF!Open 

4.	 Oxfam GB. Gender Standards for Humanitarian Responses. Oxford, 2004. 

5.	� The Sphere Project: Humanitarian Charter and Minimum Standards in Disaster Response. “Chapter 3: Minimum Stan-
dards in Food Security, Nutrition and Food Aid.” The Sphere Handbook: 2004 Revised Version. Geneva, 2004.  
http://www.sphereproject.org/content/view/27/84/lang,English/ 

6.	� United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO)/World Food Programme (WFP). Socio-Economic and Gender 
Analysis (SEAGA) Programme. Passport to Maintaining a Gender Perspective in Emergency Programmes: Key Analytical 
Questions for Designing Gender-Sensitive Humanitarian Interventions. Rome, 2001.  
http://www.fao.org/sd/seaga/downloads/En/passporten.pdf 

7.	� United Nations High Commissioner on Refugees. UNHCR Handbook for Emergencies. Geneva, 2000.  
http://www.unhcr.org/cgi-bin/texis/vtx/publ/opendoc.pdf?tbl=PUBL&id=3bb2fa26b 

8.	� WFP. Emergency Field Operations Pocketbook. Rome, 2002.  
http://www.reliefweb.int/rw/lib.nsf/db900SID/LGEL-5G8EES/$FILE/wfp-pocketbook-jul02.pdf?OpenElement 

9.	� WFP. Mainstreaming a Gender Perspective into Vulnerability Analysis and Mapping in Line with the WFP Gender Policy 
2003-2007. Rome, 2004.

10.	� WFP. Gender Policy 2003-2007: Enhanced Commitments to Women to Ensure Food Security. Rome, 2002. 
http://untj.org/files/gender/wfps_gender_policy_03-07.pdf 
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Emergencies are often characterized by a high 
prevalence of acute malnutrition and micronutri-
ent deficiency diseases, which in turn lead to in-

creased risk of death among the affected population and 
in particular among vulnerable groups. Women, girls, 
boys and men face different risks in relation to a deterio-
ration in their nutritional status in emergency contexts. 
These different vulnerabilities are related both to their 
differing nutritional requirements and to socio-cultural 
factors related to gender. Good nutrition programming 
must take due account of gender issues at all stages of 
the project cycle — from participatory assessment and 
analysis through to surveillance, implementation of in-
terventions, monitoring and evaluation.

How do gender issues affect nutritional status?

•	� In crisis situations where food is in short supply, 
women and girls are more likely to reduce their food 
intake as a coping strategy in favour of other house-
hold members. This can contribute to under-nutrition 
among women and girls.

•	� Because of social traditions men and boys may be fa-
voured and fed better than women and girls. 

•	� Women may face constraints in accessing humanitar-
ian services, including food, as a result of insecurity, 
cultural discrimination and limited mobility.

•	� Women, especially those who are pregnant or lactating, 
may be disproportionately affected by under-nutrition 
due to their increased physiological requirements. 
Teenage pregnancy can lead to poor health and 
nutritional status for both the baby and the mother.

Breastfeeding Challenges in Transition and 
Emergency Contexts

Following the October 2005 earthquake in Kashmir, Pakistan, 
women frequently shared a shelter with distant male relatives 
and/or non-related men. The lack of privacy and support led 
many women to stop breastfeeding as they felt uncomfort-
able exposing their breasts in front of men. This emphasizes 
the urgent need for lactation corners in emergency settings to 
ensure continued breastfeeding.

•	� While remaining the main caretakers of children and 
other dependents within a household, women take 
on additional activities to support household food 
security especially in situations where male heads of 
households are absent. This often leads to disruption in 
infant and young child feeding practices and reduced 
caring capacities.

•	� Men who are single heads of households may be re-
moved from their normal support structures during 
emergencies. If they do not know how to cook or care 
for young children, this will result in greater risk for  
under-nutrition for those children.

•	� Single men and boys separated from their families can 
be at risk of under-nutrition if they do not know how 
to cook or access food distribution.

No Cooking Skills – Poor Nutrition for Boys

In a refugee camp in northern Kenya southern Sudanese boys 
were separated from their families. Unsurprisingly, their nutri-
tional status deteriorated because they did not know how to 
cook or access food distribution.

?Have you read section A

�

Gender and  
nutrition in  
emergencies
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What do we need to know  
to design and Implement  
gender-responsive nutrition 
programmes? 

What are the population demographics?

•	 Number of households.

•	 Number of women, girls, boys and men. 

•	� Number of female-, male- and child-headed  
households.

•	� Number of persons by age and sex with specific needs 
(unaccompanied children, disabled, sick, elderly).

•	 Number of pregnant and nursing women.

What is the social, political, cultural and security con-
text? What has changed as a result of the emergency?

•	� What are the existing power structures within the com-
munity? Do women have their own structures? 

•	� What are the differences between women’s and men’s 
positions/roles and responsibilities with regard to 
nutrition? 

•	� Have women, girls, boys and men been affected differ-
ently by the emergency?

•	� Who were the most at risk for nutrition problems? What 
has changed due to the crisis?

•	� What factors (social, economic, political or security) 
limit access to and control over food to any members 
of the household/community/population? 

What is the gender-specific nutritional status,  
ill health and mortality picture?

•	� Do data on nutritional status (< -2 z-score weight for 
height) disaggregated by sex and age indicate that 
girls and boys are disproportionately affected? If so, 
what are the reasons for these differences? 

•	� What is the nutritional status of women of reproduc-
tive age? What are the levels of anaemia?

•	� Do mortality data (crude mortality rate and under-
5 mortality rate) disaggregated by sex indicate that 
women, girls, boys or men are disproportionately 
affected? If so, what are the reasons why this is so? 

What are the gender and social determinants  
of malnutrition?

•	� Are there any socio-cultural practices, taboos, cultural 
beliefs or caring practices that may affect women’s, 
girls’, boys’ and men’s nutrition status differently?

•	� How is food distributed within the home between 
women, girls, boys and men?

•	� Who within the household has controls over resourc-
es and does this impact on access to food and feeding 
habits?

•	� Are there any differences in breastfeeding practices for 
girl or boy babies? Is there a negative impact?

•	� What are the negative effects that the emergency situ-
ation may have had on traditional caring practices?

Niger and Under-nutrition: Why Gender Analysis Matters

Context: For several decades, Niger has suffered from high levels of under-nutrition due to sub-optimal infant and young child–feeding 
practices rooted in longstanding beliefs about gender inequality and women’s and girls’ status, as well as food insecurity and chronic 
poverty. A series of environmental and economic shocks in the country over recent years exacerbated existing structural weaknesses, 
resulting in high levels of acute malnutrition among young children. In 2005, a nutrition survey showed that 22% of children under three 
years suffer from acute under-nutrition, which is five times higher than among older children (3-5 years old) in whom the prevalence of 
acute under-nutrition is only 4%. The Niger crisis was a crisis among infants and young children.

The importance of a gender perspective in analysis and response: Recent assessments and evaluations of the humanitarian re-
sponse to the malnutrition crisis in Niger have highlighted poor analysis of the structural and proximate causes of malnutrition in the 
region. In particular, poor child-feeding practices, lack of access to health services, cultural practices and gender inequality in the country 
were inadequately incorporated into the national vulnerability analysis and subsequent programming. Within Niger’s patriarchal society, 
women often do not have access to or control of food supplies. Seasonal cross-border labour migration patterns by male members of the 
household often leave women behind with limited access to granary stores. 

Lessons learned: Humanitarian and development partners in the region are placing greater emphasis on understanding the impact of 
gender issues within vulnerability analysis and on appropriate programming, which enables women to continue to care for their infants 
and young children, access services and benefit from emergency interventions. 



�

G e n d e r  a n d  n u t r i t i o n  i n  e m e r g e n c i e s

IAS   C  G e n d e r  h a n d b o o k

What is the food and food security access and  
availability situation?

•	� Are there differences for women, girls, boys and men in 
terms of access to food?

•	� If boys and men are separated from families do they have 
cooking skills? Can they prepare food for themselves?

•	� If women are heading households/family groups are 
they accessing sufficient food? How do elderly women 
and men access food and does the food basket meet 
their specific needs?

•	� How do women, girls, boys and men with disabilities 
access food and does the food basket meet their spe-
cific needs?

•	� Is there a change in work patterns (e.g. due to migra-
tion, displacement or armed conflict) resulting in a 
change of roles and responsibilities in the household 
and inhibiting or preventing certain women or men 
from accessing food? 

•	� What nutrition interventions were in place before the 
current emergency? How were they organized and did 
they affect women, girls, boys and men differently?

•	 How do school children access meals while in schools?

•	 Do households have access to micronutrients sources?

Actions to ensure gender 
equality programming in  
nutrition 

Rapid assessment/baseline

•	� Conduct a rapid participatory assessment with women, 
girls, boys and men of diverse backgrounds to ensure 
the integration of gender perspectives in the initial nu-
tritional status analysis to identify groups most at risk.

•	� Obtain information on age- and sex-specific incidence 
of illnesses, nutrition indicators and health conditions.

Address the nutritional and support needs of  
at-risk groups

•	� Consult with key at-risk groups (e.g. pregnant and 
lactating women) to identify effective and accessible 
supplementary feeding programmes.

•	� Set up monitoring systems so that the different groups 
(by age and sex) benefit from the nutrition programmes.

•	� Support, protect and promote exclusive breastfeeding 
and appropriate young child-feeding practices through 
training of appropriate service providers and informa-
tion campaigns, as well as the development and appli-
cation of relevant policies and monitoring.

Address micronutrient deficiencies and  
nutrition needs 

•	� Ensure that vaccination campaigns and vitamin A sup-
plementation reach women, girls and boys equally.

•	� Promote fortification of food aid commodities to en-
sure equal access to micronutrient-rich foods. 

•	� Involve women, girls, boys and men in the design, 
management and assessment/monitoring of nutrition-
related services and control of distribution of supplies.

Community mobilization and participation

•	� Involve women, girls, boys and men in participatory 
assessments, defining health and nutrition priorities, 
planning solutions, policies, interventions and evalua-
tion from the outset.

•	� Identify the capacities and skills among the affected 
population and work with them to build on their ca-
pacities and develop community-based sustainable 
nutrition programmes to avoid medium- and long-
term dependence on external assistance.

•	� Develop community-based nutrition monitoring pro-
grammes, including the distribution and use of food 
within the home and train community nutrition work-
ers on the gender dimensions of health and nutrition.

Treatment of moderate and severe acute  
malnutrition 

•	� Establish therapeutic feeding centres at both facility 
and community levels and ensure a gender balance of 
health workers managing the centres.

•	� Implement targeted supplementary feeding pro-
grammes achieving maximum coverage for all through 
decentralized distribution.

Technical support and capacity building

•	� Incorporate in the team as many women and men as 
possible from the affected/displaced population where 
possible and appropriate.

•	� Train local health and nutrition workers on gender- 
sensitive service delivery.

•	� Review national guidelines on various aspects of nutri-
tion to ensure gender sensitivity.

•	� Provide skills in emergency preparedness in relation to 
gender and nutrition.

Conduct an in-depth nutrition survey

•	� Ensure gender-balanced nutrition assessment teams, 
including female translators.
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•	� Review existing data on nutrition and health to ensure 
it is disaggregated by sex and age, including statistical 
significance test.

•	� Carry out a nutrition survey and identify population 
groups that are hard to reach and/or marginalized and 
analyse the data by sex and age.

Nutrition – Gender Checklist

Analysis of gender differences

1.	� Information on the nutritional needs, cooking skills and control over resources of women, girls, boys and men is gathered through 
participatory assessments. 

2.	� Reasons for inequalities in malnutrition rates between women, girls, boys and men are analysed and addressed through programming.

3.	� Information is collected on the cultural, practical and security-related obstacles women, girls, boys and men could be expected to face 
in accessing nutritional assistance and measures taken to circumvent these obstacles.

4.	 The gender analysis is reflected in planning documents and situation reports.

Design of services 

1.	� Nutritional support programmes are designed according to the food culture and nutritional needs of the women (including pregnant 
or lactating women), girls, boys and men in the target population. 

Access

1.	� Women’s, girls’, boys’ and men’s access to services is routinely monitored through spot checks, discussions with communities and ob-
stacles to equal access are promptly addressed.

Participation

1.	� Women and men are equally and meaningfully involved in decision-making and programme design, implementation and monitoring.

Training/ Capacity building

1.	 Training courses on nutrition and gender issues are held for women, girls, boys and men.

2.	 An equal number of women and men from the community are trained on nutrition programming.

3.	 An equal number of women and men are employed in nutrition programmes. 

Actions to address GBV

1.	 Both women and men are included in the process of selecting a safe distribution point.

2.	 Food distribution is done by a sex-balanced team.

3.	� “Safe spaces” are created at the distribution points and “safe passage” schedules created for women and children who are heads 
of households.

4.	 Special arrangements are made to safeguard women to and from the distribution point (e.g. armed escort if necessary).

5.	 Security and instances of abuse are monitored. 

Checklist to assess gender equality programming in the  
nutrition sector
The checklist below is derived from the action section in this chapter, and provides a useful tool to remind sector actors of 
key issues to ensure gender equality programming. In addition, the checklist, together with the sample indicators in the 
Basics Chapter, serves as a basis for project staff to develop context-specific indicators to measure progress in the incorpo-
ration of gender issues into humanitarian action.
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Targeted actions based on gender analysis

1.	� Unequal food distribution and nutrition rates within the household are addressed through nutritional support as well as programmes 
to address underlying reasons for discrimination and to empower those discriminated against.

Monitoring and evaluation based on sex-and age-disaggregated data

1.	 Sex- and age disaggregated data on nutrition programme coverage is collected: 

•	 percentage of girls and boys aged 6-59 months who are covered by vitamin A distribution; 

•	� percentage of girls and boys under 5, pregnant and lactating women in the target group who are covered by supplementary feeding 
programmes and treatment for moderate acute malnutrition;

•	 percentage of boys and girls under 5 who are covered by nutrition surveillance;

•	� percentage of women, girls, boys and men who are still unable to meet their nutritional requirements in spite of ongoing nutritional 
programming; and

•	 exclusive breastfeeding rates for girls and boys.

2.	 Plans are developed and implemented to address any inequalities and ensure access and safety for all of the target population.

Coordinate actions with all partners

1.	� Actors in your sector liaise with actors in other sectors to coordinate on gender issues, including participating in regular meetings of the 
gender network.

2.	� The sector/cluster has a gender action plan, has developed and routinely measures project-specific indicators based on the checklist 
provided in the IASC Gender Handbook.
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