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Abstract 

Access to food is a fundamental human right that applies to everyone everywhere. However, vulnerable 
populations are disproportionately affected by human rights violations, including those relating to their right 
to food. This paper presents findings of the effects of information, capacity strengthening and behaviour 
change (ICSBC) interventions on food security and nutrition outcomes among vulnerable groups in sub-
Saharan Africa. The specific groups considered were women, children and youth, people with disabilities, 
older adults, indigenous people, displacement-affected populations and less educated populations. For each 
group, the paper provides details on group-specific barriers to food system participation, evidence on the 
effectiveness of ICSBC interventions and promising intervention approaches.  

The paper finds that ICSBC interventions are most impactful for vulnerable populations if they are tailored to 
their needs, demands and capacities. Otherwise, only those who are already well positioned to access 
resources will benefit, reinforcing existing inequalities. For some vulnerable populations, group-specific data 
on the effectiveness of ICSBC interventions is not available. Therefore, investment in evaluation and research 
is imperative for improving the outcomes of these groups through development interventions. 

We argue that to realise the right to food for vulnerable populations, development practitioners must 
address other fundamental human rights that are connected to the right to food, including land rights, 
access to resources, and legal and social equality. Only when these rights are in place can vulnerable 
populations act on the information and capacities shared by ICSBC interventions and play an active role in 
the food system. Overall, this discussion paper demonstrates the interdependence of human rights.  
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1. INTRODUCTION

1.1 Background

Access to food is a fundamental human right. However, hunger, malnutrition and food insecurity are persistent 
global challenges. Because food insecurity is often driven by social and cultural patterns (HLPE, 2023), 
contemporary frameworks for food security and nutrition place structural inequalities at the centre.  

The High-Level Panel of Experts of the Committee on World Food Security (HLPE-CFS) identifies based on the four 
dimensional definition of Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) six pillars of food security: 
availability, accessibility, utilisation, stability, agency and sustainability (HLPE, 2020).2 The “agency” pillar, added 
by the HLPE-CFS in 2022, and highlights the role that structural and power inequalities play in negatively 
influencing food security. It emphasises that every individual, household and community should be empowered 
to make their own decisions regarding food consumption and production (Clapp and Moseley, 2021; Clapp et al., 
2022). This reflects the Human Rights-Based Approach (HRBA) to development cooperation, which focuses on the 
capacities of rights-holders (individuals demanding and acting on their rights) and duty-bearers (those that hold 
the duty to realise human rights) (UNSDG, 2003). 

Vulnerable populations are disproportionately affected by human rights violations, including violations of the right 
to food. Structural inequalities impact their rights, access to resources and representation, leading to increased risk 
of hunger and malnutrition (Towns et al., 2023). For example, women and indigenous groups have historically had 
fewer rights, fewer resources and reduced representation in community or political decision-making processes.  

The United Nations Inter-Agency Secretariat of the International Strategy for Disaster Reduction (UN/ISDR) 
defines vulnerability as “the physical, social, economic, and environmental conditions which increase the 
susceptibility of a community to the impact of hazards” (for example, conflict, climate change and economic 
recession) (UN/ISDR, 2004; Box 1). These conditions can lead to lower wealth and less access to education, 
information and food markets for certain groups. Particular physiological traits, such as menstruation and periods 
of rapid growth, can predispose some groups to nutritional inadequacies and deficiencies (HLPE, 2020). 
Environmental megatrends impacting agricultural production, such as climate change and the loss of ecosystem 
services and biodiversity, also affect some groups more than others. This discussion paper therefore uses the term 
“vulnerable populations” to refer to the overall category of people who are more likely to be harmed by external 
challenges, physiological requirements, shocks and human rights violations and who, as a result, have a have lower 
capacity to absorb shocks (HLPE, 2023). There are discussions around the use of appropriate terms to define these 
groups, which are further summarised in Box 1. 

Vulnerable populations are not homogeneous. They often have diverse experiences, needs and demands, which 
likely translate into different outcomes arising from the same or similar development cooperation interventions. 
In the following, we name the specific groups and vulnerabilities whenever applicable. Commonly highlighted 
vulnerable populations are (pregnant and lactating) women; children and youth; people with disabilities; older 
adults; indigenous people; displacement-affected populations; and less educated populations. These conditions 
can overlap or be connected, creating intersectional vulnerability. Individual characteristics compound structural 
constraints such as discrimination, creating layers of vulnerability. For example, low education compounds with 
vulnerabilities stemming from – among other characteristics – gender, location, age, ethnicity and disability. 

2 The availability of food refers to the physical supply and is determined by food production, stock levels and net trade. Access means the physical, 
economic and social access to food. Utilisation is affected by the knowledge and means to consume food that is safe and sufficient to meet 
physiological needs. Food stability means the ability of individuals and communities to secure nutritious food for current and future consumption 
over time. Agency is defined as the capability to make decisions about food production, consumption and related activities. Sustainable food systems 
meet current food security and nutrition needs without compromising future needs (CFS, 2009; FAO, 1996). 
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Box 1 Defining vulnerability 

1.1.1 Evidence of food systems inequality 

Even though the right to food is universal, food insecurity is characterised and exacerbated by significant 
inequality. The prevalence of hunger, malnutrition and food insecurity varies by age, location, ethnicity, sex 
and other socio-economic characteristics (HLPE, 2023).  

The rate of undernourishment in sub-Saharan Africa (20%) is more than double the global average (8%) 
(FAO et al., 2025). This undernourishment is concentrated in children under five, 23% of whom are stunted and 
7% of whom are wasted (UNSD, 2025). Women experience poorer food security and nutrition outcomes than 
men (Mbow and Rosenzweig, 2019; Schipanski et al., 2016). Globally, women are two percentage points more 
likely to experience food insecurity than men (26% versus 24%), but disparities vary geographically 
(FAO et al., 2025). In Latin America and the Caribbean, women are five percentage points more likely to 
experience food insecurity, but in sub-Saharan Africa, only 1.5 percentage points more likely (FAO et al., 2025). 
Within the 15 countries experiencing food crisis, there is higher food insecurity among displaced populations than 
among host populations (FSIN and GNAFC, 2025). Globally, older adults are not more food insecure than other 
populations (Leblang et al., 2025). However, this likely varies by geography, as they can be excluded from some 
public aid programmes (Selvamani et al., 2023). Furthermore, higher levels of poverty among older adults were 
linked to a number of food and healthcare challenges in low- and middle-income countries (Durao et al., 2020; 
Selvamani et al., 2023). 

To fight inequalities in food security, it is important to understand what food security means and which 
aspects are crucial to achieve it. However, we lack the data to understand how food secure or insecure some 
vulnerable populations are. For example, there are no global estimates of the number of people with 
disabilities who are food insecure, but single studies suggest that they experience food insecurity at a rate 
ten percentage points higher on average (Hadfield-Spoor et al., 2022; Schwartz et al., 2019). No data is 
available on the global prevalence of hunger and malnutrition within indigenous groups, but here again, 
single studies show that these communities often struggle with food insecurity and hunger (Mamo, 2025). 
At least part of the reason for this is that they have often been relocated to places with low natural resource 
endowments (Mamo, 2025).  

The concept of vulnerability is multifaceted and has shifted over time. Definitions vary (see Alwang et al., 
2001; Armaș and Albulescu, 2025; Miller et al., 2010), but vulnerability is typically described as a 
combination of exposure, sensitivity and adaptive capacity that makes it more difficult for certain groups 
to react when experiencing external challenges or shocks, such as climate change, conflict or economic 

. 
Vulnerable populations are groups that are more likely to be harmed by external shocks than others 

has gained popularity. This terminology redirects attention from the groups themselves to the systemic 
issues that create vulnerability and that are within the responsibility of duty-bearers (Gabel et al., 2022). 
While we agree with this focus, we continue to use the term “vulnerable populations” for linguistic ease 

To highlight those structural conditions which drive vulnerability, the term “groups in vulnerable situations” 

downturn (Paloviita et al., 2016). Therefore, vulnerability is inherently linked to the concept of resilience

(Miller et al., 2010). 

and clarity. 

Zlatka Dimitrova
Durchstreichen



Capacity Strengthening Interventions on Food Security and Nutrition for Vulnerable Populations    3 

 

 

1.1.2 Inequalities in the food system and the role of development cooperation 

Within a food system, vulnerabilities exist for both structural and individual reasons (Montalbano and 
Romano, 2023), which often overlap and intersect. Vulnerabilities can develop because of systemic legal, 
economic, cultural or societal inequalities that prevent some groups from fully engaging with and benefiting 
from food systems, thereby affecting their human right to food (Abdullahi et al., 2024; HLPE, 2023;  
Onyeaka et al., 2024). 

Socio-economic constraints are a major driver of food insecurity. Poverty decreases food access through 
lower purchasing power and food availability due to limited or inefficient food production (HLPE, 2023; 
Onyeaka et al., 2024). Since vulnerable populations tend to spend a larger portion of their incomes on food, 
their food access is disproportionally reduced during periods of inflation, and this has become a specific 
problem globally since the beginning of Russia’s war of aggression against Ukraine (FAO et al., 2025). Certain 
agricultural products might be prohibited for use by some populations for cultural reasons. These constraints 
prevent vulnerable populations from interacting with modern value chains; markets; storage, processing and 
distribution systems; and international trade (HLPE, 2023).  

Furthermore, it is common for vulnerable populations to be surrounded by unhealthy food environments, to 
live in areas with limited access to healthy diets and to be targeted by marketing campaigns for unhealthy 
foods (HLPE, 2023). Across all domains of the food system, unequal power dynamics within households, 
communities or countries can limit vulnerable populations’ bargaining power, preventing them from realising 
the full benefits of their contributions to food systems (HLPE, 2023).  

These inequalities in the food system violate not only the human right to adequate food but also the  
2030 Agenda “Leave no one behind” (LNOB) principle, which focuses on fighting inequalities. Therefore,  
to realise the universal right to food, development cooperation must attempt to mitigate the inequalities 
that lead to certain groups becoming vulnerable. Development cooperation can offer the support, resources, 
knowledge and financing to enable vulnerable populations to positively engage with their food system. 
However, what works and which interventions are most effective? Addressing food security and nutrition for 
vulnerable populations is particularly challenging because the same factors that make them vulnerable 
impede their access to the support and resources offered through development cooperation (3ie, 2022;  
IOB, 2017: 33, 2024; Raab et al., 2025).  

1.2 Objective and scope of this paper 

This discussion paper accompanies and builds on a rapid evidence assessment (an evidence synthesis 
including a meta-analysis) conducted by the International Initiative for Impact Evaluation (3ie) and the 
German Institute for Development Evaluation (Deutsches Evaluierungsinstitut der Entwicklungs-
zusammenarbeit – DEval) (Lwamba et al., 2026), which presents findings on information, capacity 
strengthening and behavioural change (ICSBC) interventions to improve food security and nutrition in sub-
Saharan Africa. The findings of the rapid evidence assessment are summarised in the corresponding final 
DEval evaluation report (Römling et al., 2025). 

Capacity strengthening interventions are the focus of these reports because they have become common 
development cooperation interventions, especially since the early 2000s. Interest in capacity building 
started to rise in the 1990s, with the United Nations Development Programme publication Rethinking 
Technical Cooperation: Reforms for Capacity Building in Africa (Berg, 1993) highlighting the need to support 
local management skills. Other international organisations followed in rearranging their existing frameworks 
to shift towards more mutual learning (Fukuda-Parr and Lopes, 2013; WFP, 2004). The 2005 Paris Declaration 
of Aid Effectiveness named capacity as an important precondition for effective aid and represented a 
milestone in the rise of capacity strengthening interventions within the international development agenda 
(Zamfir, 2017). This approach is also reflected in the HRBA to development cooperation and the inclusion of 
the “agency” dimension in the FAO definition of food security and nutrition.   
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The rapid evidence assessment (Lwamba et al., 2026) and this discussion paper focus on sub-Saharan Africa 
because:  

1. it is a focus region for development cooperation that aims to improve food security and nutrition 
2. it is characterised by high levels of food insecurity 
3. comparatively more relevant studies have been conducted in this region.  

During the preparation of the rapid evidence assessment, stakeholders expressed specific interest in 
interventions that support vulnerable populations. However, the rapid evidence assessment could not 
adequately address this topic within its methodological scope. It mainly relied on quantitative impact 
evaluations, which generally did not disaggregate results by aspects of vulnerability. Therefore, the 
evaluation team conducted a qualitative assessment of the results reported in the quantitative studies and 
supplemented these findings with additional literature research (see Chapter 3). While the DEval report 
(Römling et al., 2025) presents a summary of this literature review, the present discussion paper provides 
further detail and contextual information that could not be captured within the scope of the main report. 
The purpose of this paper is to offer additional theoretical underpinning and further findings on the effects 
of ICSBC interventions on vulnerable populations in sub-Saharan Africa.  

This introduction is followed by a presentation of the conceptual framework for addressing vulnerable 
populations through development cooperation (see Chapter 2), after which the methodology is presented in 
detail (see Chapter 3). The main chapter of this report is the findings, which are organised around vulnerable 
populations: women, children and youth, people with disabilities, older adults, indigenous people, 
displacement-affected populations and less educated populations (see Chapter 4). Finally, Chapter 5 offers 
concluding remarks.  
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2. CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

2.1 Overarching frameworks for development cooperation 

Human rights provide the overarching framework for development cooperation (UNSDG, 2003).  
The international human rights framework is governed by a set of principles: universality, inalienability, 
indivisibility, interdependency, equality and non-discrimination (OHCHR, 1996). This means they apply 
equally to everyone everywhere. The Universal Declaration of Human Rights enshrines these rights and 
specifically establishes the right to an adequate standard of living (art. 25), including health, food and shelter 
(UN General Assembly, 1948).  

If international cooperation is to realise human rights globally for all people and communities, it is essential 
to identify and target groups and individuals that are excluded from the comprehensive fulfilment of these 
rights. In 2003, UN specialised agencies established a unified understanding of the realisation of fundamental 
human rights in international cooperation through the Human Rights-Based Approach to development 
cooperation for the UN agencies (UNSDG, 2003). The HRBA is built around the principles of human rights, 
participation and empowerment. Programmes that align with the HRBA focus on marginalised, 
disadvantaged and excluded groups as holders of human rights (rights-holders) and supports states  
(duty-bearers) to realise those rights for all. Many bilateral donors, including Germany and Sweden, apply 
the HRBA in their development cooperation policy (BMZ, 2024; SIDA, 2024). 

The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development reflects this human rights perspective. All 17 Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) are centred around three principles: (i) the HRBA, (ii) “Leave no one behind” and 
(iii) “Gender equality and women’s empowerment”. These principles place a strong focus on the most 
vulnerable and marginalised people, households and communities to fight increasing inequalities. Several 
SDGs specifically highlight the need to target vulnerable populations. For example, the first target of SDG 2 
(Zero hunger) states: “By 2030, end hunger and ensure access by all people, in particular the poor and people 
in vulnerable situations, including infants, to safe, nutritious, and sufficient food all year round” (UNSD, 
2025). Additionally, two SDGs explicitly address the need to fight structural inequalities: SDG 5 (Gender 
equality) and SDG 10 (Inequality within and among countries). Through their endeavours to monitor 
progress, actors are encouraged to collect disaggregated data that enables them to measure progress for 
specific groups to ensure the LNOB principle (OHCHR, 2018). This data supports an understanding of the 
effects of development cooperation interventions on vulnerable population groups.  

2.2 Food security and nutrition frameworks for development cooperation 

The right to adequate food is a fundamental human right enshrined in the International Covenant on Economic, 
Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) (1966, art. 11). The convention is a treaty under public international law 
which defines human rights in a legally binding instrument. States are required to refrain from any 
discrimination in access to food, as well as to the means and entitlements for its procurement, on the grounds 
of race, sex, language, age, religion, political or other opinion, national or social origin, property, birth or other 
status. The FAO interpreted this right as “ensuring that everyone has access to sufficient, safe, and nutritious 
food to live with dignity” (FAO, 2024), which reflects the dimensions of food security outlined above. 

States that are party to the ICESCR are obliged to take appropriate steps to progressively realise the right to 
adequate food. The concept of progressive realisation affirms the states’ obligation to continuously advance 
the full realisation of rights to the maximum of available resources (UN/ECOSOC, 2007; ICESCR, 1966, art. 2, 
para. 1). According to the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (CESCR), this also requires 
respecting the right to adequate food in other countries, protecting that right and providing necessary aid 
when required (UN CESCR, 1999: General Comment No. 12, E/C.12/1999/5, para. 36), making development 
cooperation to that effect an imperative.  
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To provide development cooperation actors with further concrete guidelines on promoting and reinforcing 
the realisation of the right to food, the FAO devised a set of principles based on the HRBA: Participation, 
Accountability, Non-discrimination, Transparency, Human dignity, Empowerment and Rule of law (PANTHER 
principles, see Table 1) (FAO, 2009). They combine the human rights principles, the principles of HRBA and 
the “agency” dimension of food security and nutrition, with a specific focus on food systems. The PANTHER 
principles highlight the role of inclusion, participation and empowerment in addressing structural inequalities 
to realise the right to food. 

Table 1 The PANTHER principles 

Guiding principle Definition 

Participation  Effective participation enables people and groups to participate meaningfully 
decisions that affect their livelihood and their capacity to feed themselves. 

in 

Accountability  Governments and all their officials must be accountable to the people they serve. 
People should be able to challenge both the process and the substance of decisions 
that affect their livelihoods. 

Non-discrimination  Non-discrimination is paramount and may require that people and groups in 
fundamentally different situations are treated differently to achieve equality. 

Transparency Governments must ensure that information about right to food activities, policies, 
laws and budgets is accessible, uses language that can be understood easily and is 
disseminated through appropriate media. 

Human dignity  Public authorities must ensure that measures affecting people’s livelihoods and the 
capacity to realise their right to food are carried out in a way that respects them and 
their dignity. 

Empowerment  Empowerment means recognising and addressing power relations within society and 
between a government and its people. It requires authorities to educate, inform and 
meaningfully consult people, ensuring that citizens have agency to influence, choose 
and exert control over decisions affecting their livelihoods. 

Rule of law  Every member of society, including decision-makers, must obey the law. 
Accountability and access to justice (through tribunals, human rights institutions, 
administrative processes or other means of conflict resolution) are essential for the 
rule of law to be upheld. 

Source: DEval, own visualisation, based on FAO (2012) 

2.3 Framework of ICSBC interventions for vulnerable groups 

ICSBC interventions aim to provide information, capacity strengthening or support to encourage positive 
behaviour change. Activities can include counselling, sensitisation workshops, exchanges of experiences and 
discussion groups that strengthen the knowledge, skills and good practices of the targeted populations. The 
FAO considers ICSBC interventions promising approaches to enhance food security and nutrition by 
improving knowledge, attitudes and practices related to food and nutrition among target groups (FAO, 2022), 
ultimately leading to positive shifts in food production and consumption. ICSBC interventions aim to improve 
food security and nutrition by training and sensitising farmers, communities, agricultural extension officers, 
public officials and consumers to support the production and consumption of nutritious, diverse, sufficient 
and high-quality food (FAO, 2022). Some interventions combine agricultural and nutritional ICSBC,  
with promising results on nutrition outcomes (Watson et al., 2023).  
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ICSBC interventions aim to increase the agency of individuals and communities to make informed and 
independent decisions about their engagement with their food system, as envisaged in the HRBA and the 
PANTHER principles. They empower people to make decisions about what they eat, what they produce and 
how they engage with their food system. Therefore, ICSBC interventions are especially important for 
vulnerable rights-holders, who may have less agency and empowerment than other groups. ICSBC 
interventions may also improve other dimensions of food security through their effects on agency.  

The Theory of Change shown in Figure 1 is an abstract depiction of how ICSBC interventions aim to improve 
food security and nutrition. Activities that strengthen knowledge and skills are intended to lead to the 
integration of knowledge into practice. Ultimately, this should result in behaviour change that improves food 
security and nutrition outcomes through enhanced food access, availability, stability, utilisation, agency or 
sustainability. Improvements in these dimensions are an important contribution to the eradication of hunger 
and thus to achieving SDG 2 (Zero hunger). The principles of HRBA, PANTHER and LNOB need to be considered 
in each step, especially in designing interventions to respond to the needs and demands of vulnerable groups. 

Ac
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Figure 1 Theory of Change for ICSBC interventions 

SDG 2 (Zero Hunger)
Principles

Improved food security and nutrition outcomes Universality

Equality and 
non-discriminationIncreased knowledge and skills

Participation 
and inclusion

Food supply chain Consumer behaviour 
ICSBC interventions ICSBC interventions

Source: DEval, own visualisation adapted from Lwamba et al. (2026) and Römling et al. (2025) 
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3. METHODOLOGY 

3.1 Rapid literature review  

This paper is a rapid literature review building on Lwamba et al. (2026). It targeted two types of evidence: 
(1) evidence on the unique barriers and constraints to food security experienced by vulnerable populations 
and (2) evidence on the effectiveness of ICSBC interventions for vulnerable populations. Qualitative, 
quantitative and theory-based3 research was considered. Evidence was identified through a semi-structured, 
iterative search and screening process.  

The rapid literature review followed two steps. The first was to review the rigorous impact evaluations and 
related qualitative studies included in Lwamba et al.’s (2026) rapid evidence assessment and corresponding 
datasets. Second, to complement those findings, a rapid literature search was undertaken, with a focus on 
sub-Saharan Africa.  

Search strings were optimised for each population through an iterative process to identify search terms that 
yielded the most relevant results. This process resulted in search strings that differed for each group. For 
example, the term “supporting” was not included in the search string for children and youth because it led 
to many irrelevant results. In some cases, where evidence within the target region of sub-Saharan Africa was 
too limited, evidence from other regions was included. A separate search was not run for evidence on 
women, as sufficient evidence on this population was identified through the other included literature.  

Searches were conducted using Google Scholar and EBSCO Discovery. In line with the inclusion criteria 
established by Lwamba et al. (2026), only studies published since 2015 were included. For each search string, 
the titles of the first 20 to 50 articles were screened for relevance, with more titles generally reviewed in 
cases where few relevant studies were identified (see Table 2). In a few cases, it quickly became apparent 
that searches did not return relevant studies and review was halted. 

The newly identified papers and the dataset from the rapid evidence assessment were carefully reviewed to 
extract effect estimates, findings and conclusions relevant to vulnerable populations. Effects on the general 
population were not considered unless otherwise stated and could be larger, smaller or the same as effects 
on vulnerable populations. Findings were documented throughout the search, screening and review process 
in a cumulative note-taking document, rather than through the use of a formal data extraction template. This 
enabled ongoing synthesis and aided the refinement of search terms and insights.  

The search, screening and data extraction process was carried out broadly sequentially for each vulnerable 
population; however, relevant findings for all groups were extracted when identified. The final review is 
presented in a narrative format organised by population.  

 

 

 
3 Theory-based research refers to papers that propose conceptual frameworks, philosophical and ethical considerations, and epistemological 

approaches which are grounded in qualitative and quantitative work but generally rely heavily on the author’s own interpretations.  
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Table 2 Summary of search strategy 

Group Search strings Search platform # titles reviewed # full texts reviewed 

All vulnerable groups • 
• 

Food systems interventions vulnerable groups 
Equity informed food systems interventions 

Google Scholar 
EBSCO Discovery 

160 34 

Children and youth • Food systems interventions in sub-Saharan Africa children and youth Google Scholar 10 7 

People with 
older adults 

disabilities and  • 
• 

• 

Supporting disabled and elderly in food systems participation 
Supporting disabled and elderly in food systems participation  
in sub-Saharan Africa 
Interventions disabled and elderly in food systems participation  
in sub-Saharan Africa 

Google Scholar 60 36 

Indigenous people • Supporting indigenous communities’ food systems participation Google Scholar 30 16 

Displacement-affected populations • Supporting displaced populations, 
in food systems participation 

refugees and asylum seekers  Google Scholar 10 4 

Less educated populations • 

• 

Supporting people without a primary education  
in food systems participation 
Relationship between education and agriculture  
in sub-Saharan Africa 

Google Scholar 60 29 

Source: DEval, own visualisation 
Note: Each search string was run as a separate search. The number of articles reviewed represents the total number reviewed across all search strings indicated in that row. Selected additional 
sources were also reviewed based on the author’s existing knowledge of the field.
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3.2 Limitations 

Rapid literature reviews use methodological shortcuts that are not taken by systematic reviews (Grant and 
Booth, 2009; Snyder, 2019). The primary concern surrounding this form of literature review is the risk of 
selection and reporting bias, as reviewers tend to disproportionately extract and present information that 
supports their a priori conclusions (Grant and Booth, 2009). In addition, the design of the strategy for the 
supplemental search – the search that took place outside of Lwamba et al.’s (2026) rapid evidence 
assessment – was more likely to surface studies with statistically significant effects than those with null 
effects.  

To mitigate this, the inclusion of studies was based on quality and relevance to the topic. The decision was 
taken to exclude literature reviews that themselves appeared to be biased and primary studies that 
presented misleading interpretations of results. When reviews rated the quality of evidence, these quality 
ratings were considered in the presentation of findings. Nonetheless, results should be interpreted as 
showing instances of “what worked”; they cannot show “what does not work”, nor can they indicate if 
specific types of interventions work consistently. 
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4. FINDINGS 

Overall, ICSBC interventions must be tailored to the needs, demands and capacities of vulnerable 
populations. If they fail to cater to them, only those who are already better positioned to access resources 
will benefit (Lwamba et al., 2026; Ofosu-Ampong et al., 2025). This will only reinforce – or worsen – existing 
inequalities, countering the HRBA and LNOB principles.  

In contexts where it is possible to resolve external constraints (such as lack of access to tools, financial capital 
and technical skills), ICSBC interventions that address the specific challenges faced by vulnerable groups may 
be effective at supporting positive outcomes for them. Interventions that empower vulnerable populations 
in agriculture through assets, education and economic power can improve productivity, sustainability, food 
security, economic and rural development, and equity (Ofosu-Ampong et al., 2025). 

This suggests that multicomponent interventions are important for vulnerable populations. Moreover, 
Römling et al (2025) demonstrate how they can generate additional benefits beyond ICSBC interventions. 
This is because multiple components can address various dimensions of food security and nutrition while 
simultaneously supporting the resilience of households in the event of a food crisis. 

The evidence is strongest for women and children, with Lwamba et al. (2026) drawing on several studies relating 
to these groups, including rigorous impact evaluations. The evidence for people with disabilities, older adults 
and indigenous groups is especially scarce. Therefore, this study focuses on the specific constraints and possible 
coping mechanisms that could be addressed through ICSBC interventions for these groups. 

The following sections are organised by the vulnerable populations highlighted (see 1.1) and, where sufficient 
evidence is available, are each divided into three parts. The first presents specific barriers that prevent the group 
from actively engaging with the food system. The second focuses on the effectiveness of ICSBC interventions on 
food security and nutrition outcomes for that group. Finally, each section ends with recommendations for types 
of interventions or approaches that might work well in reaching that specific population. 

4.1 Women  

Barriers to participating in the food system 

Social norms disadvantage women in terms of power, roles and responsibilities at the household and community 
level. Women’s greater reliance on subsistence agriculture leaves them more exposed to climate shocks (food 
stability), while their limited access to resources, such as land, technical assistance and information, undermines 
their ability to produce food (food availability) (Mbow and Rosenzweig, 2019; Onyeaka et al., 2024;  
Schipanski et al., 2016). Within households, women often control fewer financial resources (food accessibility), 
have lower decision-making power (food agency) and are typically the first to reduce their consumption during 
times of scarcity, prioritising the needs of other family members – especially children – over their own  
(food stability) (Mbow and Rosenzweig, 2019; Onyeaka et al., 2024; Schipanski et al., 2016). These disadvantages 
are compounded by women’s distinct nutritional needs during pregnancy, breastfeeding and menstruation, which 
place additional demands on food utilisation. Women can experience intersecting vulnerabilities. For example,  
in refugee contexts, women and girls are affected by violence, which can negatively impact their access to food if 
protection is not adequately provided (Nisbet et al., 2022) (see also 4.6).  

Effectiveness of ICSBC interventions 

Due to women’s limited access to male-dominated information networks, it may be particularly useful to 
provide them with relevant information on agricultural techniques and local best practices through ICSBC 
interventions. However, the adoption of improved agricultural techniques by women is often limited, 
predominantly because they lack access to financial resources or land. Across sub-Saharan Africa, there is 
great variability in the adoption of climate-smart agricultural practices by gender (Ogisi and Begho, 2023).   
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Due to gendered differences in resource access and household-level decision-making power, women may 
prefer approaches that require less upfront investment (Mnukwa et al., 2025; Ogisi and Begho, 2023). When 
access to resources is controlled for, however, women are more likely than men to adopt certain climate-
smart agricultural practices, such as soil and water conservation (Mnukwa et al., 2025). In Tanzania, women’s 
restricted access to land, labour, credit, training opportunities and gender-aligned extension services may 
have caused their lower adoption of climate-smart agricultural practices, despite perceived higher 
responsiveness (Awoke et al., 2025).  

Household decision-making power dynamics further constrain women’s engagement and the positive 
outcomes of interventions. In Tanzania, farmer field schools increased women’s group membership (𝑔𝑔� = 0.15; 
95% CI: 0.09, 0.22; p < 0.001)4 and membership in influential groups (𝑔𝑔� = 0.12; 95% CI: 0.05, 0.19; p < 0.001) 
but had no statistically significant effect on their input into productive decisions at the household level 
(Garbero and Chichaibelu, 2018).5 Fahki and Sikira (2018) found that women were excluded from 
intervention activities due to household duties or the need to obtain their husbands’ permission. In Ghana, 
a sustainable agriculture and livelihoods diversification programme increased group participation among 
female household heads but had no effect on food stability and reduced food agency (𝑔𝑔� = -0.13; 95% CI: -
0.25, -0.01; p = 0.04), despite overall programme success (Pretari, 2019).6 Together, these studies suggest 
that women’s inclusion in interventions and groups was nominal and not substantive: they may have been 
invited or physically present but did not meaningfully develop agency.  

Even when women adopted improved practices, their food security did not always improve without men’s 
support. In Ghana, pest management information provided to women led to higher rates of adoption  
(𝑔𝑔� = 0.94; 95% CI: 0.48, 1.40; p < 0.001) but had no effect on yield or dietary diversity unless men were also 
provided with information (Tambo et al., 2023). When both men and women received information, adoption 
(𝑔𝑔� = 0.74; 95% CI: 0.43, 1.05; p < 0.001), yield (𝑔𝑔� = 0.56; 95% CI: 0.25, 0.86; p < 0.001) and dietary diversity 
(𝑔𝑔� = 0.84; 95% CI: 0.53, 1.16; p < 0.001) improved, suggesting that men’s buy-in was needed for women to 
convert their improved agricultural practices into improved outcomes.7 

Contextually relevant communication extends beyond translating tools into local languages; messages must 
also resonate with diverse local cultures (Lwamba et al., 2026). As an example of what happens when 
messages are not culturally tailored, the Singida Nutrition and Agroecology Project faced such strong 
backlash against its gender messaging that a mentor farmer had to leave the programme and the 
participation of his entire village suffered (Santoso et al., 2023). 

Multi-stakeholder partnerships with a robust gender strategy may overcome barriers to women’s meaningful 
engagement in intervention activities by establishing widespread support, improving women’s leadership 
and allowing for improvements in their access to education and income-generating opportunities 
(Millennium Promise, 2010). The Singida Nutrition and Agroecology Project was able to overcome this 
challenge and had slightly higher attendance among women than men (Santoso et al., 2023).8 

 

 

 
4 The reported effect sizes are standardised effect sizes as calculated by Lwamba et al. (2026).  
5 The authors do not offer an explanation for this finding. They analyse many of the indicators of the PRO-WEAI and most do not improve by a 

statistically significant amount. However, the aggregate indicator is not analysed.  
6 The intervention improved food stability (as measured by an overall resilience index) for households in the pooled dataset (𝑔𝑔� = 0.16;  

95% CI: 0.04, 0.29; p = 0.01) and male-headed households (𝑔𝑔� = 0.33; 95% CI: 0.20, 0.45; p < 0.001). It also improved food agency (as measured by 
an index of transformative capacity) for households in the pooled dataset (𝑔𝑔� = 0.20; 95% CI: 0.07, 0.32; p = 0.002) and male-headed households 
(𝑔𝑔� = 0.33; 95% CI: 0.20, 0.45; p < 0.001). Although effects were different when results were stratified by the gender of the household head, these 
differences were not statistically significant when formally tested using interaction terms. In other words, the intervention’s impact did not differ 
significantly between male- and female-headed households. The intervention had no statistically significant impacts on dietary diversity, 
availability of food at the beginning of lean season or quantity of food. 

7 Effects were non-significant when information was given only to men, suggesting that they did not adopt integrated pest management practices. 
8 The authors do not provide an explanation as to how this was achieved.  
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The combination of ICSBC interventions with cash transfers does not necessarily produce consistently 
positive effects for women. On the one hand, in Togo, an unconditional cash transfer programme that also 
provided community support for women during the first 1 000 days of their child’s life had mixed effects on 
maternal nutrition9 and reduced empowerment on children’s nutrition, health and education (𝑔𝑔� = -0.13;  
95% CI: -0.23, 0-0.03; p = 0.001); (Briaux et al., 2020). Reduced empowerment was likely because husbands 
started to engage more in decision-making about childcare to ensure the “proper” use of cash transfers, 
reducing women’s ability to make independent decisions. On the other hand, in Nigeria, women were able 
to maintain control over cash transfers provided to them due to cultural norms (Carneiro et al., 2021).  
While these transfers did not consistently improve women’s food security or nutrition outcomes,10 they 
improved household-level outcomes (Carneiro et al., 2021). Two other studies reported either non-significant 
effects for women (Galasso et al., 2019) or effects that were similar for men and women (Osei et al., 2018).  

How to realise the right to food for women 

To effectively support women’s food security and nutrition and to realise their right to food, targeted 
interventions must go beyond inclusion and directly address the cultural and structural barriers that constrain 
women’s agency, resource access and household decision-making power.  

• Interventions may be more likely to succeed when they incorporate strong gender-transformative 
approaches; include men; address social norms; and build women’s leadership, confidence and control 
over productive assets so that women can adopt improved agricultural practices.  

• Pairing gender-sensitive approaches with improvements in women’s education, training and livelihood 
opportunities may be critical to enabling meaningful and sustained improvements in food security and 
nutrition for women. 

4.2 Children and youth 

Barriers to participating in the food system  

Children and youth are deeply embedded in food systems across sub-Saharan Africa, often contributing to 
food production (food availability) on family farms (Glover and Sumberg, 2020; Nchanji et al., 2023). 
However, they rarely control land or agricultural resources and have little control over food access and 
household decision-making (food agency). Children’s food security is closely tied their mothers, with limited 
household resources and restrictive social norms frequently constraining their food access (UNICEF, 2020). 
Children have unique food utilisation requirements, including breastfeeding, heightened hygiene needs and 
specific care practices (UNICEF, 2019, 2020). Especially during a child’s early years of life, adequate nutrition 
plays a vital role in ensuring lifelong health and development (Schwarzenberg et al., 2018). The diversity of 
farm production – particularly that of livestock production on farms – is associated with height-for-age  
in children and adolescents (Khonje et al., 2022). This association is greatest in areas with limited market 
access, likely due to increased reliance on family food production for consumption (Khonje et al., 2018).  

When youth grow older and more independent, they often face a rapid expansion in responsibilities and 
expectations to secure their own food when outside the home, without an equivalent expansion in their 
resources and food access (Glover and Sumberg, 2020). They increasingly engage with external food 
environments through stores but do not control financial resources to purchase food (food access, food agency) 

 

 

 
9 It increased the odds of women having at least three meals (𝑔𝑔� = 0.09; 95% CI: 0.01, 0.18; p = 0.02) and at least two animal-sourced foods  

(𝑔𝑔� = 0.09; 95% CI: 0.01, 0.17; p = 0.03) but had no significant effects on dietary diversity. 
10 No statistically significant changes for maternal weight, height, BMI or risk of being malnourished. Reduced risk of not having enough food in the 

past year at endline (𝑔𝑔� = -0.37; 95% CI: 0.20, 0.53; p < 0.001). Increase in monthly food expenditure at midline (𝑔𝑔� = 0.23; 95% CI: 0.07, 0.40;  
p = 0.005) but not at endline among women who were not pregnant at baseline.  
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(Glover and Sumberg, 2020). Youth often engage in wage work and entrepreneurship, but many still aspire to 
productive agricultural livelihoods (Glover and Sumberg, 2020). Rapid physical development during this period 
continues to impose high demands for food utilisation, with lifelong health and productivity consequences if these 
demands are not met (Glover and Sumberg, 2020). Cost (food access) and taste (food utilisation) are the two 
dominant barriers to healthy diets among youth (UNICEF, 2019). While a certain amount of taste preferences is 
individual, preferences are also learned through early exposure to food and influenced by the external food 
environment, which often specifically targets youth with unhealthy food messages (UNICEF, 2019). 

For children especially, vulnerabilities intersect with their environment. Special nutritional needs meet 
structural causes of vulnerability within their families, tied to their mothers and rooted in limiting factors 
within their food environment, like financial resources and social norms (Schwarzenberg et al., 2018; UNICEF, 
2020). For example, parental education, parental employment and household wealth significantly contribute 
to the differences in dietary diversity between children that experience multidimensional poverty and those 
that do not (Endawkie et al., 2025). This often results in compounding negative effects. 

Effectiveness of ICSBC interventions 

Interventions that target children and youth are often designed around the school environment. However, 
evidence on school-based nutrition programmes is mixed.  

A systematic review found that peer-led, school-based ICSBC interventions were effective at improving a 
variety of nutrition outcomes among youth aged 10 to 19 years in low- and middle-income countries (LMICs) 
(Ekubagewargies et al., 2025). Seven of the eight interventions evaluated achieved positive effects on diet, 
with the intervention that failed to achieve positive effects possibly impeded by a short time frame, small 
sample size and baseline differences between treatment and control groups. Multifaceted, integrated 
approaches may yield superior outcomes compared to interventions focusing on a single ICSBC component. 
Extended intervention periods were associated with more substantial improvements among participants. 
Despite the review’s emphasis on LMICs, the study populations demonstrated considerable variation in age 
composition, demographic characteristics and ethnic backgrounds, reflecting the adaptability of peer-led 
programmes for different target audiences (Ekubagewargies et al., 2025). 

Less clear is the evidence on generalised, school-based nutrition education and behaviour change programmes. 
One review found that they improved nutrition knowledge but did not consistently improve nutrition 
behaviours (Kyere et al., 2020), while another found consistent positive effects on the double burden of 
malnutrition (Escher et al., 2024).11 In both cases, the evidence base was small. In Tanzania, an ICSBC 
intervention providing nutrition education, school gardens and community workshops improved diet quality 
but had largely non-significant or negative effects on adolescent anthropometrics (Wang et al., 2024).12  

Authors argued that the short time frame of the intervention might explain the lack of effect on anthropometrics, 
but this does not explain the negative effects that suggest adolescents were slightly heavier and shorter unless 
provided school meals in addition to the ICSBC components. A supportive school food environment might be 
necessary to convert improved knowledge into improved behaviour (Kyere et al., 2020; UNICEF, 2019). 

 

 

 
11 The double burden of malnutrition refers to a growing phenomenon whereby over- and undernutrition are observed within the same country, 

community, household or even individual. It is often characterised by a pattern of overweight or obese adults and stunted children existing within 
the same households. However, a single individual could be overweight and stunted.  

12 The intervention improved diet quality, regardless of whether or not school meals were provided. When school meals were not provided, weight, 
BMI and BMI z-score increased while height and height-for-age decreased. When school meals were provided, these effects were not statistically 
significant. When comparing effects among students who did and did not receive school meals, the only difference was in height-for-age,  
with the provision of school meals counteracting the negative effects of the intervention. No effects on haemoglobin were identified. 
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The combination of ICSBC interventions and cash transfers has mixed effects.13 The Child Development 
Grant Programme provided unconditional cash transfers and information on recommended practices for 
pregnancy and infant care in Nigeria. It increased height-for-age and reduced the odds of stunting at midline, 
but many of these effects became non-significant by endline (Carneiro et al., 2021).14 This reduction in effect 
at endline might be because the intervention resulted in reduced birth spacing, which could have 
counteracted the positive effects on growth (Carneiro et al., 2021). In Ethiopia, a cash transfer programme 
that included support from social workers and community care coalitions to improve nutrition did not 
improve children’s dietary diversity (Gilligan et al., 2020). Largely non-significant effects were likely driven by 
implementation challenges which resulted in intervention activities being administered by health extension 
workers and not social workers as planned (Gilligan et al., 2020). An intervention in Togo that provided 
unconditional cash transfers and community behaviour change communication on nutrition improved child 
height-for-age and household food security according to the Household Food Insecurity Access Scale (HFIAS) 
(𝑔𝑔� = 0.11; 95% CI: 0.02, 0.20; p = 0.01) but did not have statistically significant effects on other child nutrition 
indicators (Briaux et al., 2020).15  

Combining ICSBC interventions with the provision of food, including supplements, generally proved 
effective. In food secure contexts, breastfeeding promotion and complementary feeding ICSBC interventions 
can improve child nutrition, but these may need to be bundled with food supplementation in food insecure 
contexts (Keats et al., 2021). Escher et al. (2024) found that maternal and child health interventions that 
include the provision of food effectively reduce undernutrition but may increase overnutrition. Maternal and 
child health interventions that focus only on behaviour change seem to be effective in reducing the double 
burden of malnutrition (Escher et al., 2024). However, a four-arm trial of a lipid-nutrient supplementation 
programme that also provided stimulation counselling and home visits had no effects on children’s dietary 
diversity in Madagascar (Galasso et al., 2019).16 The authors propose that the lack of effect could be due to 
delivery and statistical limitations as well as challenges, constraints and trade-offs in the adoption of 
supported behaviours due to participant poverty and food insecurity. In general, food supplementation and 
fortification can consistently reduce micronutrient deficiencies and improve cognitive outcomes among 
children (Escher et al., 2024; Galasso et al., 2019; Keats et al., 2021). 

ICSBC interventions are also implemented on the producer side to improve food security and nutrition for 
children or youth. In Tanzania, the Singida Nutrition and Agroecology Project, which included training for 
farmers on child dietary diversity, improved children’s dietary diversity (𝑔𝑔� = 0.40; 95% CI: 0.29, 0.51;  
p < 0.001) but the effect reduced after three years (𝑔𝑔� = 0.19; 95% CI: 0.08, 0.31; p < 0.001;  
Santoso et al., 2021). Education, information and communication technology interventions in livestock 
support youth empowerment; however, the effects of these interventions on food security and nutrition 
were not reported (Nchanji et al., 2023). 

 

 

 
13 There are also studies that look at the effect of cash transfers as a stand-alone intervention. Cash transfers may have positive effects on children 

and youth’s food security, but the evidence is mixed. One review found that conditional cash transfers reduced the double burden of malnutrition 
(Escher et al., 2024), while another found no effect on anthropometric outcomes for children under five (Keats et al., 2021). A third review found 
inconsistent evidence on the effects of both conditional and unconditional cash transfers on a variety of food security and nutrition outcomes for 
children (Durao et al., 2020). 

14 Among children whose mothers were not pregnant at baseline, height-for-age increased by 0.20 (95% CI: 0.03, 0.36; p = 0.02) and the odds of 
stunting reduced by 0.24 (95% CI: 0.08, 0.21; p = 0.004) at midline. Among children whose mothers were pregnant at baseline, height-for-age 
reduced by 0.17 (95% CI: 0.05, 0.28; p = 0.003) at midline and 0.11 (95% CI: 0.003, 0.23; p = 0.04); odds of being stunted reduced by 0.12  
(95% CI: 0.01, 0.23; p = 0.03) at midline; and odds of being severely stunted reduced by 0.12 (95% CI: 0.01, 0.24; p = 0.03) at midline, but these 
effects became non-significant at endline.  

15 Height-for-age was not extracted by 3ie, so the normalised effect is not reported. None of the following were found to improve by statistically 
significant amounts: mean dietary diversity; consuming at least two animal source foods; minimum dietary diversity; minimum meal frequency; 
minimum acceptable diet; and optimal breastfeeding for children aged 6–29 months. 

16 The supplementation component of this intervention reduced stunting among children exposed to the intervention before six months of age.  
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How to realise the right to food for children and youth 

In food secure settings, ICSBC interventions with the of aim realising the right to food for children and youth 
may be effective on their own, but they may need to be bundled with the provision of food in food insecure 
settings.  

• School-based interventions, particularly peer-led interventions, can be successful in improving nutrition 
for children and youth. However, these interventions inherently exclude out-of-school children and 
youth, who might be the most vulnerable. Specific information on reaching out-of-school children and 
youth was not identified.  

• Traditional nutrition education approaches are likely to improve nutrition for children. The United Nations 
Children’s Fund (UNICEF) advocates innovative, fun, memorable and engaging communication strategies 
and front-of-package labelling to support healthy diets among children and youth (UNICEF, 2019).  

• Combining ICSBC interventions with in-kind food support – such as school meals or supplementation and 
fortification – are likely to improve food security and nutrition but may increase overnutrition.  

4.3 People with disabilities 

People with disabilities have long-term physical, mental, intellectual or sensory impairments. These 
disabilities interact with structural barriers, hindering full, effective and equitable participation in society 
(UN, 2006). 

Neither Lwamba et al. (2026) and Römling et al. (2025) nor the additional literature review conducted for 
this paper found conclusive evidence on impactful ICSBC interventions that aim to realise the right to food 
for people with disabilities. The lack of evidence is confirmed by another mapping review that sought 
evidence on interventions to support nutrition among people with disabilities in LMICs (Saran et al., 2020). 
That review identified only ten relevant studies, none of which reached a minimum level of quality while also 
having been conducted in sub-Saharan Africa. This is despite studies showing that people with disabilities are 
very likely to experience food insecurity, with social exclusion and discrimination being major factors 
hindering their food access in particular (Awuviry-Newton et al., 2022; Onyeaka et al., 2024). 

This lack of evidence undermines efforts to design and implement interventions that guarantee the right to 
food for people with disabilities. However, from the available evidence on barriers, needs and demands, it 
can be deduced that interventions aiming to address structural discrimination, social exclusion and a loss of 
economic opportunities are likely to be effective. 

To effectively design interventions that improve food security and nutrition for people with disabilities, 
rigorous research is an imperative and an important prerequisite to implementing the HRBA and LNOB. 

4.4 Older adults 

Barriers to participating in the food system  

Older adults, defined as individuals aged 60 and over, face overlapping challenges with people with 
disabilities that increase their vulnerability to food insecurity. Functional disability is common among older 
adults and they can, like people with disabilities, experience social exclusion and discrimination that limits 
their food access (Braimah and Rosenberg, 2022; Onyeaka et al., 2024). Older adults experience reduced 
digestive efficiency, loss of appetite and taste, musculoskeletal limitations, and co-morbidities that affect 
food utilisation (Audain et al., 2017). Older adults often rely on their immediate environment and social 
networks for food access, but farming, foraging and collecting firewood become increasingly difficult with 
age (food access) (Braimah and Rosenberg, 2022).  
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 Modernisation is eroding traditional food access pathways for older adults: shifts in household power 
weaken the control of older men over family assets and agricultural mechanisation displace older women 
from certain roles, such as threshing.  

With gender a compounding factor, older women may be particularly vulnerable. In Ghana, for example, 
older adults, especially women, were stigmatised as witches and excluded from community support systems 
(food access, food agency) (Braimah and Rosenberg, 2022).  

Effectiveness of ICSBC interventions 

As with people with disabilities, the evidence base for interventions to improve nutrition among older adults 
remains extremely limited and no evaluations that focus on older adults have been identified. 

Implementation evidence suggests limited information access and social exclusion can reduce the impacts 
of interventions targeting older adults. Even when interventions were available, older or physically 
constrained individuals may choose not to participate due to risk aversion or the labour demands of 
programme participation and behaviour adoption (Wairimu, 2023). The relationship between age and the 
adoption of climate-smart agricultural practices is variable (food availability), likely due to the information 
environment (Mnukwa et al., 2025; Nchanji et al., 2023; Ofosu-Ampong et al., 2025). Older individuals may 
have better access to information through interventions and agricultural outreach programmes, causing 
them to be more likely to adopt climate-smart agricultural practices. However, youth may increasingly access 
agricultural information through information and communication technology, including phone-based 
applications. Older individuals can also have more traditional preferences, reducing the likelihood that they 
adopt climate-smart agriculture.  

How to realise the right to food for older adults 

Existing evidence does not demonstrate which interventions effectively help to fulfil the right to food for 
older adults. More evidence is crucial to address the needs and demands involved in realising the right to 
food for this group. 

4.5 Indigenous people 

Barriers to participating in the food system  

Given that native and underutilised crops are often more resilient to climate change than modern varieties, it could 
be assumed that indigenous communities, with access to traditional knowledge, would be advantaged within the 
food system. There are, for example, growing efforts to re-mainstream the use of indigenous crops (food stability) 
(Mabhaudhi et al., 2018; Mbow and Rosenzweig, 2019). However, promoting indigenous crops without addressing 
structural barriers, such as land rights and governance, does not guarantee equity for indigenous populations 
(Mabhaudhi et al., 2018). Indigenous agricultural systems across sub-Saharan Africa are undermined by limited policy 
attention and corporate capture (Onyeaka et al., 2024). Loss of land, a lack of formal land rights and exclusion from 
governmental structures often reduce indigenous food security, largely in terms of the access and availability pillars 
(Dawson et al., 2021; Errico, 2021; Kuhnlein, 2015). This is compounded by the fact that indigenous groups often face 
social exclusion and discrimination, which limit their food access (Onyeaka et al., 2024).  

Indigenous reliance on ecosystem services can make them especially vulnerable to biodiversity loss, 
deforestation, over-exploitation of forest resources, water shortages, dam construction, water pollution, 
contamination of the food web, soil deterioration and climate change (Kuhnlein, 2015). These factors limit 
access to foraged foods and wild game, reducing food availability, accessibility and agency. Supporting local 
food systems may insulate indigenous communities from ecological, climatic and economic shocks, thereby 
building resilient food systems (Kuhnlein, 2015).  
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Effectiveness of ICSBC interventions  

No studies included in the rapid evidence assessment related specifically to indigenous populations. ICSBC 
interventions targeting indigenous communities may specifically avoid promoting modern agricultural 
techniques because they could undermine indigenous culture. Instead, ICSBC interventions to support food 
security for indigenous populations could aim to empower their stewardship and management of 
ecosystems, with support from external partners (Dawson et al., 2021). Conservation interventions that 
empowered local institutions resulted in better outcomes for people and the environment than market-
based interventions for conservation (such as supporting agricultural development), which increased 
inequality (Dawson et al., 2021).17 Some interventions provided education on traditional foods and judicious 
commercial food shopping (Kuhnlein, 2015) to counteract loss of indigenous knowledge systems due to 
Western education (Onyeaka et al., 2024).  

How to realise the right to food for indigenous people 

Only limited evidence is available on the effectiveness of ICSBC interventions that aim to realise the right to 
food for indigenous people. Therefore, generating evidence on interventions for indigenous groups should 
be a priority. Although specific evidence quantifying effects was not identified, available evidence suggests 
that capacity building interventions strengthening local governance structures to support indigenous land 
rights and conservation efforts may be effective approaches to improving food security and nutrition. 
Information interventions that promote indigenous culture may also be beneficial in contexts where 
indigenous communities have basic rights. The following good practices to realise the right to food for 
indigenous populations were identified (Kuhnlein, 2015):18  

• Indigenous populations often face social exclusion and a lack of other rights which prevent them 
from fully exercising their right to food. Therefore, the interventions likely to be most effective are 
those that aim to reduce inequalities by supporting collaboration with governmental and civil society 
organisations to increase indigenous rights and inclusion.  

• Interventions that meaningfully include indigenous groups in the development of resources on the 
land they occupy could help to address the structural barriers they face. This can involve re-
establishing their rights to use traditional land for foraging and agriculture while supporting 
collaboration with governmental and civil society groups to ensure sustainable land use.  

• To establish trust in and legitimacy of interventions, local ecological knowledge should be reflected 
in governance structures. This trust and legitimacy is necessary for community mobilisation, conflict 
resolution and intervention implementation (Dawson et al., 2021). 

• Interventions that focus on traditional knowledge and its integration into programme design could 
also support cultural renewal. Messaging campaigns through elders, media and schools may 
empower indigenous communities to restore ecosystems, creating additional co-benefits.  

• Interventions could further integrate local and indigenous customs surrounding food by providing 
information about local foods and nutrition and encouraging the use of nutritious, traditional foods 
in everyday meals. This can increase cultural pride, demand for local and traditional foods, and 
ecosystem protection. 

 

 

 
17 This review focused on conservation and biodiversity, not agriculture. However, because natural resources are a key component of food security 

for indigenous communities (Kuhnlein, 2015), this is considered to be relevant.  
18 Unless otherwise indicated, the recommendations provided below are drawn from Kuhnlein (2015). 
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4.6 Displacement-affected populations 

Barriers to participating in the food system  

The term “displaced populations” refers to people who have been forcibly displaced (internally and 
externally) (UNHCR, 2010). Refugees are a subcategory of displaced populations who have been displaced 
across international borders (UNHCR, 2025). Host communities are “communities that host large populations 
of refugees or internally displaced persons, typically in camps or directly integrated into households” 
(UNHCR, 2010). “Displacement-affected populations” include displaced populations, host communities and 
returnees (GNDR, 2022). We name the specific group wherever relevant.  

Forced displacement is both a cause and a consequence of acute food insecurity and malnutrition (FSIN and 
GNAFC, 2023, 2025; Onyeaka et al., 2024; Vos et al., 2020). Similarly, conflict, climate extremes and economic 
shocks cause displacement and jeopardise food stability (FSIN and GNAFC, 2023, 2025; Vos et al., 2020). 
Through their displacement, households lose their land and access to food production resources (food 
availability). In their new communities, they are often excluded from legal employment and financial services 
(food access) (FSIN and GNAFC, 2023, 2025; Onyeaka et al., 2024). Human rights violations can force 
displaced populations to adopt harmful coping strategies such as increasing debt, child labour, engagement 
in armed groups and the sale of sex to gain food access. Severe underfunding of food aid programmes has 
reduced food availability for displaced populations (FSIN and GNAFC, 2023). The increased population 
pressures associated with large-scale, forced displacement can strain natural resources and markets, elevate 
tensions with host communities and reduce food sustainability (FSIN and GNAFC, 2023; Vos et al., 2020).  

Effectiveness of ICSBC interventions 

Effective ICSBC interventions supporting displacement-affected populations extend beyond direct information 
provision to facilitate integration, establish local support and mitigate hostilities between displaced populations 
and host communities (Nisbet et al., 2022; Vos et al., 2020). Such hostilities can arise from a perception that 
refugees are prioritised over host community members by aid organisations (Nisbet et al., 2022). Including host 
communities in targeting criteria may mitigate this. 

Interventions that work with host communities to help refugees access documentation and the same rights 
as citizens can be an important component of food security by securing access to education, healthcare and 
employment (Nisbet et al., 2022). ICSBC interventions can facilitate the behaviour change necessary to 
reduce discrimination against displaced populations, causing host communities to legalise their status. ICSBC 
interventions can also provide capacity strengthening to support document processing. Integrating refugees 
into local economies and food systems through livelihoods and land interventions can enable self-sufficiency 
and the development of durable solutions for all (Nisbet et al., 2022; Vos et al., 2020). When intervention 
designers decide which livelihoods to support, they can select those that refugees are already engaging in 
within their new communities (Vos et al., 2020).  
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The Kalobeyei Integrated Socio-Economic Development Plan in Kenya provides a compelling example of 
integrating displaced communities into host communities (MacPherson and Sterck, 2021). The settlement 
was opened near the Kakuma refugee camp and generally had the same legal and geographic framework, 
including legal restrictions on refugees’ rights to work and freedom of movement. However, the settlement 
was open to both refugees and host community members, relied heavily on cash transfers and markets to 
provide food and supported kitchen gardens. Refugees in the settlement had better dietary diversity  
(𝑔𝑔� = 0.41; 95% CI: 0.17, 0.64; p < 0.001), caloric intake (𝑔𝑔� = 0.59; 95% CI: 0.27, 0.90; p < 0.001), food security 
(𝑔𝑔� = 0.73; 95% CI: 0.41, 1.05; p < 0.001) and independence from food aid (𝑔𝑔� = 0.43; 95% CI: 0.13, 0.74;  
p = 0.005) than those in the camp. Mediation analysis suggests that effects were largely driven by cash 
transfers and not by the use of kitchen gardens. Managing the settlement and cash transfers was cheaper 
than managing the refugee camp and food aid, allowing for the possibility of spending an additional three US 
dollars per person per month if the camp system was replaced by a settlement system. In addition, although 
not mentioned by the study authors, the use of a market-based approach to food aid likely improved the 
livelihoods of host community members more than in-kind food aid.  

Two additional studies on displacement-affected populations were identified, but most indicators did not 
achieve statistically significant changes. One study considered a capacity building intervention within the fish 
value chain in an area with a high concentration of displaced and recently returned people in the Democratic 
Republic of Congo. The intervention increased food expenditures for fishers (𝑔𝑔� = 0.47; 95% CI: 0.14, 0.80;  
p = 0.005) but not fish processors. It had no effects on food security for fishers or fish processors (Fuller, 
2012). The non-significant effects could have been driven by the short time frame, lack of intervention 
intensity and high attrition rates (Fuller, 2012). Only 40% of the fish processors supported by the intervention 
were still in the area at endline. Significant movement and loss to follow-up are likely to be consistent 
challenges for interventions working with on-the-move populations. Another study focused on a mobile 
health intervention in internally displaced persons camps in Somalia. The intervention improved household 
(𝑔𝑔� = 0.38; 95% CI: 0.13, 0.62; p = 0.003) and child (𝑔𝑔� = 0.42; 95% CI: 0.17, 0.66; p < 0.001) dietary diversity 
(Grijalva-Eternod et al., 2023). The cash transfer component of the same intervention increased child dietary 
diversity (𝑔𝑔� = 0.38; 95% CI: 0.12, 0.61; p = 0.003) but had no effect on household dietary diversity.19 

How to realise the right to food for displacement-affected populations 

Generally, ICSBC interventions for displacement-affected populations should prioritise safety and 
coordination.  

• When designing interventions for displacement-affected populations, special attention may be 
required to address intersecting vulnerabilities – for instance, by ensuring the safety of displaced 
women and girls trying to access services (Nisbet et al., 2022).  

• Interventions should ensure coordination among the various actors often working in these fields as 
they can be crowded and duplicative (Nisbet et al., 2022; Vos et al., 2020). 

• After meeting basic needs or bundled alongside interventions to meet basic needs, ICSBC food 
security interventions may focus on smoothing relations between host communities and displaced 
populations, facilitating access to services and developing sustainable livelihoods for all. Cash 
transfer programmes may be used to meet basic needs in areas with functioning markets (Nisbet et 
al., 2022; Vos et al., 2020).  

 

 

 
19 This evaluation also considered effects on reduced coping strategies, household expenditure on food, maternal knowledge on health and 

nutrition, and exclusive breastfeeding but did not find statistically significant changes at endline. The authors do not offer insights regarding how 
effects were achieved other than comments on generally good implementation. 
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4.7 Less educated populations  

Barriers to participating in the food system  

Many interventions prioritise nutrition and agricultural education for food security and nutrition. However, 
a lack of general basic education and literacy can lead to inefficient participation in the food system. This 
prevents less educated populations from realising their right to food. For example, less educated farmers are 
less likely to adopt sustainable agricultural practices (Mnukwa et al., 2025; Ofosu-Ampong et al., 2025; Ogisi 
and Begho, 2023). In east and southern Africa, the number of years of education of the head of household 
was positively associated with the adoption of drought tolerant maize (Fisher et al., 2015). This suggests that 
less educated farmers may have lower production and food availability.  

In the future, basic education will be necessary for most agri-food systems jobs across Africa (Kabasa et al., 
2015). The adoption of information and communication technology and other advanced tools for agriculture 
will likely require basic education, particularly literacy (Jellason et al., 2021). Agri-food businesses in Africa 
already view basic education and entrepreneurial skills as more important than technical training in 
expanding their businesses (Vos and Cattaneo, 2021). Investment in rural education, livelihoods training and 
informational programmes can improve agricultural practices and entrepreneurship (Onyeaka et al., 2024).  

Education may compound the negative effects of other vulnerabilities. Across sub-Saharan Africa, children 
of less educated parents were shorter and had worse dietary diversity (Headey et al., 2018). Among elderly 
populations, those with lower education were more likely to be malnourished (Obeng et al., 2022).  
The relationship between education and nutrition in these cases could be related to food access, with less 
educated people being poorer, or to food agency, with less educated people not having the information to 
make healthy choices.  

For girls, education can reduce the likelihood of child marriage by offering alternative pathways for their 
future beyond marriage (Nchanji et al., 2023). This same alternative future can make educated women less 
“marriagable”, resulting in negative outcomes for women and girls who, due to structural constraints, remain 
dependent on marriage for economic security and social protection. In contexts where women face legal 
restrictions on property ownership, inheritance rights and access to formal employment, marriage often 
remains the primary pathway to economic stability and social legitimacy (Doss et al., 2015; Nchanji et al., 
2023). While these constraints reflect deeply entrenched structural inequalities that require systemic reform, 
women and girls must nevertheless navigate these realities in their daily lives. This tension between 
educational advancement and marriageability can affect their food security outcomes.  

Effectiveness of ICSBC interventions 

Only one study was identified that disaggregated information by educational status – one that evaluated an 
agriculture cooperative and value chain capacity building intervention in Ethiopia. It found that household 
food security increased more for younger and less educated farmers, but there were no changes in household 
dietary diversity (Biggeri et al., 2022).20  

How to realise the right to food for less educated populations 

Investment in basic education and literacy is likely to improve food security for less educated people. Basic 
education may increase participation in ICSBC interventions and lead to improved agricultural practices, 
better dietary choices and increased off-farm livelihood opportunities, all of which should improve food 
security and nutrition. 

 

 

 
20  This finding is based on subgroup analysis and not a formal statistical test for differences in impact. The authors do not provide a compelling 

explanation as to why these differences occurred.  
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5. CONCLUSIONS 

The way people exercise agency and claim their rights within food systems is constrained by structural inequalities 
rooted in gender norms and discrimination due to age, disability, displacement and indigeneity. Theoretically 
grounded ICSBC interventions that directly address these constraints can improve equity in food security and 
nutrition outcomes (see Table 1). However, to truly realise the right to food, development practitioners must address 
other fundamentally related human rights, including land rights, access to resources and (legal and social) equality 
for all. Only when these rights are fulfilled can vulnerable populations act on the information and capacities shared 
by ICSBC interventions. This shows the interdependency and indivisibility of human rights as reflected in the 
principles of the human rights system, the HRBA, the 2030 Agenda and LNOB. This also means that duty-bearers 
must take responsibility for realising all human rights everywhere, making international cooperation necessary.  

In addition to addressing inequalities, effective ICSBC interventions will also likely deliver practical knowledge 
tailored to vulnerable groups. This knowledge must be aligned with their capacities and cultural contexts. 
Interventions could facilitate access to market information and adoption of value-added food processing, 
packaging and storage techniques.  

Overall, this analysis points to the following conclusions: 

• Vulnerable groups often lack access to governmental services and basic rights, such as land rights, 
freedom of movement and the right to work. ICSBC interventions need to either change these constraints 
or support behaviours that function within them. There is no point promoting behaviours that vulnerable 
groups are legally, culturally or practically prohibited from engaging in. Consequently, addressing 
structural constraints should be integrated into programme design. 

• ICSBC within the food system can often be approached narrowly, conceptualised as primarily related to 
agriculture and nutrition information and sometimes extending into value chain considerations. 
Increasingly, ICSBC interventions address gender and climate topics. However, governance issues, 
discrimination and education can also be addressed through such interventions and have direct 
implications for food security and nutrition. It may be necessary to work outside the food system to 
meaningfully improve food security for vulnerable groups. Therefore, these could be included within an 
expanded definition of “nutrition-sensitive” interventions. 

• Interventions for populations with overlapping vulnerabilities may need to adopt complementary 
approaches. For example, interventions for indigenous women may need to support governance and 
address intra-household dynamics.  

• Many ICSBC interventions support behaviours that require certain inputs. It is impractical to expect the 
most vulnerable to adopt behaviours that they do not have the resources to implement; therefore, 
interventions may need to provide these resources in addition to ICSBC promotion.  

Further conclusions can be drawn for specific vulnerable populations: 

• Women often face multiple overlapping constraints, including limited control over resources, restricted 
decision-making at the household level and heavy household responsibilities. Interventions must move 
beyond nominal inclusion and tackle intra-household power dynamics so that women can meaningfully 
engage with value chains. This may empower them to convert improved agricultural practices into 
improved food security outcomes. Beyond traditional agricultural, there are signs of promise in ICSBC 
interventions that intentionally engage both men and women, integrate strong gender strategies and 
invest in women’s leadership and confidence. 

• People experience food insecurity differently across life stages. For children, food access is tightly linked to 
maternal wellbeing and care practices, while youth face expanding food agency without corresponding 
resources to access food. School-based interventions, particularly peer-led approaches, may be promising but 
automatically exclude out-of-school children and youth. Education remains a critical determinant of both 
agency and food system participation across generations. Basic education and literacy will be a key 
determinant of livelihoods and food security across sub-Saharan Africa in the future. Therefore, primary 
education and literacy programmes should not be overlooked as food security interventions.  
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• People with disabilities and older adults often become systematically excluded from the food system. 
Their unique physical, social and care needs require targeted programming. Current evidence is 
extremely limited for both groups, which makes evidence generation an imperative to support 
development practitioners in designing tailored approaches in line with the HRBA. The identified 
constraints on food security for these groups suggest that supporting social inclusion and accessible 
livelihoods may be promising.  

• Indigenous and displacement-affected populations often experience acute exclusion from formal 
institutions, land rights and governmental decision-making. Supporting these groups may require 
restoring agency through participation in governance, recognising traditional knowledge and ensuring 
equal rights. Anti-discrimination and governance ICSBC interventions that take place outside the food 
system, supporting and requiring duty-bearers to realise other human rights, may be necessary for 
meaningful improvements within the food system to be practical. In addition, interventions must be co-
designed with communities and rooted in trust and legitimacy to be effective. 

Table 3 summarises promising interventions and design elements for each group. 

Table 3 Promising interventions and design elements to support food security and nutrition  
for vulnerable groups 

Vulnerable population  Promising interventions Design elements 

Women • No specific ICSBC interventions identified • Including men and  
decision-makers 

• Investing in  
women’s leadership 

Children and youth • School-based interventions, including peer learning • Ensuring that schools 
provide a supportive food 

• Traditional nutrition and breastfeeding education environment, not just 
may be appropriate as a stand-alone activity in nutrition education 
contexts that are more food secure. They may 
need to be supplemented by in-kind food • Developing innovative, fun, 
provision in food insecure contexts.  memorable and engaging 

communication strategies 

People with disabilities • Support for social inclusion and  • Accommodating the 
and older adults accessible livelihoods physical constraints of 

these populations and  
their elevated risk aversion 

Indigenous people • Strengthening indigenous governance systems • Respecting and 
and indigenous inclusion in local governance incorporating  

traditional knowledge 
• Support for land rights and transparent 

collaboration with conservation groups 

Displacement-affected • Support for displaced populations, establishing • Including host communities 
populations similar rights to those of host community in intervention design and 

members and ensuring equal access to services targeting 

• Use of cash transfers rather than in-kind food aid 

Source: DEval, own visualisation,  
Notes: For people with disabilities and older adults, the evidence base is extremely limited. Therefore, conclusions are largely based 
on identified constraints as opposed to evidence of promising approaches.   
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