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PREFACE

From vulnerability to resilience: What is the V2R framework?

From vulnerability to resilience, or V2R, is a framework for analysis and action to reduce vulner-
ability and strengthen the resilience of individuals, households and communities. The framework 
sets out the key factors that contribute to peoples’ vulnerability: exposure to hazards and stresses; 
fragile livelihoods; future uncertainty; and weak governance. It provides detailed explanations of 
the linkages between these factors, as well as ideas for action to strengthen resilience.

The framework was developed to address the need to work in a more integrated way and to 
tackle the causes and consequences of vulnerability. It was initially developed under the proj-
ect, Mainstreaming Livelihood-centred Approaches to Disaster Management (funded by the 
Department for International Development’s Confl ict and Humanitarian Fund 2006–2010), which 
aimed to integrate analysis and action around strengthening livelihoods and disaster preparedness 
for reducing disaster risk. However, it became increasingly urgent to incorporate a more dynamic 
analysis of the long term trends which contribute to growing uncertainty for poor people about 
the future, not least amongst these being climate change. The V2R framework fully integrates 
climate analysis and action within an existing holistic approach which can be applied in many 
situations. 

Audience for the V2R

The V2R framework has been written with the needs and interests of Practical Action programme 
staff in mind. However, the issues and principles in the document are also relevant to a much wider 
audience including practitioners (NGOS and local government staff), researchers, and policymak-
ers working in livelihoods, disaster management and climate change adaptation. It is intended to 
provide guidance to the reader, rather than dictate a set way of doing things. The material can also 
be adapted to suit communication to other audiences such as community-based organizations 
(CBOs). 

Structure of the document

This document is organized into four parts. 
Part One provides a general introduction to the rationale behind developing an integrated 

framework and outlines the key concepts underlying the V2R approach. 
Part Two systematically describes the different elements of the framework: vulnerability and 

resilience; hazards and stresses; livelihoods; future uncertainty; and governance. It highlights the 
linkages between the different elements and provides examples of action drawing on Practical 
Action’s own experience. 

Part Three suggests practical steps in carrying out an analysis of vulnerability and resilience, 
providing checklists of questions and example tools. It also describes a number of different ways in 
which the framework and analysis can be used to guide action – for planning, for adapting, or for 
monitoring and evaluating projects or programmes and for carrying out training.

Part Four consists of a selection of reference materials which support and supplement the in-
formation contained in the earlier parts of this document. They provide more detail on particular 
approaches, models and tools which complement the V2R framework. 

Throughout the document, Case Studies are used to illustrate different elements of the frame-
work and Issues Pages explore cross-cutting themes such as gender, technology and climate 
change.
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INTRODUCTION
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1.1 FROM VULNERABILITY TO RESILIENCE

From Vulnerability to Resilience (V2R) is an approach and framework (see Figure 1 below) that 
brings together several core areas for development programming to move people permanently 
out of poverty, namely strengthening livelihoods, disaster preparedness, building adaptive ca-
pacity and addressing different areas of the governance environment. The goal is to address the 
multidimensional nature of poverty through an integrated approach that considers all of the core 
factors underlying vulnerability. 

The context for a multidimensional approach

Three out of four poor people in developing countries live in rural areas (UNDP, 2007). Of these, 
most live in fragile environments such as arid or mountainous areas often at long distances from 
markets and other services. They have few resources at their disposal and have inadequate access 
to skills and technologies that could help them to make best use of those resources. Therefore 
their income earning options are limited and their ability to diversify or adapt when circumstances 
change is constrained. Poor people also often live in risk-prone areas such as on steep slopes, 
river embankments or fl oodplains because they cannot afford to live in safer areas. The impacts 
of drought and fl oods are often exacerbated by unsustainable development such as deforestation 
or a combination of increasing population pressure, political tensions and economic changes that 
lead to practices that cause environmental degradation. Confl ict is fuelled by easy access to weap-
ons and the increasing competition over scarce resources such as pasture and water. 

In the event of hazards, the poor and their livelihoods tend to be the hardest hit. The livelihoods 
of marginal and small farmers, artisans and fi shermen are affected through the loss of assets, loss 
of food sources (crops or stores) and loss of employment or income earning opportunities. When 
disaster strikes they may be forced to take desperate measures to survive such as abandoning their 
homes or selling vital land or tools on which their livelihoods depend because they have no savings 
or other alternatives. This undermines their future recovery and each shock can drive them deeper 
into poverty. The poor are often politically marginalized and have little voice in the policy or insti-
tutional decisions that affect them. Services, such as schooling, health, extension, transport and 
markets are often inadequate or unavailable to people living in more remote or challenging areas. 
They lack the safety nets that are taken for granted in richer countries, such as savings, insurance 
policies or government services to warn and protect them from disasters. 

Growing uncertainty is a further characteristic of the lives of the poorest. As the world becomes 
more interconnected, the livelihoods of the poor can be affected by events happening in distant 
parts of the world. Financial markets can affect prices for staple crops in developing countries. 

Figure 1. Resilience framework
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4 FROM VULNERABILITY TO RESILIENCE

Policy shifts, for example towards biofuels, can contribute to rising grain prices and urban food 
shortages. The impact of climate change is being felt directly by increasing numbers of people as 
changing seasons and more extreme weather patterns affect the natural environment that people 
depend on and contribute to crop failures and livestock losses, thus tipping the balance between 
survival and destitution. Poverty, vulnerability and disasters are closely related and cannot be 
viewed in isolation from one another. These multiple factors: lack of resources; fragile livelihoods; 
exposure to hazards; climate change and other trends; and weak institutional support mecha-
nisms must be understood in a more integrated manner in order to seek effective ways to address 
them. 

Benefi ts of integration

There are strong arguments in favour of integrating these approaches under one framework for 
analysis and action. Disasters can signifi cantly compromise development progress, reduce the 
effectiveness of aid investments and halt or slow progress towards achieving the Millennium 
Development Goals (MDGs). Relevant actions to reduce disaster risk can save lives and prevent 
huge economic losses. Furthermore, aid resources which are diverted to humanitarian and emer-
gency responses can reduce the aid available for development programmes elsewhere in areas not 
directly affected by disasters. It has been estimated that every US$1 spent on disaster reduction 
saves $3 in terms of the reduced impact of disasters (Benn, 2006) In Vietnam, replanting coastal 
mangroves at relatively low cost resulted in dramatic reductions in lives lost and crops destroyed 
during typhoons. There have also been knock-on benefi ts on livelihoods as the mangroves provide 
an opportunity for sustainable harvesting of sea products such as baby crab (IFRC, 2002).
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 INTRODUCTION 5

1.2 LINKS WITH OTHER APPROACHES 

Until relatively recently, the disasters, longer term development (for sustainable livelihoods) and 
climate change communities tended to operate in parallel, often working in different departments 
within organizations or under different government agencies and using different frameworks or 
approaches to shape their work. Practical Action’s V2R Framework draws on these existing frame-
works and approaches relating to sustainable livelihoods, disaster management and climate 
change adaptation, aiming to combine the key elements into one integrated model. Practitioners 
can refer back to these models, further details of which are provided in Section 4.1.

Sustainable livelihoods 

The sustainable livelihoods approach is a holistic, people-centred approach to understanding and 
addressing the multiple factors that infl uence poverty and well-being. This approach has been 
used by a number of agencies, most notably the UK Department for International Development 
(DFID) which produced a detailed framework and guidance materials (see Section 4.1.1).

The V2R draws heavily on sustainable livelihoods thinking in recognizing the importance of 
having access to a diverse range of assets or resources, including social infl uence and voice, and 
sustainable technologies, in order to provide vulnerable people with safer livelihood options and 
coping strategies in times of need. However, the V2R gives stronger emphasis to the relevance of 
shocks, trends and seasonality (known as the ‘vulnerability context’ in the Sustainable livelihoods 
framework), drawing on experience from disaster management and climate change work, to bring 
in a more detailed analysis of hazard exposure and the infrastructure, organization and governance 
context required to reduce such risks.

Disaster management 

Approaches to disaster management – typically the domain of humanitarian agencies or humani-
tarian divisions of larger governmental or non-governmental agencies – have tended to focus 
on four areas: prevention, preparedness, response and recovery/reconstruction. These areas of 
activity are all directly related to hazard exposure – potential or actual – that can result in disaster. 
Other models, particularly the Pressure and Release (PAR) model (see Section 4.1.2) developed by 
Wisner et al. (1994), give greater recognition to the underlying causes of vulnerability to disaster, 
rooted in social and economic factors, rather than purely physical exposure. 

The V2R approach highlights the importance of disaster prevention and preparedness in reduc-
ing disaster risk, thus reducing the need for response and recovery as disasters are reduced. It em-
phasizes that prevention and preparedness should be integrated within all livelihoods work, as the 
poor are most likely to live in hazard-prone environments. Disaster recovery and reconstruction 
must also aim to move beyond the immediate rebuilding of infrastructure and services in order to 
rebuild livelihoods in such a way that they will be less vulnerable in the future. A failure to make 
this link can leave people more vulnerable after a disaster than they were beforehand. Finally, the 
V2R approach builds upon the PAR model in seeking to address the underlying institutional, struc-
tural and ideological factors that contribute to vulnerability. 

Climate change

Early work on climate change focused on understanding the possible changes that would take 
place in climate and weather, and the impacts that these would have on the physical environment. 
Much of the attention in terms of action was directed towards climate change mitigation – pre-
venting further global warming by reducing carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gas emissions. 
However, in the past few years there has been a shift towards understanding the impacts of climate 
change on the poor better as well as the actions they need to take to adapt to those changes (Ensor 
and Berger, 2009; Strengthening Climate Resilience Project). 
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6 FROM VULNERABILITY TO RESILIENCE

Climate change is leading to an increase in the frequency and severity of hazards and stresses, 
with detrimental effects on livelihoods, and an increasing frequency of disasters. In addition cli-
mate change impacts bring gradual changes to seasonal patterns and stresses such as pests and 
diseases that directly affect livelihoods, especially farming, and which are perhaps too complex for 
those who are most vulnerable to understand. Facing this uncertainty about what the future might 
bring, people struggle to adapt to the changes in their environment. The relevance of livelihoods 
and disaster management approaches to understanding and addressing the impacts of climate 
change is therefore becoming increasingly clear. 

The V2R approach highlights the vital importance of understanding and addressing the ways 
in which climate change, and other long term trends (economic, socio-political or environmental 
for example), impact on poor people’s vulnerability over time by undermining their livelihoods 
and increasing their exposure to hazards or stresses. It prioritises building the adaptive capacity 
of vulnerable people so that they have the assets, resources and capacities to respond not only to 
present threats, but also to potential, as yet unknown challenges, in the future.

Advancing practice

The V2R recognizes and draws on the experiences of different sectors as well as on the lessons from 
each of the above approaches. It also recognizes the work that has already been done to advance 
the integration of approaches. Integration of disasters and livelihoods thinking has taken great 
strides in recent years, as illustrated by Disaster Resistant Sustainable Livelihoods (ITDG, 2005), see 
Section 4.1.3, and Characteristics of a Disaster Resilient Community (Twigg, 2007) to name two 
examples. Within the last year, several useful models and frameworks to integrate climate change 
into both disaster and livelihoods work have been developed, particularly by non-government or-
ganizations (Pasteur, 2010). The V2R has been fi eld-tested in a range of contexts and reviewed by 
international staff, leading to the inclusion of many examples from our own fi eld-based practice.
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 INTRODUCTION 7

1.3 A MULTI-LEVEL APPROACH 

The V2R framework sets out key areas for analysis and action to address the diverse factors that 
contribute to vulnerability. Whilst communities should play a lead in the process of analysis, issues 
and stakeholders beyond the local level should be included. Furthermore, action to address vul-
nerability and to strengthen resilience must bridge the gaps between the local (micro), district or 
provincial (meso) and national or international (macro) levels. 

Working with communities

The V2R provides a framework for a community-centred approach to reducing vulnerability. It 
recognizes the need to build the capacity of community members and institutions to analyse their 
situation and to plan and implement relevant activities to strengthen resilience. It is important for 
external stakeholders to build local capacity at all stages so that processes of analysis, planning and 
implementation can be community led and can be sustained and repeated without external sup-
port in the future. Communities are highly knowledgeable about their own environment and may 
have already developed local strategies for prediction, early warning, preparedness and coping 
which have evolved over long periods of time. They are also likely to be aware of the local resources 
and capacity available for taking action. A community driven process will lead to more effective 
and realistic analysis, plans and action than those developed by outsiders.  

Inclusion of marginalized groups

Within any community there are likely to be groups who are marginalized or disadvantaged in 
some way and who may require particular attention to ensure that they are included. Groups are 
often excluded from participating on the basis of age, race, caste, gender, religion or other ethnic 
grounds. Sometimes people are unable to participate such as the disabled, the aged, the young or 
the very poor who may have other priorities and cannot prioritise participating in meetings over 
their immediate needs. These groups must be considered and specifi c actions taken to ensure that 
their views are incorporated in any analysis activities which take place in the community. These 
groups are often particularly vulnerable as a direct result of their limited voice in decision-making 
which could affect them. The young, old and disabled are also likely to face particular challenges 
in responding when hazards occur, they may not be able to move fast or a deaf person may not 
hear when an alarm is being raised. 

Working with other stakeholders to achieve impact at scale

A community-based approach does not mean that action should only be focused at the commu-
nity level. Whilst important analysis and action may take place at the community level, changes 
in organizational policy and practice are also needed to bring about long lasting and widespread 
change. Community perspectives on disaster risk reduction should be fed up into all other levels 
of decision-making – local, national and global. Communities can be empowered to access and 
infl uence relevant bodies to make their needs and priorities known, through a variety of channels, 
as will be discussed in Section 2.6. Practical Action’s working model for achieving impact at scale 
(see Section 4.1.4) provides a framework for ensuring that projects and programmes achieve 
maximum impact by working at various levels to achieve change, including changing policies and 
practices.
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PART 2

UNDERSTANDING THE V2R FRAMEWORK
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2.1 INTRODUCTION

Disasters do not result from hazards alone, but from the impact of hazards on vulnerable commu-
nities, people with fragile livelihoods, for example, and who are inadequately prepared. Therefore, 
disasters are not inevitable and communities do not have to be helpless. Action can be taken to 
build resilience to hazards and strengthen capacity to adapt to longer term changes. But what ex-
actly do we mean by the terms ‘vulnerability’, ‘disaster’ and ‘resilience’? This section provides an 
introduction to the V2R framework, and explains some of the key terms. 

What makes people vulnerable? 

Vulnerability is the degree to which a population or system is susceptible to, and unable to 
cope with, hazards and stresses, including the effects of climate change. The causes of vul-
nerability are multi-dimensional. Vulnerability can be understood in terms of physical exposure to 
specifi c hazards: people are vulnerable to fl ooding when they live in low lying areas or on river 
banks; they are vulnerable to earthquakes when they live in areas with unstable plate tectonics. 
Vulnerability is also understood as being connected with social and economic conditions relating 
to people’s livelihoods – few or fragile resources, low caste or class, poor education, lack of savings 
and so on. Livelihoods conditions often underlie physical exposure to threats as poor people are 
forced to live and work in unsafe locations because their options are limited. These conditions also 
make them more susceptible to the impacts of hazards meaning that fragile resources are more 
easily damaged and with few savings to draw on it is harder to respond effectively and recover 
promptly. 

Vulnerability is increased by the wider context of uncertainty created by climate change and 
other long terms trends which are often not well understood by poor people. Furthermore, if 
people have weak access to, and infl uence over, the institutions and policies that govern their ac-
cess to resources and decision making, they can do little to address the underlying causes of their 
vulnerability. These key elements that contribute to vulnerability are illustrated in Figure 2. 

Vulnerability outcomes

When people with fragile livelihoods live in areas exposed to hazards they are vulnerable to di-
sasters. Disaster is a relative term, but is commonly defi ned as a serious disruption of the func-
tioning of a community or a society involving widespread human, material, economic or 
environmental losses and impacts, which exceeds the ability of the affected community or 
society to cope using its own resources. In all of the countries where Practical Action works there 
are communities who experience disasters. Excessive monsoon rains in Bangladesh in 2007 left 

Figure 2. Vulnerability framework
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 UNDERSTANDING THE V2R FRAMEWORK 13

many people without homes and destroyed their harvests. The earthquake in Ica, Peru in August 
2007 left hundreds dead and over a thousand injured. Drought in Northern Kenya in 2009 left 
many pastoralists destitute as their animals died of hunger.

Other hazards and stresses lead to outcomes that are not readily identifi ed as disasters, but have 
negative outcomes, such as food insecurity, or halting people’s progress out of poverty. Rampant 
infl ation in Zimbabwe during 2008 meant that huge sectors of the population were unable to buy 
suffi cient food and basic necessities. In North Darfur, Sudan, unreliable rains often lead to poor 
harvests resulting in seasonal periods of hunger, low cash income from crop sales and an inability 
to invest in improving wellbeing, for example health, education and housing. Long term trends, 
such as climate change, globalization and environmental degradation create new uncertainties for 
poor communities and they struggle to adapt to changes that result from these trends, imposing 
further stress on their livelihoods. 

However, vulnerability is not a permanent state and communities are certainly not helpless in 
the face of hazards that might affect them. Even when severe hazards occur, these negative out-
comes are not inevitable. Communities and individuals have skills, capacities and opportunities 
which can be built upon to strengthen their resilience and ensure that they are able to cope with 
hazard, adapt to change, and move out of poverty. 

Building resilience

Resilience refers to the ability of a system, community or society to resist, absorb, cope with 
and recover from the effects of hazards and to adapt to longer term changes in a timely and 
effi cient manner without undermining food security or wellbeing. Resilience can be thought 
of as the capacity to endure shocks and stresses and bounce back; individuals or communities that 
can ride out the diffi culties that life might bring without their overall situation deteriorating. Even 
when affected by signifi cant hazard events, or by longer term negative trends, they must be able 
to recover or adapt their livelihoods and continue to improve their lives and move out of poverty. 

Increasing people’s resilience means addressing the factors that underlie their vulnerability as 
illustrated in Figure 3 (see also Figure 1 for simple resilience framework). Improving the diversity 
and security of their livelihoods means that they have more options available, and can chose to live 
or work in areas less exposed to hazards, or at least have more resources to draw on in order to 
cope and recover when they are affected by negative events. Being better prepared for hazards and 
stresses can signifi cantly reduce exposure. Improved understanding of long term trends, includ-
ing climate change, means that people can draw on their available resources in appropriate ways 
in order to adapt to such changes over time. And fi nally, by creating a more enabling governance 
environment then people will be able to access or infl uence processes of decision making, service 
provision, and resource allocation.
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14 FROM VULNERABILITY TO RESILIENCE

2.2 RESILIENCE OUTCOMES 

What does resilience look like in practice? What outcomes are we aiming to achieve through the 
process of building resilience? This section explores different elements of resilience as an out-
come: an ability to manage risks, to adapt to change, to secure suffi cient food and to move out of 
poverty.

Ability to manage risks

An ability to manage risks includes the ability to understand and reduce the occurrence of hazards 
and stresses where possible, and when they cannot be prevented, to ride through the diffi cult 
period and to promptly rebuild or recover what they have lost. Positive coping strategies are an 
important aspect of resilience. These are the strategies that households and communities use, 
based on available skills and resources, to face, manage and recover from adverse condi-
tions, emergencies or disasters in the short term.

It is important to note that not all coping strategies are positive. Vulnerable people are often 
forced to draw on strategies which erode their productive assets (for example selling them off or 
consuming them) and ultimately undermine livelihoods in the long run. Some erosive coping 
strategies are not easily detected, such as eating less and eating food of lower nutritional value, 
forgoing medical treatment or other such expenditures, and overexploiting natural resources. 

Resilient households or communities pursue coping strategies which draw on excess, or liquid 
assets which have been stored up or saved for just such an eventuality (for example additional live-
stock, food stores or cash savings). Although this may diminish the total stock of assets, it will not 
undermine the future continuation of their livelihood. Therefore, once the period of exposure to 
stress or experience of disaster has passed and normal life has resumed, these assets can be rebuilt, 
replenished or repaid with relative ease. 

Ability to adapt to change 

A further outcome of resilience is the ability to adapt over the long term to changes which contrib-
ute to uncertainty, including environmental, political, economic, and importantly, climatic chang-
es. Resilient households and communities are able to respond to change proactively, making active 
choices about alternative livelihood strategies that will maintain wellbeing under the changed 
context. This requires access to a diversity of livelihood assets, skills, information and institutional 

Table 1. Erosive and non-erosive coping strategies

Vulnerability leads to erosive coping strategies,   Resilience leads to non-erosive, or positive coping 
such as strategies, such as
• Selling productive livestock, for example working • Selling excess animals
 animals or breeding animals. • Consuming less expensive or less preferred food, 
• Eating very little or very unpleasant foods   or gathering wild foods.
 resulting in weakening physical health. • Drawing on kinship transfers of food or money, or
• Selling agricultural or fi shing equipment.  reciprocal labour exchange
• Mortgaging or selling land • Selling non-essential possessions
• Borrowing money at very high interest rates • Casual local work or temporary migration
• Over-exploiting natural resources • Drawing on existing savings

Hazards and 
stresses

Livelihoods

Future 
uncertainty

Governance 

Resilience
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support which can be combined to expand the range of options and opportunities for responding 
to change. 

Climate change adaptation refers to the adjustment in natural or human systems in response 
to actual or expected climatic stimuli or their effects, which moderates harm or exploits 
benefi cial opportunities. Adaptive strategies differ from coping strategies. The latter are reactive, 
usually short term, strategies used by people to cope with hazards in the immediate term. Climate 
change adaptation relates to longer term, anticipatory strategies in which people adjust the ways 
in which they use their resources in order to explore new livelihood opportunities which internal-
ize climate variability or other types of change. 

Ability to secure suffi cient food

Securing basic needs such as food is an important outcome related to resilience. It means that 
households, and all members within them, are able to produce, purchase, or obtain suf-
fi cient, nutritious and culturally appropriate food at all times. Vulnerable households often 
suffer food shortages as they are unable to produce enough to see them through the year and are 
also more adversely affected by adverse weather events. Reduced food intake (quality and quan-
tity) can affect health, wellbeing and ability to work, which in turn can feed back to increase vul-
nerability. Resilience means being able to pursue safe and sustainable strategies to secure enough 
food throughout the year – without suffering seasonal shortages in the weeks or months leading 
up to harvest, as stored reserves run low. It also means being able to acquire food even when se-
vere hazards, such as major fl ood or drought, occur, for example by having stored reserves, cash 
to purchase, or support from family or relief institutions. 

Moving out of poverty

Households can quickly be pushed back into poverty by hazard events, or by unexpected changes 
in the climate. Resilient households are able to recover promptly from hazards, and adapt effec-
tively to long term trends, and are therefore able to use their resources effectively to step out of 
poverty as Figure 4 illustrates. 

Figure 4. Resilience and moving out of poverty

Quality
of life

Resilient

Vulnerable

Time

SHOCK

Disaster!

Coping…
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16 FROM VULNERABILITY TO RESILIENCE

2.3 HAZARDS AND STRESSES

What kinds of hazards and stresses can push households or communities into crisis? What can be 
done to reduce the exposure of people and their livelihoods to such hazards and stresses? This sec-
tion looks at a range of different types of hazards and stresses and their causes. It details four key 
areas of action to ensure that people understand the hazards and stresses that might affect them, 
and have taken relevant steps to prevent them, or where they are unavoidable, prepare for them. 

What are hazards and stresses?

Hazards and stresses come in many forms. Hazards tend to be perceived as sudden onset, unex-
pected, high impact events such as earthquakes and cyclones. However, hazards can also include 
slow onset events such as creeping drought and small scale incidents such as a localized land slide. 
Other events which are seasonal in nature or which have less immediately noticeable impacts, 
can also seriously erode livelihoods, but may not be identifi ed by people as hazards. We call these 
‘stresses’ to ensure that they too are taken into account. 

A hazard can be defi ned as a dangerous phenomenon, human activity or condition that may 
cause loss of life, injury or other health impacts, property damage, loss of livelihoods and 
services, social and economic disruption, or environmental damage. Stresses refer to small-
er, low impact events and seasonal factors, including unemployment, price fl uctuations, ill 
health, local confl icts, or gradual changes in climate, which can undermine livelihoods. 

Table 2. A typology of hazards and stresses

Atmospheric Geological
Heavy rainfall Earthquakes
Hail / snowfall / blizzard Volcanoes
High winds / hurricanes Landslides
Extreme temperatures

Hydrological Biological
Floods Human epidemics (HIV and Aids)
Drought  Plant pest outbreaks
Cyclones Animal disease outbreaks

Technological Socio-political
Oil spillage Confl ict
Radiation War
Infrastructural accidents (building / bridge collapse) Land evictions
 Riots

Economic
Exchange rate crises
Hyper-infl ation

Hazards and 
Stresses

Livelihoods

Future 
uncertainty

Governance

Resilience
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Table 2 illustrates that there are many different sources of shocks and stresses. Some hazards 
are caused by geophysical processes, such as earthquakes, or normal climatological patterns, such 
as regular monsoon rains. The causes of these events are beyond human control. However, many 
hazards are heavily infl uenced by human factors – both directly and indirectly – that either create 
hazards or make existing hazards worse. These are known as complex hazards. Human infl uence 
may be more obvious in the case of technological and fi nancial hazards, for example poor con-
struction of homes or bridges or inappropriate economic decisions. 

However, many natural hazards are often partly human induced. Environmental degrada-
tion, such as deforestation, can contribute to the more severe effects of fl ooding or the occur-
rence of landslides, as there is no ground cover to slow the fl ow of water over the land. Confl ict 
is another contributor to complex hazards. Confl ict can turn low rainfall into famine. More 
than 50 per cent of Africa’s food crises can be explained by armed confl ict and the resulting 
displacement of populations (Green, 2008). Climate change is another human induced-factor 
that is exacerbating many existing hazards such as droughts and fl ooding. Climate change is 
one amongst several long-term trends which affect the incidence of hazards and increase vul-
nerability. Further discussion of these aspects of uncertainty and additional areas of action are 
detailed in Section 2.5. 

Why is disaster preparedness important to resilience?

The poor are disproportionately affected by hazards affecting their ability to permanently step out 
of poverty. More than half of disaster related deaths occur in low human development countries, 
even though only 11 per cent of people exposed to hazards live there (DFID, 2005). A livelihoods 
approach to reducing vulnerability looks in detail at hazards and stresses but takes care to under-
stand how and why people and their livelihoods are exposed to and affected by such events. Poor 
people are often more exposed to hazards and stresses, due to lack of knowledge or lack of choice; 
and they are usually more severely affected when hazards and stresses occur because they do not 
have the capacities and resources to cope. 

The remainder of this section describes fi ve areas of action which can help reduce house-
holds’ and communities’ physical exposure to hazards and stresses and increase their disaster 
preparedness. 

• building capacity to analyse hazards and stresses;
• improving hazard prevention and protection; 
• increasing early warning and awareness;
• establishing contingency and emergency planning;
• building back better.

Copyright



18 FROM VULNERABILITY TO RESILIENCE

Case Study 1: A vulnerable household in Nepal

Buddi Bahadur Kumal (67) and his wife Sukmaya (59) live near the confl uence of Narayani and Rapti 
Rivers in Meghauli village, Chitwan district in south central Nepal. They have six children of which only 
one daughter still lives with them. Before Practical Action began to support activities to strengthen 
community resilience in their area, they were vulnerable in a number of ways.

The Kumal family has about one third of a hectare where they have a small hut, cultivate crops and 
keep small livestock (goats). Production from their land hardly meets heir food needs for six months of 
the year. As well as working on their own plot, planting, weeding and harvesting, Sukmaya also has to 
earn cash by labouring for others. Buddi fell from a tree in 1988 when he was collecting fodder, break-
ing his leg above the knee, and is now unable to work.

Wildlife encroachment from the nearby national park can destroy up to 80 per cent of crops during 
a bad attack. Prevention required mounting a 24-hour guard from seed sowing to the harvest season. 
Even the human population was at risk of attack: two villagers had been killed by rhinos. Potential liveli-
hood options such as higher value vegetables and fruits were at greatest risk of theft by both animals 
and neighbours so they stopped cultivating them. 

The land and house were exposed to fl ooding from the two big rivers which often fl ood during the 
monsoon season between June and August. In 2003 the family lost grains, blankets, kitchen utensils 
and four chickens to fl ooding. During fl oods, drinking water also became a problem as the community 
hand pump was affected by sediment build up.

Lack of water for irrigation is another stress they are increasingly facing. The family was unclear why 
water availability had reduced. They lacked the necessary skills to grow different crops. They also lacked 
the confi dence to take risks and explore alternative ideas for income generation. 
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Buddi Bahadur Kumal outside his home in Chitwan, Nepal
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2.3.1 Building capacity to analyse hazards and stresses

Vulnerable people often lack a good understanding of hazards or stresses and their associated 
risks, or of any action they could be talking to prevent or prepare for such threats. An important 
component of strengthening resilience is building community capacity for analysing and under-
standing the hazards and stresses that affect their lives as a fi rst step towards taking action to 
address those hazards. Often, a lack of relevant skills, time or organizational capacity mean that 
a systematic analysis does not take place. As a result, whilst individuals may take personal action, 
there is little coordinated community action to reduce hazard risks and improve preparedness and 
response. Improving capacity for hazard assessment can be achieved by working directly with 
communities to carry out a systematic analysis and by providing training to community leaders to 
give them the skills to facilitate community analysis. However, to ensure sustainability and scale, it 
may be more appropriate to develop the skills of relevant district authorities to facilitate this pro-
cess of community training and analysis. 

Why is analysing hazards and stresses important?

There are many factors to think about when looking at different hazards and stresses so that com-
munities can identify and prioritise key areas of action to reduce their impact. 

Frequency/duration/seasonality/trends. In order to better understand and prioritise hazards 
and stresses it is useful to understand their frequency and duration. Some high impact hazards, 
such as the Asian tsunami in 2004, may leave a lasting impact on people, but these are infrequent. 
Addressing more frequent events may be prioritised if people take this factor into their decision-
making. Many hazards and stresses are seasonal in nature, such as fl ooding, frosts, pest outbreaks, 
unemployment and low crop prices. When poor people do not have the means to cope with 
seasonal stresses, this is often what pushes them into destitution. It is important to consider how 
identifi ed hazards and stresses are changing over time: whether they are becoming more or less 
frequent and how this relates to wider factors such as climate change (see Section 2.5). 

Speed of onset/early warning. Some hazards occur without any warning at all and are very rapid 
in their impact such as an earthquake or a bridge collapsing. Others are more easily predicted as 
they arrive slowly or build up over several days or weeks, such as a cyclone or a disease outbreak. 
Others are very gradual and can remain almost unnoticed until they become critical, for example 
creeping drought, the build up of pollution and even some types of confl ict. It is important to ex-
plore whether or not early warning systems exist. These might include formal structural systems 
such as early warning towers, as well as biophysical signals based on traditional knowledge – 
migratory patterns of birds, changing winds or fl owering of certain plants, for example. 

Underlying causes. As noted earlier, many hazards and stresses, even apparently ‘natural’ events 
such as fl ooding and drought, are in fact complex, with underlying human causes. To effectively 
address these hazards requires analysis of their underlying causes, which are often closely linked 
to the livelihoods practiced within the community; particularly those based on natural resources 
(see Section 2.4.2). Deforestation for wood fuel, cultivation or construction on steep slopes, for 
example, are frequent underlying causes of drought, fl ood and landslides and can be addressed 
within the community. In some cases communities are aware of the causes of hazards but do not 
have the resources, the skills or the infl uence to address them, for example unsustainable upstream 
infrastructure development. In other cases, the causes of hazards are long term trends that are not 
visible to or well understood by, the community, such as climate change or fi nancial trends (see 
Section 2.5). 

Scale, severity and focus of impact. Hazards and stresses can impact at a range of scales, from a 
limited group of households (for example a landslide), to multiple communities (such as the earth-
quake in Ica, Peru in 2005), or entire nations (like the seconomic crisis in Argentina in 2001-02). 
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20 FROM VULNERABILITY TO RESILIENCE

An analysis of hazards and stresses should not focus only on the nature of the events themselves, 
but also seek to understand how they interact with communities and their livelihoods. Within any 
community, it is important to know which groups are affected most, whether these are groups 
practicing a particular livelihood (rain-fed farmers or fi shermen, for example, ), particular social 
groups (the young and old, women, people with disability), or people in a distinct geographical 
area (for example those living or working on riverbanks, or on slopes). 

Community and individual resources affected. Hazards can damage or destroy resources that 
people rely on, whether those shared by the community, such as roads, schools, community build-
ings, water resources, etc, or those that are individually owned, for example land, homes, crops, 
etc. It is important to identify which resources are affected, how and why, in order to take steps to 
strengthen or protect them. 

Action to build capacity for hazard analysis

In Zimbabwe Practical Action has been working through partner organizations to build capacity 
of communities in Gwanda district to identify and understand the critical hazards that contrib-
ute to their vulnerability. Drought is a regular phenomenon and was identifi ed as an important 
hazard. However, veldt fi res, a traditional practice of burning grassland to stimulate new pasture 
growth, were also raised as a seasonal problem as they often get out of control, burning beyond 
the intended area and destroying trees and homes. The identifi cation of this hazard led to swift ac-
tion to ensure that burning is carried out in a controlled way with oversight from a management 
committee. 

Carrying out community vulnerability analysis, Gwanda District, Zimbabwe
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2.3.2 Improving hazard prevention and protection 

Hazards are often seen as a fi xed element in the equation – as something we can do nothing to pre-
vent or avoid. But many types of hazard, particularly those with underlying human causes, can be 
prevented, or at least reduced, for example by improving resource management and regulations. 
In other cases it is possible to physically protect people, homes and livelihoods from their impacts 
through various structural or regulatory measures. 

Why are hazard prevention and protection important?

The costs of disasters can be huge, in terms of material losses as well as lives lost. In general the 
costs of prevention and protection are far less. During fl oods in Bangladesh in 1998 the value of 
cattle protected and saved by a four-acre fl ood shelter exceeded the cost of its construction by a 
factor of 17. But despite such statistics, it is still hard to get communities and governments to invest 
time and money in prevention activities. ‘Building a culture of prevention is not easy. While the 
costs of prevention have to be paid in the present, their benefi ts lie in a distant future. Moreover, 
the benefi ts are not tangible; they are the disasters that did not happen’ UN Secretary-General Kofi  
Annan in 1999 (cited in Green 2008). 

Four interrelated areas of action can be investigated to improve hazard prevention and protec-
tion. Many of these actions are closely related to livelihoods, examined in more detail in Section 
2.4, and to the governance context, addressed in Section 2.6.

Natural resource management. Human activity tends to disrupt the natural regulatory processes 
of the environment. For example, clearance of vegetation results in rain or fl ood water fl owing fast 
over land without being absorbed, damaging soils through erosion, or sweeping away homes and 
other infrastructure in more extreme cases. Growing monoculture crops permits the build up of 
pests and diseases in the plant population leading to severe losses. Reduction of coastal mangroves 
results in seawater incursion. Managing natural resources as part of secure and diversifi ed liveli-
hoods (see Section 2.4.2) can therefore address the underlying cause of many hazards. Measures 
might include: maintaining vegetation, particularly on sloping land, for example through agro-
forestry practices; maintaining biodiversity (crops and animals) within the farm system; or manag-
ing grazing at sustainable levels. 

Regulatory mechanisms. Poor planning and regulatory systems, relating to a whole range of is-
sues, can result in increased risk. Housing or other infrastructure developments are often allowed 
to expand unchecked into hazard-prone areas and unregulated construction can lead to failure 
when put under pressure by hazard exposure. For example, inadequate storm water drainage, 
water supply and waste management can lead to unsanitary conditions during fl ooding and can 
exacerbate the fl ood impacts. Land use planning can help to control human activities in hazard 
prone areas. This requires effective enforcement, by raising awareness of the reasons for zoning 
and offering people alternative, safer options. Legal frameworks such as building codes, labour 
standards, pollution limits, and so on also help reduce hazard risk. Effective implementation of 
these regulatory mechanisms is often dependent on an enabling governance environment, which 
is discussed further in Section 2.6.

Structural measures. Where it is not possible to prevent a hazard, its physical effects are often 
devastating. Structural measures are important with respect to physical protection from hazards. 
Dykes, walls and bunds are often used effectively to protect land from fl ood waters. In Nepal, 
electric fencing has been used to keep elephants and other wild animals off farm land, preventing 
huge losses from damage. Appropriate building techniques can also help ensure that homes and 
other infrastructure can withstand shocks. Earthquake resistant and fl ood resistant housing are 
promoted by Practical Action in Peru and Bangladesh respectively, which incorporate structural 
measures to improve their endurance. 
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Social measures. Some hazards are enhanced by particular patterns of social behaviour. Social 
measures include raising awareness and encouraging dialogue around potential hazards to bring 
about changes in behaviour to help reduce their occurrence or impact. Examples include familia-
rising people with the use of bed nets to protect them from malaria, raising awareness about the 
transmission of HIV and Aids, or establishing peace committees to resolve tribal confl ict. 

Action to improve hazard prevention and protection

In Sri Lanka, much damage is done by unregulated development resulting in increased risk for the 
poor, as well as wasted resources and more frequent confl icts. Practical Action South Asia have de-
veloped two methodologies to promote improved assessment and planning processes within the 
formal government system to reduce disaster risk. The fi rst of these is a Disaster Impact Assessment 
which should be carried out alongside an Environmental Impact Assessment during the planning 
stage of any signifi cant infrastructure development. The second is Disaster Risk Sensitive Land Use 
Planning, which promotes a cross boundary approach to development planning. The process 
involves working with local authorities to develop localized hazards maps which are then super-
imposed onto existing land use maps to identify hazard prone areas. Further analysis is carried 
out with communities to identify physical, social, economic and environmental aspects of vulner-
ability. This information is then used by local planners to guide decisions about structural and 
agricultural developments. 

In Nepal, practical steps have been taken in communities with which Practical Action is working 
to protect themselves from different hazards and stresses. Communities have reforested sloping 
lands and river banks, and built gabions (wire baskets fi lled with stones) to reduce river erosion 
resulting from fl ooding. With support from the National Park Authority, electric fencing has been 
installed along the borders between the Chitwan National Park and neighbouring communities to 
prevent the encroachment of wild animals which destroy crops and attack people.
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Gabion construction for fl ood protection in Kolhuwa, Nepal
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2.3.3 Increasing early warning and awareness

Often there are warning signs well ahead of a hazard event. Weather forecasters observe the start 
of hurricanes and storms and can calculate their likely future strength and tracks; ecologists keep 
a watch on conditions that favour locust breeding; drought experts estimate the chances of rains. 
Communities also often have traditional ways of predicting or receiving warning of hazard events, 
for example watch towers to look out for wild animals or changes in wind direction which may 
signal certain types of weather. 

Why are early warning and awareness important? 

If warning can be given of an impending hazard event, then action can be taken to reduce the 
impacts on people and their belongings. What is important, therefore, is the ability to monitor or 
access the relevant warning information and to communicate that information to everyone who 
may be affected. Establishing an effective early warning requires communities to bring together in-
formation about known hazards, patterns and trends in their occurrence, and existing knowledge 
of early warning systems. This information should be collated during the process of hazard analysis 
as discussed in Section 2.3.1. Also, to be effective, there need to be plans in place and capacity 
built for the community to respond to the warning system. This will be looked at in Section 2.3.4. 
The elements we are interested in are the monitoring and warning system itself and the process of 
dissemination and communication. 

Accessing monitoring and warning information. This might involve developing a hazard moni-
toring system within the community, or liaising with monitoring and early warning services out-
side the community. Community based systems of hazard monitoring include measurement of 
river levels (fl ood); assessments of seasonal food availability (famine); observation from watch tow-
ers (animal incursion); and reporting arrival of unknown livestock owners (pastoralist confl ict). 
Other agencies can also provide relevant early warning information, such as national meteorologi-
cal and hydrological services; specialized observatory and warning centres (for example for wa-
ter, volcano); research institutes; extension services providers; and UN agencies such as UNISDR, 
WMO, FAO, UNESCO, UNEP, UNOSAT, OCHA. The important factor is establishing the mechanisms 
through which communities can access this information in timely and appropriate ways (for ex-
ample through phone calls, radio broadcasts or personal visits). Furthermore, the information 
needs to be relevant to the local context, and in language and terminology that communities can 
understand and act upon. 

Dissemination and communication. It is vital to communicate risk information and early warn-
ings in a clear and timely manner to all those in the community for whom it is relevant. It is es-
sential that systems are able to reach the poorest who are often least well connected, or may live 
in more remote areas. The warning information must be clear and useable, leading to appropriate 
response by those who hear it. This can be achieved with tools such as sirens, drums, phones, 
public announcements (loud hailer, radio, TV), door to door messaging, or any other practical 
measure that works within the particular context. Clearly the public need to be aware in advance 
of any emergency, how they should respond to an early warning message. This is dealt with in the 
next section. 

Action to increase early warning and awareness 

Nepal ranks as one of the most naturally risk prone countries in the world. Practical Action has 
been working on disaster mitigation in Nepal since 2001, particularly in reducing vulnerability to 
fl ash fl oods in the lowland Terai. Traditionally early warning towers have been used to keep watch 
for fl ash fl oods and incursion of wild animals as local communication possibilities were limited. 
Work was done to introduce higher and sturdier towers which gave a wider fi eld of view and a 
greater range to sirens. However, telecommunications have improved in recent years and now an 
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effective system has been introduced whereby communities upstream monitor the river level and 
once it reaches a certain height then downstream communities, police and emergency services are 
alerted by mobile phone. In all locations electric sirens have been established, reliant on battery 
and ‘inverter’ systems due to the unreliability of mains power supply during heavy rains. Beyond 
the range of the siren communities have established different dissemination systems in each loca-
tion, dependent on settlement patterns and geography. In all locations, cheap, simple hand mi-
crophones have been provided so that information can be broadcast, enabling specifi c messages 
to be communicated. 

In Peru, Practical Action has been involved in working in schools to raise awareness about haz-
ards and how to respond when they occur. Working with school children is a strategy for reach-
ing the whole household as the children are encouraged to share what they have learned with 
their family as well as developing popular communications such as theatre or songs to spread 
appropriate messages in their communities. Practical Action has also worked with government 
at various levels to develop appropriate curriculum content which covers general issues around 
hazards, their underlying causes and how to reduce their probability (for example reforestation to 
reduce the risk of landslides and fl oods), as well as carrying out drills of what to do in the case of 
emergency, particularly earthquakes which affect large areas of the country. Educating the young 
has been found to be an effective way to bring about longer term change in hazard reduction and 
response behaviour. 
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Testing the early warning system in Nepal
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2.3.4 Establishing contingency and emergency planning

Hazards vary considerably in their speed of onset and predictability. Vulnerability is increased when 
there is little warning of an impending hazard event meaning that people are unable to take ac-
tion and move themselves or their belongings out of danger, for example. People are also more 
vulnerable when they do not have a plan of how to respond when hazards occur. In the case of 
sudden onset hazards, they may panic and behave in unsafe ways, or may not think to assist other 
members of the community to reach safety. If a community lacks safety equipment or medical 
supplies then they will also be unable to respond effectively or treat injured people. In the case of 
slow onset stresses, such as drought, a lack of planning can leave some households destitute, for 
example when crops fail.

Why is contingency and emergency planning important?

There are many actions which households and communities can take to improve their level of pre-
paredness which will help keep their exposure to a minimum and ensure that they can respond 
swiftly and safely. Many forms of preparedness are more effective when the whole community 
works together to plan the actions to be taken before, during or in the aftermath of a hazard event. 
Emergency or contingency plans are important so that all members of the community know what 
to do and how to respond when hazards occur. An emergency plan is not the same as an overall 
disaster risk reduction plan – it is one element of this wider plan which should also include pro-
posals for strengthening livelihoods and preventing hazards. Emergency or contingency planning 
should be based on a participatory community hazard analysis, which would identify who and 
what is most affected when hazards occur as outlined in Section 2.3.1. 

Clearly, an emergency or response plan will differ according to the types of risks within the com-
munity, however it might include any of the following elements: 

• Evacuation routes and safe locations that could be used as gathering places.
• Responsibilities allocated for ensuring vulnerable groups are attended to.
• Emergency shelters (temporary or permanent) for humans and livestock. 
• Basic medical and fi rst aid equipment, and people skilled to use them.
• Protection and rescue equipment, such as: shovels, ropes, boats, life jackets and so on. 
• Emergency supplies (such as food, water, or the funds to purchase these).
• Communication systems and contacts for institutions that provide emergency services. 

The plan should clearly outline different roles and responsibilities for people within the com-
munity and appropriate skills need to be built for those roles, for example medical training for fi rst 
aiders. Some external funds may be needed to acquire necessary equipment, but well organized 
communities can meet many needs using their own resources, for example establishing an emer-
gency fund, or coordinating contribution to an emergency food supply. Strengthening livelihoods 
(Section 2.2) ensures that households and communities have additional resources that they are 
able to contribute to such funds or stores.

The list above illustrates that there is much that the community itself can do to prepare for 
emergencies; however, links to external support services may well be necessary in the case of more 
extreme events. Establishing links with such organizations is important in order to raise awareness 
of potential community needs, and to ensure that they will provide appropriate types of response 
when they are needed (also dealt with in Section 2.6).

Action to establish contingency and emergency planning

To help address community vulnerability to fl oods in Kamargani Union of Gaibandha District in 
Bangladesh, 17 people (11 male and 6 female) came together voluntarily to form a disaster man-
agement committee to serve their community. Members of Ashar Alo Unnayan Sangstha were 
provided with relevant training and equipment so that they would be able to take the lead in 
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planning and awareness-raising around disaster preparedness. During a period of extreme fl oods 
in 2007 the work of the committee swiftly implemented the emergency response plans they had 
set in place. As they had been monitoring the fl ood situation they were able to disseminate early 
warning messages and using boats they were able to quickly rescue fl ood marooned families. ‘Our 
members rescued fl ood stranded people, shifted 23 lots of housing materials damaged by river 
erosion and constructed temporary cattle shelters for 75 cattle. We installed six temporary sanitary 
latrines and three elevated tube wells for people marooned in the fl ood shelters. We later repaired 
three culverts and organized two vaccination camps for the cattle’ said Mohammad Sabu Mia, 
Secretary of the committee. ‘This year’s fl ood gave us an opportunity to test our plan and what we 
had learned from our training. I think we have passed the test.’

Rescue boat in action during the 2007 fl oods in Gaibandha, Bangladesh
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2.3.5 Building back better

After a disaster, reconstruction often fails to adequately support community and economic devel-
opment – it deals better with the needs of elites than those of of the marginalized poor. Now the 
focus on reconstruction is turning to alternative, more participatory approaches, such as People-
Centred Reconstruction (PCR). However, many agencies still struggle to put this into practice as 
there is relatively limited experience of PCR. 

Why is building back better important?

In 1970, major earthquakes struck Peru and Turkey, causing much damage and many casualties. In 
both cases, the government initiated large reconstruction programmes, often involving relocation, 
and received assistance from external humanitarian agencies on an unprecedented scale. The ap-
proaches followed by governments and agencies alike were to build houses for people rather than 
with them. Evaluations have since highlighted that this approach doesn’t work, and many of the 
houses built remained unoccupied, whilst those affected reverted to their old ways of building and 
remained vulnerable to future risks. This approach to reconstruction, which had agencies in the 
driving seat, is nowadays often called Donor-Driven Reconstruction (DDR). However, PCR includes 
everyone: house-owners, tenants and squatters and puts people and reducing their vulnerability 
at the centre of the process. PCR involves:

• empowering poor people through their participation in key decision-making processes from 
as early as possible; 

• building back better against possible future risks;
• rebuilding livelihoods to enable people to recover assets and become more resilient (rather 

than long-term dependent).

The principles of PCR have been applied by Practical Action in two signifi cant contexts: in Sri 
Lanka after the tsunami in 2005 and in Peru after the earthquake in Ica in 2008. The lessons learned 
helped to further refi ne the approach and have been widely disseminated. A process of PCR should 
include the following components:

• A detailed assessment of damage, needs, resources and capacities is needed. This hap-
pens in collaboration with the affected communities and all information is fully shared with 
everyone. 

• Mobilization of communities for participatory planning, including Community Action 
Planning (CAP) with the communities and other stakeholders, including local and national 
government institutions, utilities, NGOs and aid agencies needs to happen. Particular at-
tention needs to be paid to including the demands of the most vulnerable. Prioritisation 
is important too, to match planned actions to the resources that can be accessed by the 
partners.

• Participatory housing design with communities should pay attention to safer construction 
and local sustainability (see Section 2.4.5).

• Supportive measures for PCR need to focus on increasing people’s resilience, including de-
veloping and strengthening livelihoods and community-based savings and credits.

• Support for construction is important, such as:
 o selecting and training builders to support households;
 o promoting production of local building materials or bulk-buying of materials from else-

where, to reduce costs;
 o constructing infrastructure to service houses; 
 o providing cash for reconstruction although some funding should be held back to sup-

port those needing more time to recover. 
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Some infrastructure can be constructed by local people through community contracts, which 
will help them to recover and retain money in the local economy. 

Action to build back better

The tsunami of December 2004 devastated over two-thirds of Sri Lanka’s coastline. More than 
50,000 lives were lost and 100,000 households displaced along the eastern, southern and west-
ern coastlines. An estimated 
120,000 houses were damaged 
or destroyed. Seventy-fi ve per 
cent of the total fi shing fl eet 
was lost and close to 25,000 
acres of arable land were affect-
ed by salinity. Overall 150,000 
people lost their main source of 
livelihood. From January 2005 
Practical Action worked with 
affected communities to recon-
struct housing and to re-estab-
lish livelihoods, infrastructure, 
sanitation and health. Using 
context-specifi c participatory 
approaches, the communities 
were involved at all stages. 

Over three years, around 160 
homes were built using cost-
effective appropriate building 
technologies. The houses were 
designed in cooperation with 
the owners. They were built in 
partnership with 13 local NGOs, 
and included six demonstration 
houses and one training build-
ing. Over 300 masons were 
trained in the building tech-
nologies. These were impor-
tant strategies to promote local 
replication. The communities 
where Practical Action worked 
were also assisted in the devel-
opment of income generation opportunities, either by replacing existing equipment for fi shermen 
and weavers or by developing new opportunities. Secure and sustainable development was fur-
ther promoted through rain-water harvesting tanks for domestic and agricultural use, communi-
ty-based waste processing infrastructure and eco-sanitation, demonstrations of wind, solar and 
bio-gas energy systems, and preparation of disaster preparedness plans (World Habitat Awards, 
no date).

Post tsunami reconstruction of housing in Sri Lanka
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2.4 LIVELIHOODS

If households are to be resilient they need adequate resources (for example cash, food, local or-
ganizations and skills) to draw on in times of need. They also need livelihoods that are secure and 
not easily damaged by hazards and stresses. Having access to a diversity of resources is important 
for resilience. Natural resources in particular need to be well-managed to ensure that they do not 
contribute to the occurrence of hazards and stresses. 

What are livelihoods?

A livelihood comprises the resources (including skills, technologies and organizations) and 
activities required to make a living and have a good quality of life. Understanding livelihoods 
does not mean just looking at people’s main source of employment or income, but at all the dif-
ferent activities and choices within the household and community which provide food, health, 
income, shelter and other tangible and intangible benefi ts, such as comfort, safety, respect and 
fulfi lment. 

Livelihood activities can include agricultural production (crops, vegetables, livestock, fi sh) for 
home consumption or for sale of produce; non agricultural home production such as tailoring, 
pottery, food processing, and so on; wage employment locally or migrating to another area to 
work; or harvesting forest products. Activities such as caring for children and the elderly should 
also be recognized as important roles often played by women. The livelihood options available 
to individuals and households depends on the diversity of resources, skills and technologies they 
are able to access. The security of their livelihood also depends on the security of their available 
resources. 

Why are livelihoods important to building resilience?

People with poor livelihood options are more likely to be forced into living or working in areas 
more exposed to hazards and stresses. When people are faced with extreme situations they may 
resort to livelihood activities which are dangerous or undesirable such as begging, illegal factory 
work, forest exploitation, or prostitution. In Bangladesh those who do not own land may have 
no other option but to exploit government owned, fl ood exposed river banks, risking eviction by 
authorities. When hazards do occur, people with fragile livelihoods tend to have little to draw on 
in such times of need, pushing them deeper into crisis. With limited resources they are likely to 
be dependent on one or two key sources of food and income. If these are affected in any way by 
an external shock then they will have little else to fall back on. Their ability to adapt to changed 
circumstances and pursue alternative livelihood strategies will be limited. Many poor households 
in Zimbabwe are dependent only on rain-fed agriculture, leaving them vulnerable if the rains are 
poor. Lacking fi nancial capital they struggle to invest in other opportunities such as small livestock, 
which could provide them with an alternative source of income if a harvest fails.

With access to diverse, secure and well managed resources, resilient households can pursue 
a number of different strategies to provide food throughout the year, income for regular needs 
and to save for times of emergency. In this way they are often able to avoid exposure to hazards. 
When hazards are unavoidable, people with diverse livelihoods will be able to draw on a range 
of resources and skills to pursue positive coping strategies, ride through the diffi cult times, and 
continue to move out of poverty. 

Hazards and 
Stresses

Livelihoods

Future 
uncertainty

Governance

Resilience

Copyright



30 FROM VULNERABILITY TO RESILIENCE

Livelihoods in relation to other aspects of the V2R framework. The V2R framework illustrates 
that livelihoods can be affected by hazards and stresses. To ensure livelihood security requires 
sound analysis of potential hazards and stresses and action to reduce their impact through disaster 
preparedness activities. In turn, many hazards and stresses result from certain livelihood choices 
(for example cultivation of steep slopes which can lead to landslides). Therefore promotion of sus-
tainable livelihood options is essential to reducing such threats.

Long term trends, including climate change, introduce an element of uncertainty about the future 
viability of livelihoods. Long term trends can in turn be caused by unsustainable resource use such 
as deforestation. Such trends must also be considered in a vulnerability analysis and steps taken to 
better understand them, address them where possible, or strengthen capacity to adapt livelihoods 
when necessary (see Section 2.5). Finally, livelihoods are very often shaped by the wider gover-
nance environment. Policies and organizational practice determine how livelihood resources, skills 
and technologies can be accessed from outside the community. Again, there is a two-way relation-
ship: communities should be able to make demands on the governance environment, and policies 
and organizations can be made more responsive to their needs (see Section 2.6). 

Action to ensure diverse and secure livelihoods

Practical Action supports livelihoods by improving the diversity and security of resources, skills 
and technologies that are available to households and communities. This work is grouped under 
fi ve areas which are explained in more detail in the following sections. They correspond roughly 
to the fi ve assets of the sustainable livelihoods approach developed by DFID: social, natural, hu-
man, fi nancial and physical (see Sections 1.2 and 4.1). Different aspects of these fi ve areas may 
be addressed to differing degrees in different projects depending on the issues identifi ed by the 
community. 

• strengthening community organization and voice; 
• supporting access to and management of natural resources;
• promoting access to skills and technologies;
• improving access to markets and employment;
• ensuring secure living conditions.
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Case Study 2: Livelihood constraints in Coyllur, Peru

Practical Action works in the community of Coyllur, in the high Andes of Peru. The following is a de-
scription of their livelihood situation and some typical challenges people faced when Practical Action 
fi rst started working there.

Most people practice small scale agriculture, growing maize, wheat, barley, peas, beans, potatoes 
and other tubers. Land holdings are very small (on average 2 hectares per family) which limits produc-
tion. Most farmers are dependent on rainfall to irrigate their crops, though some are able to access 
water from irrigation channels on an intermittent basis. Water is a limited resource and has to be care-
fully managed. The short growing season and limited access to water means that only one crop can be 
grown per year. Livestock keeping is fairly minimal with small numbers of sheep, cattle, pigs and goats 
are kept in the higher reaches of the village and small animals such as guinea pigs, poultry and rabbits 
in the lower parts. Animal health has tended to be very poor due to the lack of support services, and 
people’s inability to afford necessary vaccines. In Peru, public extension services were virtually elimi-
nated during structural adjustment cuts in the 1990s. Production has been mainly subsistence based. 
Some food insecure months were faced due to low production and lack of fi nancial resources to buy 
food when store food ran out.

Household income is typically low. Apart from agriculture people have had few other livelihood op-
tions. Some people sell vegetables and other excess crops in the market, but the road from the top of 
the community is poor and transport infrequent so reaching the market from there is expensive and 
therefore little profi t is made on sales. Casual labour in the town pays a low wage and is not a desirable 
option as it takes the men from 
the community. Education 
levels are low as only basic 
primary schooling is available 
in the community. As a result 
of poor work and education 
opportunities, many people 
were leaving the community 
altogether. The local Mayor is 
dynamic and keen to lead lo-
cal institutions in developing 
projects, but their capacity 
to develop proposals and to 
access fi nancial resources has 
been weak. 

Many families in the com-
munity of Coyllur in Peru 
have been affected by chang-
ing weather patterns over 
the past 5 or so years. Heavy 
frosts in particular have been 
coming out of season and 
killing off potato plants de-
stroying any potential for a 
harvest of an important sta-
ple. Heavy rains cause land-
slides also destroying crops. 
More and more of the af-
fected families were leaving 
the community to fi nd work 
elsewhere. Those who are 
left were becoming demoral-
ized about the future. 
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Don Gregorio struggles to produce a good harvest in a changing climate, 
Coyllur, Peru
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2.4.1 Strengthening community organization and voice

Community organizations include Village Development Committees, women’s organizations, 
church groups, farmer groups or cooperatives, health promotion groups, etc. Also known as Social 
Capital, these might be formal and recognized committees which are supported by government, 
or they may be informal in nature, self organized and self reliant in terms of resources. Local 
groups and organizations which have some basic skills for planning and resource mobilization can 
be extremely powerful in motivating community members to strengthen their resilience in various 
ways. 

Why is community organization and voice important?

Poorly organized communities leave households isolated in terms of addressing their problems 
and needs. When households are affected by hazards they are often left feeling powerless. Long 
term trends can induce a similar response when they are poorly understood and beyond local 
control. This can create a vicious cycle of despondency leading to further inaction to address the 
causes of their problems. Working collaboratively, households can achieve more than when work-
ing alone to address the problems they face. They can: 

• take the lead in analysing the causes of their vulnerability and creating plans to address them;
• invest resources and labour together to address specifi c local needs; 
• establish and maintain structures to manage resources and resolve confl icts; 
• have a greater voice in infl uencing external decisions or access institutions with better re-

sources or services – in Peru local government, for example, has fi nancial resources available 
for development activities, but communities lack the skills to develop funding proposals and 
so the resources often go unspent.

By building understanding, confi dence, skills and motivation, communities can be empowered 
to work together to ensure they are better prepared for potential threats and trends and can re-
spond effectively when they occur. Particularly vulnerable groups often exist who are excluded 
from community institutions on the basis of gender, caste, class or merely because they do not 
have time to participate (see Issues Page 3: Gender). Attention must be paid to ensure that com-
munity organizations include the poor and represent their needs. 

Action to strengthen community organization and voice

The V2R approach aims to empower communities to take control over all aspects of their develop-
ment, as well as to resist unfavourable forms of development. Practical Action works with commu-
nity organizations in such a way as to achieve three important principles:

• facilitate empowerment and self-reliance;
• include and represent the poor;
• meet practical and strategic needs.

By working through community organizations, skills and ownership of all initiatives remain with-
in the community, contributing to long term sustainability. A principal starting point is therefore 
to build community capacity to understand the causes of their vulnerability and to plan, organize 
and access resources to address those issues. This is critical to improving disaster preparedness (see 
Section 2.3), as well as to strengthening livelihoods. Alongside local planning and action, com-
munities need to better understand and infl uence decisions and policies that affect their lives and 
livelihoods, and to demand fulfi lment of their rights. 

Strengthening community organizations is the key strategy used in northern Darfur, Sudan for 
helping people to help themselves. In the absence of any other local organizations, communities 
form a VDC or a Women’s Development Committee (WDC) as a starting point for their engagement 
in activities to build resilience. These committees coordinate and manage Practical Action’s support to 
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strengthening and diversifying livelihoods and improving disaster preparedness, including training 
in drought-resilient farming practices, goat restocking, building stores to protect crops from pests, 
and establishment of grain banking systems to ensure seed is saved for replanting if a harvest is lost 
to drought. In order to ensure sustainability, the VDCs and WDAs charge a membership fee which is 
reinvested in managing local activities. For larger project fundraising, Practical Action has provided 
support and training to members of Village and Women’s Development Networks (which represent 
the VDCs and WDAs) to help them submit proposals to other NGOs and international agencies. In 
2008 the VDC Network reported securing funds for nine projects – including one funded by the UN 
Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) for the sum of $300,000 for the blacksmith association to 
produce agricultural tools for free distribution. The WDA Network reported having around 11,000 
members and eight funded projects (including goat restocking, sewing and food processing train-
ing), ranging from $5,000 to $210,000 (Coupe and Pasteur, 2009).

In North-west Kenya, the region bordering Ethiopia, Sudan and Uganda, recurrent drought and 
disease epidemics have decimated herds on which pastoralist tribes depend for their survival. This 
is leading to near continuous cattle raiding by neighbouring tribes, carried out by small groups 
of men with automatic weapons and driven by criminal motivation for profi t. The results are dev-
astating. It is estimated that cattle raids currently account for more than 70 per cent of deaths 
among males aged 30 to 39 in tribes that inhabit the region. Practical Action has helped establish 
two peace and grazing committees to fulfi l the role of traditional institutions that have been weak-
ened or ceased to exist. Both government and communities have recognized the committees as 
legitimate representatives on matters of confl ict resolution and grazing management. Cross bor-
der peace meetings and dialogue between committees have yielded encouraging results. Stolen 
livestock have been traced and returned to their rightful owners in Uganda. This, in the opinion of 
local residents, could never have happened before. Herders from opposing tribes across the border 
were also reported to be sharing grazing areas and water sources without incident, a situation not 
seen in over 10 years. 

Turkana herdsman with his camels, Kenya
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2.4.2 Supporting access to and sustainable management of natural resources

Natural resources form the basis of the majority of rural communities’ livelihoods, using them to 
produce food and other goods for consumption or sale. These could include land, forest, lakes and 
rivers, clay, and various types of animal and plant species for farming, forestry, fi shing, production 
of non timber forest products, food processing, handicrafts and other rural livelihoods. Access to 
such resources is often essential for production in rural areas, and sustainable management ensure 
that livelihoods are secure and sustainable in the long term.

Why are access to and sustainable management of natural resources important?

Those who are most vulnerable tend to be people with poor access to natural resources upon 
which to build their livelihood strategies. With limited resources they are likely to be dependent on 
one or two key sources of food and income. If these are affected in any way by an external shock 
then they will have little else to fall back on. Their ability to adapt to changed circumstances and 
draw on alternative livelihood strategies will be limited. Unable to access water resources for ir-
rigation, many poor households in Zimbabwe are dependent only on rain-fed agriculture, leaving 
them vulnerable if the rains are poor. Diversifying their resources, through investing in small live-
stock could provide them with an alternative source of income if a harvest fails. 

Natural resource management is also necessary for the effective functioning of ecosystems from 
which people derive many benefi ts. Healthy ecosystems provide natural regulation of or defences 
against hazards, for example mangroves, dunes and reefs create physical barriers between com-
munities and coastal hazards. They also provide the necessary nutrient inputs for food production 
and also provide cultural services such as spiritual, recreational, and cultural benefi ts. Natural re-
source degradation reduces the capacity of the environment to meet social and ecological objec-
tives, and needs, and can lead to increased frequency and intensity of natural hazards.

Access to natural resources is often contested between different social groups. In northern 
Kenya, there are disputes between different pastoralist communities over grazing rights, com-
pounded during dry years. These disputes have at times led to armed confl ict creating a further 
hazard for those populations. Poor management of resources can reduce their productivity over 
the long term and can lead to increased hazard risk. In Nepal, for example, farmers who are only 
able to rent land on a short term basis are less inclined to manage soils for long term sustainabil-
ity compared to those who own their land. Failing to invest in maintaining soil quality reduces its 
productivity and makes farmers more vulnerable to drought. 

Natural resources need to be combined with other resources discussed in Section 2.4 (commu-
nity organization, skills and technologies, markets and so on) to maximize their use and achieve 
secure and diverse livelihoods. Community organization can help resolve confl ict over resource 
access, appropriate skills and technologies can ensure that they are used productively, and access 
to markets is essential if a good income is to be earned which can then be reinvested in livelihood 
improvements and disaster preparedness measures. 

Action to support access to and sustainable management of productive assets

Practical Action works with communities to help them to access resources, resolve confl icts and 
ensure that resources are managed in such a way that they are not degraded for future generations 
and continue to provide valuable ecosystem services. Secure access to productive resources is im-
portant for communities and households to be able to plan for their future and use their resources 
effectively and sustainably. In Nepal, for example, farmers have been assisted to rent land on a 
longer term basis and are now more inclined to invest in soil conservation. In Kenya, tribal con-
fl ict over access to grazing areas for their livestock has been reduced by creating dialogue around 
practical activities to improve resources such as livestock watering points. A consensus building 
approach used in Jamalpur, Bangladesh, has ensured equal access by rich and poor to communal 
fi shing resources. A Water Body Management Committee was established to oversee appropriate 
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management (restocking and limited harvesting) and to distribute profi ts equally. Taking active 
responsibility for the water body has meant that it is not overexploited by the members.

Growing a diversity of crops or crop varieties reduces risk from failure of one particular crop due 
to pests or drought. Agricultural diversifi cation is particularly relevant in the context of climate 
change, as a diversity of crops can help ensure resilience to a wider range of weather patterns. 
Practical Action has done work to help farmers to rebuild crop and livestock biodiversity. Farmers 
in Tharaka in Kenya have traditionally grown a wide variety of grains for their different benefi ts: 
fast maturing, good taste, or high market price. However, after a number of severe droughts many 
of these varieties were lost. Farmers then planted the varieties which had been given to them as 
drought relief but which were not suited to the local soils and climate. These farmers have been 
assisted to revive many of their lost varieties through organizing seed fairs at which they display 
and exchange their seed – not only grains (millet, sorghum and maize), but also vegetables and 
legumes (such as pumpkin and mung bean). These fairs have continued to take place since the 
project ended eight years ago and farmers now say that they are once again growing a diversity of 
crops and that harvests are more secure as a result.
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Farmer exhibiting a diversity of varieties at a seed fair in Kenya
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2.4.3 Promoting access to technologies 

Vulnerable groups tend to lack access to appropriate technologies to help them to make best 
use of their available resources or to protect them from possible hazards. Ensuring that appropri-
ate technologies for secure and diversifi ed production are accessible to marginal producers is at 
the heart of Practical Action’s approach. We defi ne technologies as skills and knowledge, physical 
hardware such as tools or water points, and the way they are organized or combined. Appropriate 
technologies are those which are cost effective for small scale producers, which can be managed 
and maintained by them over the long term, and which integrate environmental, economic and 
social sustainability. 

Why is access to technologies important for building resilience?

Appropriate technologies can help vulnerable producers to overcome the physical and environmen-
tal constraints of hazard prone areas, improve productivity and incomes and to help them adapt 
to changes in the climate. Poor farmers in Sudan with access to a donkey plough are able to work 
the good quality wadi soils and produce more food. Livestock keepers with access to extension or 
advisory services can improve their understanding of management or feeding strategies for their 
animals, and access vaccines, reducing their vulnerability to pest or disease outbreaks. Enhanced 
capabilities outside of farming mean that particularly women and young people are able to devel-
op alternative livelihoods, such as pottery, food processing, or other types of craft, that can provide 
additional income or prove more resilient when agriculture is threatened by weather events. In the 
context of long term trends, including climate change, the ability to update knowledge and skills 
about the impacts of trends and new livelihood options is ever more important (see Section 2.5). 

Action to promote access to technologies

Practical Action promotes access to a wide range of agricultural and non-farm skills and technolo-
gies to increase security, income and food. Technology diffusion and continuing innovation does 
not necessarily happen automatically. Promoting technology access is achieved in a range of dif-
ferent ways, from direct training to communities, to training local extension agents, improving 
linkages with other knowledge sources, such as government service providers, research organiza-
tions, the internet, etc., and improving the technology capabilities of rural people themselves to 
experiment and develop their own innovations (see Issues Page 1). 

Extension services are an important channel for accessing improved agricultural production 
technologies. However, state run extension services are being phased out in favour of private sec-
tor providers, which tend not to reach dispersed farmers in remote areas, and are often oriented 
towards advice relating to sale of inputs rather than low external input technologies which may be 
more appropriate to resource poor farmers. Practical Action overcomes this gap working with the 
remaining government extension services to facilitate the training of community-based extension 
workers with skills in agriculture, horticulture, animal health and fi sheries. Living in rural commu-
nities these extension workers are able to provide prompt and cost effective advice and support 
to their fellow farmers, charging a small fee for services or inputs provided. Established links with 
government, researchers and other service providers allows them to access and disseminate avail-
able technology options which improve production and reduce risk. Community Animal Health 
Workers, for example, are able to provide effective livestock vaccines which reduce the incidence 
of disease outbreaks. In Sudan, community agricultural extension workers alert government staff 
when there is a threat of locust attack, and they are then able to respond swiftly with localized pest 
control. There is potential for community extension workers to be an important conduit for evolv-
ing knowledge about climate trends and skills to help people to adapt to them.

Some technologies can increase production, but they also carry certain risks. The combined 
use of proprietary seeds, fertilizers and pesticides has been shown in many instances to lead to 
signifi cant yield increases, particularly in the short term. However, requirements for up-front cash 
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investment, access to input markets and credit, and higher levels of education, often make seed, 
fertilizer and pesticide packages less accessible to the poor. Furthermore, over-reliance on these ex-
ternal inputs, which can fl uctuate in price and availability, also increases the vulnerability of small 
farmers, including their risk of indebtedness and the long-term degradation of the environment 
on which they depend. Practical Action favours low input, integrated agro-ecological approaches 
(see Table 3) that have been shown to be more suited to farming systems with higher labour avail-
ability, which encourage sustainable management of natural resources, and have proved to be 
more secure and productive in hazard environments. In Zimbabwe, mulching, intercropping and 
agro-forestry have proven to be successful and sustainable approaches to soil and pest manage-
ment. In Bangladesh, fl oating gardens, constructed on rafts made of bamboo and water hyacinth, 
allow farmers to produce vegetables and rice seedlings before fl ood waters have receded, making 
production more secure even when fl ooding extends beyond its usual season. 

Floating garden technology in Bangladesh
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Table 3. Technologies for sustainable and hazard resistant agricultural production

Soil and water management Seeds and tools
• Terraces and other structures to prevent water • Biodiversity for risk reduction
 runoff and erosion • Seed selection and replication
• Contour ridges • Crop diversifi cation (both modern and traditional
• Manures and composting   varieties)
• Pit cultivation  • Donkey plough
• Irrigation technologies 
• Earth dams  Land management
  • Floating gardens (Bangladesh)
Pest and weed control • Wadi cultivation (Sudan)
• Integrated pest management • Back garden cultivation
• Post harvest crop storage structures
• Post harvest pest management and storage
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Issues Page 1. Technology for resilient communities

Practical Action sees technology as a vital contributor to reducing people’s vulnerability and strength-
ening their livelihoods. Our defi nition of technology includes physical infrastructure, machinery and 
equipment as well as the knowledge and skills and the capacity to organize and use all of these. Simple, 
innovative ideas to help people change their lives for the better

Improvements to technologies can have many positive impacts for poor people’s livelihoods. They can:

• Help producers to overcome the physical and environmental constraints of fragile areas, improve 
productivity and incomes, and to help them to adapt to changes in the climate. 

• Ensure lower costs, for example, through labour saving devices such as a draught plough which will 
reduce labour costs.

• Help people to reach new markets through mobile phone or internet access to market information, 
for example. 

• Protect people or assets from hazards - for example raised housing or dams can protect from fl oods, 
vaccinations can protect people and animals from health hazards. 

• Enhance early warning of, and response to, hazards with sirens, rescue boats, life jackets and so on. 

Whether modern or traditional, local or introduced, with access to a wider choice of technology 
options producers are able to innovate and improve their practices. Practical Action does not rule out 
any technologies on the grounds of ideology or dogma – we are in favour of any technology that can 
benefi t the poor in a sustainable way. Since the 1980s we have used an approach called Participatory 
Technology Development (PTD) to facilitate farmer-driven technology innovation. More recently, this 
approach has further evolved into one of strengthening technology capabilities to help people to ac-
cess, adapt, and make appropriate choices about available technologies.

Technology capabilities
Building technology capabilities is about enabling resource poor women and men to identify and de-
velop technologies to address their needs as these needs change over time, to improve their ability to 
use and adapt technologies in response to a changing environment. This involves strengthening links 
with local research stations and other sources of new technologies; building confi dence and skills to 
experiment, analysing and assessing technologies through fi eld-based learning situations and expo-
sure to new ideas; and ensuring capacity to manage and maintain technologies over time. Building 
such capabilities, rather than simply transferring technologies, is increasingly important in the context 
of climate change (see Section 2.5) as farmers in particular will need to adapt to new weather patterns 
over the long term. 

Assessing technologies
Availability of a technology does not guarantee its use. It is important to assess the risks and benefi ts 
associated with different technology options in a systematic manner, both with poor people and with 
those that develop and control technologies. Promoting debate and discussion around the potentials 
and pitfalls of different technologies and the institutions that promote or control them is important. 
The following issues are relevant to assessing technologies, which can then be weighed up and dis-
cussed using a simple table as illustrated below (Table 4).

• Social: will the technology affect women differently from men? Is it acceptable and accessible to all 
social groups (religious, caste, age, etc)?

• Technical: do people have the knowledge or skills to use and maintain the technology?
• Environmental: is the technology likely to benefi t or damage the environment, considering both the 

short and long term?
• Economic: are there market opportunities? Is the technology affordable to those who need it most?
• Institutional: how will the technology be managed to ensure long term sustainable use? Who has 

overall control of the technology?
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Table 4. Tool for assessing technologies

 Risk / cost Opportunity / benefi t

Social

Technical

Environmental

Economic

Institutional

Practical Action facilitated a farmer’s jury in Zimbabwe in 2003 to help a group of farmers to ex-
plore the costs and benefi ts of different technology options, and how they related to their own vision 
for the future of agriculture in their country. In particular, debates were held around the introduction 
of Genetically Modifi ed Organisms (GMOs) and the impact of Intellectual Property Rights (IPRs) on 
farmers’ rights to access patented seed varieties. In 2007, Practical Action hosted exchanges between 
rural communities in Zimbabwe and scientists from the UK and Southern Africa to assess the risks and 
potential for nanotechnology in the fi eld of rural water supply fi ltration. 

Technology governance
Policies and institutions at various levels play important roles in facilitating or blocking appropriate tech-
nology access by the poor. States, for example, can provide positive incentives for pro-poor research 
and development. On the other hand international regimes (such as IPR) have tended to encourage the 
control of knowledge for private rather than public gain. Governance mechanisms (see Section 2.6) 
must include the voices of poor people both in policy setting and in the ongoing assessment of the 
impact of technology choices.

Practical Action has lobbied at an international level for changes to intellectual property laws that 
prevent small-scale food providers and communities from developing, saving, exchanging and selling 
seeds, livestock breeds and fi sh species. We also raise awareness amongst national governments about 
the types of technology choices that are pro-poor and environmentally sustainable. For example a 
national workshop organized in collaboration with partner NGOs, exposed the Bangladesh Ministry of 
Agriculture and scientists from a variety of research organizations to the model of ecological agriculture 
and associated production technologies.
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2.4.4 Improving access to markets and employment 

Markets are the arrangements by which people buy and sell goods and services, whether for mon-
ey, through barter or by some other method of exchange. People need access to markets for in-
puts, infrastructure, services and consumption goods to improve their production and livelihoods. 
In turn they can sell produce for cash income. Sale of labour, through employment in a trade is also 
an important livelihood opportunity. For markets to function, a range of other players supporting 
the core buyers and sellers are relevant, as well as policies, regulations and customs that facilitate 
people’s ability to trade. This total picture is called the market system. 

Why is access to markets and employment important for resilience?

Access to markets is important both for the buying and selling of inputs, goods, services and 
labour. As a result of physical remoteness or lack of infrastructure vulnerable communities and 
producers often face constraints in accessing markets and are unable to purchase the necessary 
inputs, such as seed, animal vaccines, labour, tools or other materials, as well as for selling their 
produce at a good price. Lacking access to information on market demand, quality, prices and so 
on means they are unable to take advantage of new market opportunities to improve their liveli-
hoods. Furthermore, local market prices for their crops are often undermined by imported food 
from countries where production has been subsidised. Market distortion is often greatest after a 
disaster when various forms of aid fl ood in and make it very diffi cult for those who have managed 
to produce a harvest to get a decent price.

With good access to output markets and employment producers can diversify their livelihoods 
and gain a cash income. Savings, whether in the form of cash, or other items (such as jewellery) 
which can be easily sold or exchanged, can constitute an important positive coping strategy to be 
drawn on in times of need. Loans and credit services are also important for facilitating access to 
fi nancial resources for investing in new initiatives. Well functioning input markets can ensure that 
production can be maximized and security enhanced. When attention is paid to the impacts of di-
sasters on markets, humanitarian or development organizations can tailor their response to ensure 
that markets continue to function in favour of local producers.

Action to improve access to markets and employment

In order to earn a sustainable income from their production it is important that farmers are able 
to engage effectively in markets which have the potential to improve their livelihoods. Practical 
Action’s Markets and Livelihoods Team have developed a participatory and systemic approach to 
helping producers work with other market actors, such as traders and policy makers, to identify 
and address key market opportunities and constraints. 

Participatory Market System Development is an approach to guide analysis and action for better 
functioning markets that are more open and inclusive. Participatory Market Mapping (Figure 5) is 
a key tool used to help producers and other market actors to understand blockages and opportuni-
ties. Market Mapping can help producers increase their understanding of the market system they 
are part of and it helps them to build connections and relationships with key actors such as service 
providers and buyers. Strengthening their understanding of the market and their relationships 
with buyers, for example, means they can make better decisions about what crops or products to 
produce – what is in demand, who other suppliers are, for example. From the analysis, issues are 
identifi ed that require attention. Improving relationships and communication between producers 
and other market actors (traders, consumers, wholesalers, and so on) is important in order to over-
come challenges that are limiting potential (for example quality or quantity of production). In the 
State of Kassala in Eastern Sudan, participatory market mapping helped groups of semi-nomadic 
pastoralists and other actors to understand key livestock market issues. Priorities included the need 
for more and better animal health services, for improved market coordination and for a more 
favourable business environment. A key issue was a taxation regime affecting around 200,000 
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pastoralists, resulting in them being charged each time they moved livestock back and forth be-
tween the states of Kassala and Gedarif. A livestock forum was created by 35 market stakeholders 
as a result of the fi rst market mapping workshop and their fi rst achievement was to infl uence the 
government to remove this double taxation (Griffi th and Osorio, 2008).

Non-farm market based livelihoods are also important, not only for landless households, but 
also for farming households to diversify and reduce risk. In Nepal, training landless labourers with 
new skills, for example as electricians, has meant that they can fi nd local work and no longer need 
to migrate to India for work for several months of the year. Enhancing the skills of blacksmiths in 
Nepal and Sudan to produce a range of goods in local demand has increased both their income 
and status within the community. It is important to ensure that new skills are connected to a vi-
able market system which ensures sustainability of demand over time. Increasing local skills and 
local production contributes towards strengthening the resilience of the local economy, enhanc-
ing wealth and growth within the region. Diversifying skills and income earning opportunities 
increases options for people to fall back on in times of need.

Markets continue to be important during and in the aftermath of emergency situations. 
Inappropriate response can have a detrimental impact on market functioning which can under-
mine the longer term recovery of livelihoods. A set of tools and guidance notes, Emergency Market 
Mapping and Analysis (Albu 2010), has been designed to encourage and assist front-line humani-
tarian staff in sudden-onset emergencies to better understand, accommodate and make use of 
market-systems in the response and recovery process.

Figure 5. The market map
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2.4.5 Ensuring safe living conditions 

Safe living conditions refer to shelter and buildings, water supply, sanitation, safe and affordable 
energy and other aspects of infrastructure that people need to meet their basic needs. Living con-
ditions are important to livelihoods and resilience as they can affect wellbeing, health and ability 
to work. Housing, other infrastructure and services can be affected in different ways by hazards. 
The assets of the most vulnerable are likely to be weakest or least protected for example homes 
constructed of mud and thatch are more vulnerable to storms; poorly surfaced roads to remote 
communities are more likely to become impassable in fl oods; and those dependent on drinking 
water from unprotected sources such as open water bodies or wells could be more vulnerable to 
disease or even water scarcity, as compared with managed reservoirs and protected pumps.

Why are safe living conditions important for resilience?

Safe living conditions provide people with physical comfort and security which are important 
contributors to wellbeing. They also contribute to human health and ability to work effectively. 
However, living conditions are very often adversely affected by hazards with very direct implica-
tions for human safety. Homes can be destroyed by fl oods, earthquakes, landslides etc resulting 
in physical danger, and loss of valuable belongings. Water supplies and sanitation systems can be 
disrupted by fl ooding resulting in health impacts, such as water borne disease. Roads can become 
blocked by landslides impacting on access to markets, schools or other service providers. To ensure 
that people are able to pursue secure and diverse livelihoods it is necessary to analyse all aspects of 
their living conditions and ensure that they are safe from the effects of hazards and stresses. After 
disasters occur, it is essential that recovery and reconstruction address existing vulnerabilities in 
living conditions through ‘building back better’. 

Action to ensure safe living conditions

Whilst there are many aspects of living conditions that can be vulnerable, Practical Action has par-
ticular experience of two key areas of strengthening security: housing and water supplies. In Peru 

Building earthquake-resistant housing using quincha technology, Peru
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much work has been done to develop a system of construction that is resilient to earthquakes. 
Following a devastating earthquake in the Alto Mayo region of Peru in 1990 Practical Action be-
came involved in a major reconstruction project to build earthquake resistant housing improving 
on traditional ‘quincha’ technology. This experience led to improvements and further application 
after subsequence earthquakes in 1991, 2001 and 2007. Demonstration buildings were construct-
ed to illustrate the benefi ts to local people, and community groups were then engaged to partici-
pate in building their own homes and centres and to spread the technology. 

Traditional quincha building uses round poles set directly in the ground; fi lled in with smaller 
wooden poles and interwoven to form a matrix, which is then plastered with one or more layers of 
earth. This results in a fl exible structure with an inherent earthquake resistance. Improved quincha 
has the following characteristics over and above traditional quincha:

• Concrete foundations for greater stability and to prevent humidity affecting the wood.
• Wooden columns treated with tar or pitch to protect against humidity. 
• Careful jointing between columns and beams to improve structural integrity. 
• Canes woven in a vertical fashion to provide greater stability. 
• Lightweight metal sheet roofi ng to reduce danger of falling tiles. 
• Roof eaves of suffi cient width to ensure protection of walls from heavy rains 

In Bangladesh, Practical Action has worked with communities to develop simple and afford-
able fl ood-resistant housing and drinking water supply. These incorporate simple but effective 
ideas, like building the house or hand pump into a concrete plinth raised above the fl ood level. 
Constructing house walls from jute panels that cost very little yet means they are quick and easy 
to replace. Portable hen houses mean a family’s valuable assets can be safely removed from the 
waters. Raising hand pumps can have a considerable impact as Moina Begum illustrates:

Our life was very painful due to a lack of safe drinking water, particularly during fl oods. While the fl ood 
was ongoing we were fetching safe drinking water from one or two kilometers away. Sometimes we 
even used fl ood water to meet our needs. Every year we suffered waterborne diseases like dysentery 
and diarrhoea. Now we have an elevated tube well near my house. This tube well did not go under 
fl ood water in 2008.

The height of the raised plinth for fl ood resistant housing and hand pumps aims to be above the 
typical fl ood level. However, as climate change is bringing about more severe weather events, this 
level is likely to become higher in the future. This raises the importance of taking climate change, 
and other long term trends, into account to inform livelihood decisions (see Section 2.5).
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2.5 FUTURE UNCERTAINTY

A challenge faced by vulnerable communities relates to the uncertainties about their future, 
brought about by ever increasing changes in their natural, political, social and economic environ-
ment, many of which are beyond their control. Long term trends, such as the AIDS pandemic, 
population growth, civil confl icts, environmental degradation, economic globalization and rapid 
urbanization, are part of a dynamic context which poor people have to contend with in developing 
their livelihoods, and in managing hazards and stresses. The most critical current trend to impact 
on populations globally, but with most negative effect on the poor, is climate change (see also 
Issues Page 2). Long term trends are not the same as hazards and stresses – but they are very often 
an underlying causal factor (see also Section 2.6.4). For example, globalization is not a hazard in 
itself, but increasing global trade can bring commodity prices down resulting in reduced income 
for producer households. Some trends are outside the control of local communities whilst others, 
such as environmental degradation, will be infl uenced by both external and local factors. 

What do we mean by future uncertainty?

Long term trends can have unpredictable impacts on the natural, physical, social, technological 
and economic environment. This in turn contributes to uncertainty about the future viability of 
livelihoods under new conditions, and around the predictability of certain hazards and stresses, as 
illustrated in the following examples:

• Environmental degradation contributes to vulnerability as a result of the declining produc-
tivity and value of natural assets, as well as increasing instability in the environment with the 
associated risks of hazards. For example, deforestation increases the risk of droughts, forest 
fi res and desertifi cation in arid and semi-arid areas. It also contributes to soil erosion, and 
slopes can become susceptible to collapse. 

• Intensifi cation of agriculture and a decline in biodiversity are trends that can increase 
the risks of food insecurity. The Green Revolution during the 1980s introduced new farming 
techniques including high yielding seed varieties, inorganic fertilizer, chemical pesticides 
and herbicides, and improved irrigation. Whilst these resulted in short term increases in 
output, more recent experience is showing trends of declining soil quality, resistance to pes-
ticides and herbicides, a dramatic loss of agro-biodiversity, and depletion of ground water. 
Intensive production is proving to be unsustainable in the long term as compared to more 
agro-ecological approaches.

• Globalization means that decisions or policies in one country can have impacts on liveli-
hoods in many other countries which are beyond their control. For example, bio fuels poli-
cies and commodity speculation around food crops in developed countries contributed to 
food price hikes in many poor countries in 2007 and 2008. 

• Migration has resulted in increased remittances to rural communities with positive econom-
ic benefi ts, though it also divides families, creating potential social vulnerabilities for women 
and children left behind. 

• Climate change may lead to a wide range of different future scenarios in different geo-
graphical contexts. Predictions are highly generalized and specifi c forecasts remain uncer-
tain. It has been suggested that with a two degree rise in temperatures, tea growing may 
no longer be possible in the Kenyan highlands. It is not clear, however, what may be better 
suited to that environment. 

Hazards and 
Stresses

Livelihoods

Future 
uncertainty

Governance

Resilience
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Not all trends have negative implications: some can be positive. The increasing availability of 
information communications technologies such as the internet and mobile phones are proving to 
be benefi cial for the rural poor. Our interest is to help equip communities to respond effectively to 
negative trends, but also to take advantage of positive trends.

Why is it important to recognize future uncertainty? Long term trends and climate change

In order to deal effectively with the possible outcomes of future trends, households and communi-
ties need to be able to better understand those trends and to adapt their lives and livelihoods in 
response to them. Whereas coping capacity relates to an ability to cope with threats or stresses in 
the short term, adaptive capacity is key to effectively responding to dynamic change over the long 
term (see Section 2.2).

Adaptive capacity refers to the combination of skills, assets, networks and institutions and 
policies that enable communities to continually assess their own situation against the cur-
rent and emerging context and make appropriate changes to their lives and livelihoods. 
Recognition of the relevance of long term trends is essential if adaptive capacity is to be built. 
Strengthened livelihoods and preparedness for hazards and stresses can strengthen resilience in 
the present, or within a known context, but additional elements are needed to ensure resilience 
over time:

• Raising awareness and recognition of trends and their local impacts. 
• Access to relevant and timely information relating to impacts and how to adapt to them.
• Confi dence and fl exibility to learn and experiment in order to adapt.

These three elements should not be considered independently of the other elements of the V2R 
framework. Diversifi ed livelihoods, disaster preparedness and a supportive governance environ-
ment are also essential to building capacity to adapt to future uncertainty. Diversifi ed livelihood as-
sets and skills facilitate people’s ability to explore and pursue alternative strategies as existing ones 
become unviable. Disaster preparedness ensures that they can cope with new or more frequent 
hazards and stresses associated with trends. The governance environment will need to respond to 
new needs resulting from trends and their impacts.
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Case Study 3: Changing climate in Nepal

In Chitwan District in Nepal, Practical Action worked with the community of Kabilash between 2004 and 
2007 to better understand how they are being affected by climate change. Almost all of those consulted 
noted changing climatic conditions in the area, particularly increasing drought and unusual rainfall pat-
terns, including rainstorms decreasing in number but increasing in intensity. Data from the nearest two 
meteorological stations confi rm that average precipitation has increased by 614mm and average tem-
perature has increased by 1.3C° over the past 30 years. More than 80 per cent of the total precipitation is 
received in the three months between the second week of June and the fi rst week of September.

Interviews, discussions and observations identifi ed landslides, fl ash fl oods, unusual rainfall patterns, 
seasonal storms (dry winds, hail and thunder) and droughts as major hazards increasing in recent 
years. People have begun to observe long lasting winter fog which had not previously been seen. 
Higher temperatures in the daytime, particularly during summer, affects work in the fi elds. The fre-
quency and magnitude of fl ood related disasters has also increased over the past decades.

These hazards have signifi cant impacts on the livelihoods of the communities and the ecosystem. 
Erratic rainfall has multiple adverse impacts. Heavier rainfall over a shorter period prevents the proper 
recharge of watersheds and the available precipitation is lost through run-off and overland fl ow. This 
in turn creates landslides and fl ash fl oods, erodes fertile soil thereby decreasing productivity and ulti-
mately degrades or destroys livelihood assets. This erratic rainfall creates seasonal scarcity of water for 
irrigation during the non-monsoon season, while long gaps between the two successive rains (even 
during the rainy season) can lead to increased frequency of droughts. Moreover, erratic rainfall pre-
vents timely planting, care and harvesting of crops and thus decreases food production. Traditionally 
farmers have maintained a calendar of cropping and harvesting based on the rains and seasons, but 
now this calendar does not fi t recent weather patterns.

Dry wind storms used to come during the pre-monsoon season between March and June, but peo-
ple reported that they can now occur at any time of the year. Dry storms often destroy the roofs of 
houses and cattle sheds, damage crops and injure people. Hail storms have also become common but 
unpredictable events in recent years. They destroy crops and corrugated zinc roofs, kill wild birds and 
destroy their nests and eggs, which results in an increase in insect pests in crops. 

Source: Ensor J. and R. Berger (2009) Understanding Climate Change Adaptation, pp. 58–59, Practical 
Action Publishing, Rugby, UK.

Measures to protect drinking water pipes during fl oods in Nepal
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Issues Page 2. Climate Change

Climate change is defi ned as a change in the climate that persists for decades or longer, arising from 
human activity. It is now widely accepted that the global climate is changing, principally as a result of 
burning fossil fuels which in turn contribute to a greenhouse effect. According to the United Nations 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) 4th Assessment Report in 2007, the average tem-
perature of the earth’s surface is expected to increase by about three degrees centigrade, on average, 
over the next century, assuming greenhouse gas emissions continue to rise at current rates. This tem-
perature rise is causing changing rainfall patterns, rising sea levels, and more unpredictable weather 
events. 

Climate change impacts
The impacts of climate change are complex and uncertain, but principally they fall into two categories. 
Firstly, there will be more frequent, more extreme and more unpredictable occurrences of discrete 
recurring hazards, such as fl oods, droughts, hurricanes, cyclones, and so on. Impacts of these hazards 
include more frequent or extensive loss of harvest and more frequent or extensive damage to homes 
and infrastructure.

Secondly, new stresses will emerge, such as gradual increases in temperature or decreases in rainfall, 
or changes in seasonal patterns – for example the timing of monsoon rains can in turn have a number 
of different impacts including the gradual reduction of harvests due to changes in land, soil and water 
quality and quantity and the emergence of new hazards (new types of pest outbreak or disease for 
example). 

These impacts are being felt disproportionately by the poor. Firstly, because the impacts of climate 
change are occurring more quickly in sub equatorial regions where most poor people live. Secondly, 
most are rural producers reliant on natural resources and regular weather patterns (for example rainfall) 
for their production. Gradual changes in the climate and natural environment are putting dispropor-
tionate pressures on their livelihoods. Furthermore, hazard coping strategies suited to normal climate 
variability are no longer adequate under increasing variability from climate change.

Climate change and uncertainty
Climate change contributes to vulnerability by creating greater uncertainty in the environment within 
which poor people are living and producing, for example it is making previously relatively predictable 
weather patterns more unpredictable. For the majority of weather-related hazards and stresses com-
munities have built up considerable knowledge about their characteristics based on historical experi-
ence (for example timing of monsoon rains, patterns of cyclones, seasons of heavy frost probability), 
but increasing climate variability is causing them to be much more diffi cult to predict, perceive and 
measure. 

At a global level climate change predictions vary hugely depending on assumptions about trends in 
future industrialization and consumption patterns (increasing greenhouse gas emissions) as opposed 
to more optimistic assumptions about the emergence of cleaner technologies and stronger policy lines 
on emission reduction (carbon dioxide stabilization). Predictions of impacts at the national and local 
level are extremely challenging, due to the range of factors and feedback loops that could affect future 
climate, and the lack of capacity to gather and analyse data for all regions. 

Climate change adaptation
Where reliable information about the future is available, communities can be assisted to prepare for and 
adapt to those changes, for example where it is predicted that rainfall will diminish, more drought tol-
erant crops, rainwater harvesting technologies, and improved crop storage may help. However, where 
predictions are less reliable adaptive capacity should be strengthened – ensuring that communities are 
able to access a range of skills, resources and information that they can draw on in order to continu-
ously shape their livelihoods as the environment changes around them. 
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Adaptive strategies should be desirable, rather than the only available option, pursued out of des-
peration. In other words, such strategies should emerge as a positive result of an assessment of relevant 
information, and consideration of different options available through employing assets and skills in 
new ways. In the Andean region of Ancash, Peru (see Case Study 2, above), the effects of climate 
change have led to more frequent crop losses from heavy frosts. The main coping strategy has been 
for some or all family members to migrate to the town in search of waged employment resulting in de-
population and decline of the community. More desirable adaptive strategies for the community which 
are being explored are to improve and extend livestock production which is less adversely affected by 
the weather and to rebuild biodiversity amongst their potato crop, reviving frost and drought resistant 
varieties.

Action at the community level is known as Community Based Adaptation. There is signifi cant evi-
dence that programmes at the local level can achieve much in terms of increasing the resilience and 
adaptive capacity of communities to cope with climate change. However, complementary action is 
necessary at other levels to support and facilitate community based adaptation, to make the necessary 
funds available, and to reduce further emissions at a global level (see Section 2.6). 

Finally, it is worth noting that work to help communities to adapt to a changing climate are based 
on an assumption that action will be taken at an international level to ensure that global temperatures 
do not increase by more than two degrees centigrade above pre industrial levels. If this stabilization is 
not achieved, and temperatures rise by four degrees or more then there will be vastly increased risks to 
livelihoods and ecosystems and more radical strategies will need to be considered. 

Sharon Loorameta, a Maasai Project Offi cer for Practical Action, speaks at LiveEarth in 2007

So
ur

ce
: P

ra
ct

ic
al

 A
ct

io
n

Copyright



 UNDERSTANDING THE V2R FRAMEWORK 49

2.5.1 Raising awareness and recognizing trends and their local impacts

Many long term trends which contribute to uncertainty can be complex, and can originate from 
sources distant from where they have most impact. For these reasons they are often not readily 
recognized or understood at the local level. The long term implications of inorganic fertilizer ap-
plication in terms of loss of soil structure and important minerals may not be perceived or easily 
grasped by farmers with no formal education. The impacts of climate change at the local level are 
often incomprehensible to communities who are accustomed to a reliable climate, and have no 
understanding of the complex global processes which are contributing to localized changes in 
weather patterns. 

Why is raising awareness and recognizing trends and their local impacts important?

A clearer recognition of trends and their local impacts is important in order for individuals and 
communities to act on this knowledge when those trends are likely to make their livelihoods un-
viable. Adaptation should ideally be proactive assessment of options, rather than a purely reac-
tive response to change. Lack of understanding of trends can lead to inappropriate planning, for 
example failure to adapt based on an assumption that changing weather patterns will return to 
normal. Awareness raising of relevant trends is therefore an important activity at the community 
level to ensure that they are taken into account in hazard and livelihood analysis (see Section 3.2) 
to inform future planning (see Section 3.3). 

Raising awareness of the local impacts of negative trends amongst other stakeholder groups at 
other levels (district, national, international) can also be important to strengthen the impetus for 
mitigation of those trends where possible or relevant. The trend towards privatisation of extension 
services results in a service gap to the poor, who are rarely reached by private agro-dealer services. 
Raising awareness of this gap can encourage the adaptation of privatised service models, or the 
maintenance of some public or subsidised services, to ensure that the needs of the poor are bet-
ter met. Increasing the recognition of the impacts of climate change on the poor can add to the 
imperative in the global north to reduce greenhouse gas emissions. 

Action to improve awareness and recognition of trends and their local impacts

Improving recognition of trends and their impacts can be achieved through awareness raising and 
educational activities. In the case of climate change, Practical Action has supported awareness rais-
ing activities, through schools, directly with communities, through various types of media (radio, 
television) and via other institutions, such as research programmes. In Ancash, Peru, youth theatre 
and radio were used as media for communicating messages about climate change: its causes and 
potential consequences. 

Practical Action has also supported documentation and communication of the negative im-
pacts of some long term trends on the poor, in order to infl uence policy and practice. Research in 
Tharaka, Kenya, during the 1990s, aimed to better understand the trend of biodiversity loss, and 
the impact this was having on the resilience of food production over time. This research fed into 
a process of advocacy for an international seed treaty that would ensure that the germplasm that 
underlies the biodiversity of major food crops was not captured by private interests. It was also 
used to promote the importance of including agricultural diversity in the Convention on Biological 
Diversity. 

Similarly, local impacts of climate change are being gathered and shared with decision-makers 
and the general public. Practical Action staff have used their knowledge of communities struggling 
to adapt to climate change to infl uence international climate negotiators at the four last annual 
Conference of the Parties (COP) meetings of the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate 
Change (UNFCCC). Shortly after the COP12 held in Nairobi, Kenya in 2007, a member of Practical 
Action’s East Africa offi ce was invited to speak on behalf of Massai communities affected by climate 
change at the Live Earth concert in London, UK, which was broadcast around the world.
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2.5.2 Ensuring access to relevant and timely information 

An awareness of trends is important. However, in addition, access to relevant and timely informa-
tion about the nature and frequency of their impacts and how to respond or adapt to them, is 
essential if communities are to be able to effectively respond and adapt. Such information might 
include the following:

The fl ow of information needs to be two-way – not only a delivery of relevant information to 
communities about trends and adaptation options but also a fl ow from communities to decision 
makers, researchers, and other service providers to improve their understanding of the local con-
text, priorities and needs. 

Why is access to relevant and timely information important for building resilience?

Information is important in order to inform decision making and action at the community and 
household level. This includes both information about the nature and impact of trends, as well as 
information about adaptation options. For example, if an impact of climate change is increased sa-
linity of groundwater, those with good links to research and extension agencies can fi nd out more 
about the implications of this trend and can access inputs such as salt tolerant varieties of rice in 
order to adapt their livelihoods. 

Information about long term trends is often complex as the outcomes of such processes are not 
always predictable, and may vary according to local context. In terms of climate change, much at-
tention is paid to accessing mid and long range climate forecasts in order to inform adaptation strat-
egies. However, such information is still highly generalized and uncertain. In such cases it is more 
relevant to ensure access to a wide range of options for adaptation to different climate outcomes. 

Action to improve access to relevant and timely information

Practical Action strengthens communities’ access to relevant information on an ongoing basis 
through strengthening networks and linkages with other institutions. These might include re-
search institutes, meteorological offi ces, weather stations, service providers, and other govern-
mental and non-governmental agencies. The stronger the knowledge networks that communities 
have, the better able they are to access information, ideas and resources to aid adaptation. Such 
networks should facilitate a two-way fl ow, so that information also fl ows upwards to actors in the 
governance environment (see Section 2.6) to improve their understanding of the local context 
and needs. This in turn helps to ensure that they are able to respond in an appropriate way, i.e. to 
communicate relevant information in easily accessible styles, formats, media and language. 

In Frias, a northern valley in Peru, farming communities have found that weather patterns are 
changing and traditional indicators of weather patterns (such as bird migrations, plant fl ower-
ings) are no longer accurate. They were also unable to access information about climate trends 
at the local level. In collaboration with a local university, they have thus been collecting this data 
themselves. Rainfall and temperature are monitored in a number of households at different eleva-
tions of the valley. This is shared with researchers who interpret the information and share fi ndings 

Table 5. Trends, impacts and adaptation options

Information about trends and impacts Information about adaptation options
• climate science, long range climate predictions and • access to, and management of, traditional and
 short range forecasts;   new seed varieties;
• implications of policy trends, for example what • skills in managing emerging livestock pests and
 would the privatisation of intellectual property such  diseases;
 as germplasm mean for farming communities; • improved soil and water conservation strategies
• implications of processes such as desertifi cation for  to help cope with drought;
 crop production. • skills to pursue entirely new, possibly non-farm, 
   livelihood options.
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back to the community. The information is also being fed up to the state meteorological offi ces. 
Researchers are also supporting communities in accessing information about which new crops are 
suited at different elevations, and how to address new pest and disease outbreaks, as the climate 
changes. Some farmers are already making changes to their crop selection in response to impacts 
they are experiencing. 

Community extension services are critical in order to facilitate access to up to date information, 
skills and technologies that will be relevant to adapting to various long term trends. As noted in 
Section 2.4.3, they form an essential link between communities and researchers and other services 
providers. The challenge now is to ensure that community extension agents themselves are aware 
of the necessity for a dynamic approach to assessing needs amongst their clients, and enhancing 
their ability to continually update knowledge to respond to a changing context. 
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2.5.3 Building confi dence and fl exibility to learn and experiment

Adaptation requires skills in thinking through possible scenarios for an uncertain future, and con-
fi dence to experiment with alternative livelihoods activities, such as new crops, and innovate with 
new technologies, such as alternative water management strategies. This requires new capacities 
and confi dence to continue to innovate and take calculated risks based on regular processes of re-
fl ection and learning. Just as strong networks (horizontal and vertical) are important for accessing 
information, they are also relevant to supporting the exchange of practical experiences.

Why is building confi dence and fl exibility to learn and experiment important?

Clearly planning and decision making is more challenging under uncertain conditions. Livelihoods 
strategies and technologies that work in the present may not function as environmental factors 
change over time. Many households and communities facing uncertainties caused by long term 
trends, particularly climate change, struggle to envisage how they can build their future and con-
tinue to move out of poverty. Some may feel forced to leave their communities and fi nd alternative 
livelihoods in urban centres. Others feel disempowered, anxious and unconfi dent about the future.

Alongside processes to support awareness and recognition of long term trends, and access to 
relevant and timely information, confi dence and fl exibility are needed in order for households 
and communities to be able to explore new pathways and adapt to change. Confi dence and fl ex-
ibility can be strengthened in two key ways: developing technological capabilities, and strength-
ening horizontal (as well as vertical) networks of support and exchange of experience. Building 
technology capabilities have been described briefl y in Issues Page 1: Technology for Resilient 
Communities. This is about enabling resource poor women and men to identify and develop 
technologies to address their needs as these needs change over time. Rather than simply helping 
people to access and use new technologies, it involves improving their ability to assess, develop 
and adapt technologies – both new and traditional – in a changing environment. It may involve 
reviving traditional practices and adapting them to new circumstances or seeking new ideas from 
other sources, but adapting them to the local context. 

The importance of vertical networks was outlined in the previous section, improving the fl ow 
of information, including skills and technologies, between communities and others within the 
governance environment. Horizontal networks between households, communities and civil so-
ciety groups are also important to facilitate the sharing of practical experiences with coping with 
change. Community extension workers can play an important role in facilitating local learning, 
alongside other communications tools, and exchange visits. 

Action to build confi dence and fl exibility to learn and experiment

Trends of temperature increases and sea level rise, combined with failing irrigation systems, are 
contributing to increased salinity in the rice paddy fi elds of small scale farmers in Sri Lanka. Work 
by Practical Action raised awareness of climate change as a potential cause, helped farmers to ac-
cess relevant information and seed resources, and, critically, supported them to carry out variety 
selection research. Following poor experience with fertilizer-dependent hybrid varieties, the capac-
ity and confi dence to experiment with indigenous varieties was revived and farmers developed 
qualitative indicators for selection and scored varieties according to their own preferences. These 
experiences and skills were then shared with farmers in other saline areas through learning net-
works. Ongoing relationships were also fostered with a national seed organization and the nearby 
rice research institute.

In Ancash, Peru, Practical Action has initiated a School of Resilient Farmer Leaders, through which 
local resource people are trained in various aspects of improved production. As climate change 
is already having a signifi cant impact on local livelihoods, farmers must also be able to adapt 
their farming practices over time to cope with continuing changes in climate. Not only do trained 
farmer leaders transfer the new ideas and technologies to their communities, but each household 
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adopting a new technology is encouraged to pass on knowledge to others through a revolving 
system. Improved guinea pig breeds have been introduced to cross with local varieties leading to 
increased reproductive rate and animal size, without losing the characteristics of resistance to the 
cold climate. As the nucleus breeding stock is transferred from household to household, lessons 
are shared and confi dence is strengthened. 

Improved guinea pig production, Ancash, Peru
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2.6 GOVERNANCE 

People’s vulnerability is shaped by a whole range of public and private organizations, institutions, 
policies and legislation that affect their lives. These structures operate at all levels from the house-
hold and local community through to the international level. They include not just formal organi-
zations and laws but also informal structures such as cultural codes of conduct. The governance 
context refers to the range or different formal and informal organizations, policies and practices 
operating at different levels from local to international.

Government, NGOs and the private sector all have roles to play in strengthening people’s liveli-
hoods and in providing support to communities to prepare for and respond to hazards and stress-
es. However, such institutions frequently fail to provide services and policies which meet the needs 
of the most vulnerable communities or sectors of the population. Prevailing power structures, eco-
nomic systems, cultural factors and political ideologies can all underlie these governance issues. 

What do we mean by governance?

The term governance embraces a whole range of public and private, formal and informal organiza-
tions, policies, and processes, operating at local, national and international levels, which impact 
on different aspects of livelihoods, disaster preparedness or capacity to adapt to future uncertainty. 
Table 6 gives some examples.

Table 6. Examples of governance factors

Organizations

Public Agricultural extension departments Access to information for livelihoods and adaptation to
  climate change

 Civil protection structures Effective support to disaster preparedness

Private Savings and credit organizations Ability of poor people to access credit to invest in liveli-
  hoods or save for times of need

Civil society Farmers Unions Representation of farmer needs in policy fora

 Climate lobbying organizations Communicating how climate change impacts 
  disproportionately on the poor

Policies and processes

Policy  National land-use policies Access to land for livelihoods. Land use planning to
  reduce hazard exposure.

 International trade policy Cheap imports undermine local production

Legislation Construction standards Safety and hazard resistance of infrastructure

 General rule of law Security of people and their property

Institutions Power relations in communities Access to land, water and other resources for livelihoods

 Gender relations in households  Responsibilities for disaster response

Hazards and 
Stresses

Livelihoods

Future 
uncertainty

Governance

Resilience
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Institutional analysis is an essential process for understanding the roles and agendas of these 
different organizations, policies and processes (see Case Study 4). There are very often differences 
between policy on paper and what happens in practice which need to be explored. Informal 
institutions (for example see Issues Page 3: Gender) can have a powerful infl uence over the vul-
nerability of certain groups in society. Institutional analysis should appraise the opportunities and 
constraints presented by the governance environment and identify areas for action. 

Why is the governance context important for building resilience?

Consideration of the governance context is vital to building resilience, because it determines how 
people can access resources, skills, technologies and markets to strengthen and diversify their live-
lihoods, how they protect themselves from hazards, and how they access support to help them 
recover when they are affected. The institutional and policy context can act as an enabling environ-
ment, making it easier for people to improve their livelihoods, reduce their exposure to hazards, 
and adapt to climate change. However, the most vulnerable are typically poorly organized and 
lack voice in decision-making process that might affect them. They often lack access to the kinds of 
services which could help them to improve their livelihoods or to prepare for or respond to shocks 
and stresses. 

Service providers, in turn, are often not oriented towards the poor. Their training prepares them 
for dealing with better-off sectors of society, with whom they more easily relate. They are usually 
located in urban centres some distance from poor and marginal communities. Understanding the 
needs of the poor, and fi nding more participatory ways to consult with and involve them in deci-
sion-making can be a cultural and a practical challenge. Weak linkages between local level practi-
calities and national level decision making further exacerbates the challenges. Messages from the 
local level are not adequately fed up to national policy makers. The infl uence of other actors, such 
as big business or other vested interests, can on the other hand, be strong leading to policy out-
comes that are inappropriate, or even bad for the poor. 

Action relating to the governance context

Addressing governance issues at various levels is essential to complement any work in communi-
ties, if impacts are to be sustained and long term change is to be achieved at scale. An enabling en-
vironment is necessary to replicate the examples of success outlined in earlier chapters. This type 
of work is inevitably complex and challenging, and impacts cannot be guaranteed within relatively 
short project timeframes. However, it must not be sidelined. 

Work to effectively address the governance context aims to enhance the voice of communi-
ties and the responsiveness of relevant institutions and policy. It tends to fall under the following 
headings:

• advocating for decentralized and participatory decision making;
• strengthening links between local, district and national levels;
• promoting integrated approaches to livelihoods, disasters and climate change;
• addressing underlying systemic issues.
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Case Study 4: Institutional analysis of drought in Zimbabwe

An institutional analysis of drought was carried out in 2009 in order to understand the historical and 
institutional dynamics of drought risk reduction and management in Bulilima and Mangwe districts 
in Zimbabwe. Findings from focus group discussions and timelines/trend analysis revealed that there 
were four major droughts between 1980 and 2000 in the years 1982-4 and the devastating drought of 
1991/92.

The government was actively involved during periods of emergency and provided grain through 
loan schemes administered through the Department of Social Welfare. The government also assisted 
households with school fees during droughts. Several NGOs offered relief services to communities, 
for example the Catholic Development Commission provided food relief and ran a food for work pro-
gramme. However, farmers were not always happy with NGO response targeting policies, for example 
using selective targeting based on livestock asset ownership. Households prefer block targeting for 
humanitarian interventions. 

In terms of drought risk reduction, farmers see government departments as having weak capacity to 
deliver appropriate services. They point out that agricultural extension outreach is poor due to lack of 
resources, though in cases where extension workers get to the communities, the training and knowl-
edge dissemination is good. Farmers were not happy with the Department of Veterinary Services (DVS) 
which reportedly distributes drugs late when there is a disease outbreak. Grain marketing policies were 
found not to favour crops that do well in the district. There is heavy emphasis on maize production, 
which does not tolerate the semi-arid conditions of the district.

Some NGOs give technical assistance and fi nancial/material support for initiatives that help commu-
nities in rebuilding their livelihoods. The institutional analysis revealed that NGO coordination is limited 
because they do want to work in the same geographical areas, and there are confl icts over benefi ciaries.

Finally, the study observed a failure of agricultural policy to address the new context of climate 
change. Climate change has resulted in declining crop yields, water availability, increased crop and 
livestock diseases and increased dry spells. However, there is no evidence of policies that have a focus 
on water harvesting, nor marketing bias towards drought tolerant crops.

Source: Sithembisiwe Mpofu (2009) ‘Coping With Drought: Drought Coping Strategies in 
Matebeleland South’, unpublished report, Practical Action. 

Drought in Zimbabwe is leading to devastating impacts
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Issues Page 3. Gender

An important informal institution is gender – the different roles, behaviours and activities of men and 
women that have been deemed appropriate by a particular society. Women’s position is society often 
makes them more vulnerable than men. They tend to have less access to livelihood resources and 
income earning opportunities. Women tend to be under-represented in decision-making processes 
due to various factors including active exclusion by men, lack of time to participate due to domestic 
responsibilities, and lack of confi dence to express their views. At the same time they bear a heavy social 
and economic burden: taking responsibility for domestic tasks such as producing and cooking food, 
fetching water, looking after children and caring for the sick and elderly. 

When hazards occur, women play important roles in ensuring the safety of younger or older mem-
bers of the family. However, social factors may make them reluctant to move from their home to a safer 
area, or they may be less aware than men of how to respond. Women’s physical size, strength and 
endurance tend to be less than that of men, and in an emergency they may be slowed down by chil-
dren. Despite these challenges, experience has shown that women have extraordinary strengths and 
determination under challenging circumstances, and often play a proactive role in the restoration of 
household and community functions when hazards and stresses occur. 

Gender analysis and empowerment
Gender analysis is the study of the different roles of women and men to understand what they do, what 
resources they have and what their needs and priorities are. During a V2R analysis it is important to talk 
to women and men separately in order to understand the particular challenges they face, as well as 
their strengths and the opportunities for empowerment. Actions very often need to be tailored to en-
sure that women are able to participate equally, for example training courses should be held at times of 
day when women are able to attend. Providing child care can improve attendance. Training may need 
to be tailored to the educational level of women. Raising awareness of the risks and the transmission 
of early warning messages may also need gender consideration. Formal dissemination through writ-
ten material, broadcasts or public meetings may not reach women who tend to acquire information 
through more informal means.

A key challenge is ensuring that the deep-rooted social inequalities between men and women are 
addressed and that women’s voices continue to be represented in decision-making over the long term. 
Disasters, in upsetting social norms, often create a space for challenging inequality and pushing for 
women’s empowerment, but there may be backlashes against women who begin to speak out and 
challenge social structures, for example in the form of domestic violence. It is therefore important 
to view addressing gender disparities as a long term process, rather than a one-off project activity. 
Addressing gender issues must also be a multi-level process, so that gender perspectives are incorpo-
rated into formal policies and institutions relating to disasters and livelihoods from local to national 
levels.
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2.6.1 Ensuring decentralized and participatory decision-making

Often the needs of the poor are not taken into account in decision-making and adequate services 
do not reach them in remote and vulnerable areas. When they are not well-organized the poor 
lack the capacity to access and infl uence relevant decision-making processes, and those in author-
ity frequently do not create space for the poor to participate. National-level policy or legislative 
decisions are often poorly enforced at the local level, or necessary resources are not decentralized 
to implement them. It is important to ensure that governance structures are oriented to facilitate 
access by and participation of poor and marginalized populations. 

Why is ensuring decentralized and participatory decision making important?

Many rural communities are more vulnerable because they are unable to access services, such 
as water provision, agricultural extension, health and education. Public sector workers (school 
teachers, health workers, or extension providers) often fail to fully attend to their duties in vulner-
able communities because they lack resources and motivation to reach often remote locations. 
Government extension services and private input suppliers are also often unaware of the specifi c 
challenges faced by poor, remote and vulnerable producers. Their training has tended to educate 
them to serve better-off farmers who can afford and access external inputs, which may be neither 
appropriate nor available to those who are isolated from market linkages.

The failure to implement or enforce national level regulations and standards (such as environ-
mental assessment procedures, or land use planning guidelines) at district level is often respon-
sible for exacerbating the occurrence of hazards, or creating vulnerable livelihood conditions. 
For example disease outbreaks in urban slums are frequently the result of a lack of enforcement 
of sanitary planning regulations which might have reduced such widespread exposure. Power, 
knowledge and resources are needed at the meso (district) level, so that local government and 
other front line institutions and service providers can consult with and respond to communities 
and meet their specifi c needs. In part this is a matter of policy, to ensure that power and resources 
are decentralized. However, it is also an issue of education and attitudes, for staff at this level to 
have the skills and motivation to listen and respond to community groups and other representa-
tives of the poor. 

Action to ensure decentralized and participatory decision making

Practical Action works to strengthen capacity at the district level to implement policy and to facilitate 
community level processes. In Nepal, Practical Action has built the capacity of government and other 
local NGO staff to facilitate community vulnerability analysis so that district development budget de-
cisions can be formulated in response to the identifi ed priorities. In Sudan, local government admin-
istrative offi cers have been trained in Participatory Action Plan Development, a process for planning 
in natural resource allocation and use and resolving associated confl icts. In the rainforest belt of Peru, 
where Andean communities are migrating into areas occupied by the native Awajun, Practical Action 
has built the capacity of the Awajun Federation to negotiate over land issues with incoming settlers, 
engaging all stakeholders in regional government including the judiciary.

In Peru, excellent national policy exists for decentralized and participatory budgeting, with 
structures and mechanisms for municipal level allocation of budgets. However, in practice fi nances 
do not tend to be accessed by communities to meet pressing livelihood and disaster related needs. 
This is due in part to a lack of capacity at the community level to submit the necessary applica-
tions for funds, and in part to a lack of understanding by municipal government of the kinds of 
needs and constraints faced by communities. Practical Action has worked with communities in the 
municipalities of Yungay and Huaraz to help them to produce their own local development plans, 
which they submitted to the participatory budget process. At the same time, Practical Action staff 
liaised with municipal staff to raise their awareness of the practical needs of rural communities, 
relating to livelihoods, disasters and climate change, such that they have become more supportive 
of their applications. 
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2.6.2 Strengthening links between local, national and international levels

For national and international institutions and policies to be oriented towards the context and 
needs of vulnerable communities, there needs to be effective communication from the grassroots 
upwards. Equally, national and international policy and plans must be fed down to regional, dis-
trict and local levels to ensure that they are implemented effectively or to allow communities to 
respond when they are deemed inappropriate. These processes require strong linkages between 
the various structures and organizations operating at different levels. 

Why is strengthening the links between local, national and international levels important?

All too often there are huge gaps between policy and institutional rhetoric at the national level and 
community needs at the local level. This can easily result in wasted resources on the part of institu-
tions, and frustration and continuing vulnerability for poor communities. Policies that contribute 
to building the resilience of the poor need to be based on a good understanding of the people’s 
livelihoods and the risks and trends they face, the reality of service provision at local levels, and 
the kinds of interventions that have proved successful in bringing about change. Best practice by 
NGOs, local government and others working at the local level must be well linked into wider orga-
nizational structures, and must also seek to infl uence policy where it is not helpful, if they are not 
to remain isolated examples of excellence. This also holds true for international policies, decisions 
and processes, for example to change those which contribute to negative trends such as climate 
change, economic instability, and low prices for small producers. 

Action to strengthen links between local, district and national levels

Links can be strengthened informing and infl uencing organizations and policies at different levels, 
or establishing processes or structures which facilitate knowledge sharing, from the bottom up 
and from the top down (see Practical Action’s working model for achieving impact at scale, 
Section 4.1.4). In Peru, Practical Action has worked through the Round Table on Poverty Reduction 
to strengthen the integration of disaster risk reduction into development planning. Practical Action’s 
grassroots experience has fed into the production, together with the National Round Table, of a 
practical manual on integrating Disaster Risk Reduction (DRR) into local planning. This network is 
now sharing the manual with 700 affi liated local governments, and Practical Action aims to pro-
vide capacity building to support its uptake. The infl uential Round Table is also lobbying at the na-
tional level for policy change to ensure 10 per cent of participatory budget allocations at municipal 
level are allocated to DRR activities. 

Grassroots monitoring of national or international policy implementation is another strategy for 
ensuring that commitments are translated into action. At an international level the Hyogo Framework 
for Action (HFA) is a global blueprint for disaster risk reduction efforts during the next decade. Its 
goal is to substantially reduce disaster losses by 2015 – in lives, and in the social, economic, and 
environmental assets of communities and countries. The framework sets out responsibilities, priori-
ties for action, and practical means for achieving disaster resilience for vulnerable communities, for 
those states and for international organizations. Governments of 168 countries have signed up to 
ensuring that disaster risk reduction is a national and a local priority with a strong institutional basis 
for implementation. In many countries action was slow to follow, and so the Global Network for 
Civil Society Organizations for DRR initiated a process of grassroots monitoring of implementation 
of the Hyogo framework, publishing its fi ndings to encourage further action (2009).

Practical Action has also proposed and promoted a national governance structure that would 
facilitate links between international, national and local levels for the funding and implementation 
of Community Based Adaptation (CBA). This would involve national stakeholder forums which 
would receive funding and regional or international technical support and coordinate adaptation 
planning and equitable resource distribution at the local level. The forum would facilitate repre-
sentation and accountability for civil society organizations and local / district government with the 
roles of planning, implementing and monitoring CBA (Ensor and Burger 2009). 
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2.6.3 Promoting integrated approaches to livelihoods, disasters and climate change 

The introduction to this document outlined the distinct livelihoods, disasters and climate change 
perspectives and the rationale for greater integration. This is relevant not only in the context of 
NGO interventions to support communities, but for all organizations working to strengthen com-
munity and household resilience, including government. Government departments addressing 
rural or agricultural development, disaster response and climate change tend to work in isolation 
from one another, often within different Ministries. Efforts to bring their thinking closer together 
can reap important rewards in terms of reducing duplication and improving effectiveness on the 
ground.

Why is promoting integrated approaches important for building resilience? 

Disaster management policies are formulated at a national level in most countries, as are develop-
ment policies. These guide the practices of institutions at various levels from the national to the 
district level. Disaster management policies tend to focus on preparedness and response to major 
natural and technological disasters. Similarly, newly evolving climate related policies frequently 
relate to infrastructure to protect against more extreme hazards. Neither pay suffi cient attention 
to reducing vulnerability or strengthening livelihoods. Furthermore, implementation of devel-
opment, disaster and climate related policies tend to be separate, under the control of different 
Ministries, with the result that they are poorly integrated in local level planning and practice. This 
can lead to disjointed activities at the community level and wasted time and resources.

Communities do not view disasters, development and climate change as separate issues to be 
analysed and addressed through different processes at different times. They are all integral to 
their lives and ability to make a livelihood and improve their wellbeing, and should be tackled in 
an integrated way. Increasingly NGOs are realizing the benefi ts of integrating their work, and are 
developing frameworks, tools and organization structures to help facilitate this. However, other 
institutions, including governments, have a long way to go. Much can be done to raise awareness 
of the benefi ts of integration, and strategies for moving in that direction. 

Action to promote integrated approaches

Practical Action has done much to promote the integration of livelihoods thinking into sections of 
government responsible for disaster management and rural development through its DFID funded 
Livelihood Centred Approaches to Disaster Risk Reduction Project (2006-2010). Building capacity 
for participatory vulnerability analysis and action planning for building resilience has been a useful 
strategy for engaging different stakeholders at village and district level in understanding the differ-
ent factors that contribute towards vulnerability and how resilience can be strengthened. This has 
helped in raising their awareness of the challenges and needs of vulnerable communities, and in 
orienting services and projects in order to better respond. In Nepal, Bangladesh and Zimbabwe, 
district government capacity has been built to support integrated analysis and planning in com-
munities, and the outcomes of those plans have then been incorporated into district or sub-district 
development plans. In Ancash, Peru, as a result of awareness-raising, communities are now repre-
sented in the district participatory budgeting process, and funds have been allocated to integrated 
projects in three rural communities. 

In Sri Lanka, the Disaster Management Act of 2005 established the Disaster Management Centre, 
responsible for disaster mitigation, prevention and response. Practical Action has a Memorandum 
of Understanding with the centre to provide technical support including promoting a livelihood 
centred approach to disaster management. Their advice has led to the establishment of an in-
tegrated Provincial Disaster Management Committee responsible for coordinating development 
planning incorporating livelihoods, housing, roads and infrastructure to ensure hazard risk and 
mitigation measures are included. They have also delivered training to build the capacity of gov-
ernment offi cials to implement integrated disaster management and development plans.
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Whilst the project described above principally focused on integrating disaster and development 
approaches, it has also incorporated elements which support people in dealing with the uncer-
tainties caused by climate change. Although this was not in the project outline at the outset, 
given the realities within communities, addressing this issue has been unavoidable. Within the UK, 
Practical Action organized a high profi le event for other NGOs, academics and policy makers to 
facilitate sharing of practical fi eld experiences, institutional changes and implementation frame-
works relating to integration of their work on livelihoods, disasters and climate change adaptation. 
The popularity of the event refl ected the widespread interest in this issue, and the discussions and 
action around this theme are continuing. 
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2.6.4 Addressing underlying systemic issues

Underlying many of the governance issues that relate to vulnerability are more deeply rooted 
systemic issues which may operate at a national or global level. These include political ideologies, 
economic principles, geopolitical power structures, cultural factors, etc. Although these issues 
may seem distant from vulnerable communities, and well beyond their control, they can exert a 
powerful infl uence on the possibilities for change at all levels. Despite their systemic nature, there 
may be possibilities for infl uencing these issues through international advocacy and alliances. 

Why is addressing underlying systemic issues important for building resilience? 

Action at the local level may bring about change in the short term within a limited number of 
communities. However, in many cases the forces that drive vulnerability are related to systemic in-
equalities within society, within the global economy and in political structures. Therefore, without 
addressing these more fundamental factors, we will not bring about long term change. Confl ict 
is often caused by ethnic or religious differences, or unequal distribution of economic resources. 
Livelihood opportunities are often limited by global trade regimes which make it possible for local 
markets to be fl ooded with cheap produce which undermines local production. Climate change is 
failing to be addressed due to geopolitical and economic factors that make it impossible for global 
leaders to agree to a regime to limit greenhouse gas emissions. 

Systemic causes of vulnerability are diverse, highly complex, and are often deeply rooted, being 
based on long standing historical factors, including colonialism, or widely adopted ideologies, 
such as neo-liberal economics. 

• Social factors include divisions in society linked to inequality, greed, prejudice (for example 
class, caste, creed, ethnicity, gender), values and norms, religious beliefs and understand-
ings of rights and responsibilities. 

• Economic factors include principles, trade regimes and resource distribution.
• Political factors include ideologies, priorities, patronage and colonialism.

This should not, however, detract from the importance to assessing the role of systemic issues, 
and seeking opportunities for action.

Action to address systemic issues

At the heart of Practical Action’s strategy is a commitment to strive for social justice, equity and ac-
countability – to tackle the systemic issues that underlie vulnerability. These deep rooted factors are 
principally addressed through advocacy and lobbying work at national and international levels, of-
ten through alliances with other development organizations and civil society. Working within UK co-
alitions such as Make Poverty History (2005-2006) and Stop Climate Chaos (2006 onward), Practical 
Action has played a collaborative role in raising public awareness around the need for global action 
to redress global economic inequality, as well as the injustice of carbon dioxide emissions by devel-
oped countries impacting fi rst and hardest on the developing world. Both of these alliances lobbied 
UK government in favour of more just national and international policies and processes. They also 
aimed to change public understandings of these critical issues, and encourage a greater sense of 
personal responsibility, particularly around taking action on climate change.

Another issue on which Practical Action has lobbied hard to bring about systemic change is food 
justice (see Issues Page 4: Food sovereignty). The systemic factors that underlie insecure access to 
food in developing countries are complex including historical power structures and trading relation-
ships (for example based on colonial ties); current trade regimes based on global liberalization; weak 
governance of an ever more powerful private sector which controls the vast majority of world food 
production; intellectual property rights regimes which again favour big business and disenfranchise 
small producers; and agricultural research and policy (national and international) which favours large 
scale over small scale producers. These factors have led to a situation where small scale producers 
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are increasingly marginalized, and access to food by the poor has become ever more precarious, as 
demonstrated by the food shortages experienced in many countries in 2008. 

Although Practical Action aims to address food security through local and national actions to 
improve access to resources, technologies, support services, and markets, the broader systemic 
factors continue to make their production marginal and their livelihoods insecure. Practical Action 
therefore also works at a transnational level to promote policies which address systemic inequali-
ties. In partnership with pastoralist and farmer’s leaders from East Africa, we have challenged intel-
lectual property laws that prevent small-scale food providers and communities from developing, 
saving, exchanging and selling seeds, livestock breeds and fi sh species, and demanded the imple-
mentation of the in situ conservation and farmers’ rights provisions of the FAO International Treaty 
on Plant Genetic Resources for Food and Agriculture and for similar global regulation of Animal 
Genetic Resources. We have supported the organization of seminars to emphasize to European de-
cision makers the need to protect local food systems from food and technology dumping through 
changes in the Common Agriculture Policy, European Trade Policy and Competition Policy. We 
have worked with partners to expose decision-makers in the United Kingdom, the European 
Commission, and FAO to the signifi cance of ecological agriculture for global food provision and 
raise awareness of food sovereignty as a small-scale food providers’ alternative to the dominant 
food policy framework. 

Ability to save and exchange seed varieties is essential to small-scale farmers
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Issues Page 4. Food sovereignty

Practical Action supports the Food Sovereignty Framework as a means to challenge the dominant food 
production model based on industrial scale farming and liberalized, trade based global distribution. 
Food Sovereignty is advocated by a number of organizations of farmers, pastoralists, fi sher folk and oth-
ers, who aim to realize the right of peoples to defi ne their own food, agriculture, livestock and fi sheries 
systems. The call for Food Sovereignty was reaffi rmed in Rome in November 2009, when 642 people 
from 93 countries, representing 450 organizations and movements of small-scale food providers, gath-
ered at the People’s Food Sovereignty Forum and committed to ‘strengthen and promote our ecologi-
cal model of food provision in the framework of food sovereignty that feeds all populations including 
those in marginal zones.’

Food Sovereignty focuses on six principles:
• Focus on food for people. Food sovereignty puts the right to suffi cient, healthy and culturally ap-

propriate food for all, at the centre of food, agriculture, livestock and fi sheries policies; and rejects 
the proposition that food is just another commodity or component for international agri-business.

• Value food providers. Food sovereignty values and supports the contributions, and respects the 
rights, of women and men, peasants and small scale family farmers, pastoralists, artisanal fi sher folk, 
forest dwellers, indigenous peoples and agricultural and fi sheries workers, including migrants, who 
cultivate, grow, harvest and process food. 

• Localize food systems. Food sovereignty puts providers and consumers at the centre of decision-
making on food issues; protects food providers from the dumping of food and food aid in local mar-
kets; protects consumers from poor-quality and unhealthy food, inappropriate food aid and food 
tainted with genetically modifi ed organisms. 

• Put control locally. Food sovereignty places control over territory, land, grazing, water, seeds, live-
stock and fi sh populations on local food providers and respects their rights. They can use and share 
them in socially and environmentally sustainable ways which conserve diversity. 

• Build knowledge and skills. Food sovereignty builds on the skills and local knowledge of food provid-
ers and their local organizations that conserve, develop and manage localized food production and 
harvesting systems, developing appropriate research systems to support this and passing on this 
wisdom to future generations. 

• Work with nature. Food sovereignty uses the contributions of nature in diverse, low external input 
agro-ecological production and harvesting methods that maximize the contribution of ecosystems 
and improve resilience and adaptation, especially in the face of climate change.

Source: Synthesis Report, Nyéléni 2007 – Forum for Food Sovereignty, Sélingué, Mali, 23–27 February 
2007, www.nyeleni2007.org 

Copyright



PART 3

V2R ANALYSIS AND ACTION

Copyright



Copyright



3.1 INTRODUCTION

This section looks at practical steps for carrying out analysis and action with communities and 
other stakeholders to help them move from vulnerability to resilience. Many practitioners will be 
familiar with existing tools for Vulnerability and Capacity Analysis which have been developed by 
a number of different NGOs to understand vulnerability to disasters. The V2R approach to analysis 
shares much in common with these approaches but aims at a fuller, more integrated analysis.

The following sections outline suggested key steps in the process of analysis and offers examples 
of how V2R analysis can be used in practice. The analysis sections outline suggested checklists of 
areas to analyse and possible tools to use in your analysis, covering all areas of the framework:

• vulnerability outcome analysis;
• analysis of hazards and stresses;
• livelihoods analysis;
• analysis of future uncertainty; 
• governance analysis.

The section on using V2R for action illustrates different ways of using the analysis to achieve dif-
ferent ends, including:

• community planning, a case from Zimbabwe;
• project planning, a case from Nepal;
• reassessing projects, a case from Peru;
• monitoring and evaluation;
• capacity building, cases from Peru and Sri Lanka.

Using the V2R can help to build community capacity to analyse their situation, to actively par-
ticipate in local development planning and interventions, and to voice their demands or infl uence 
wider institutions where appropriate. These sections should serve as a guideline only and can be 
adapted as appropriate to the context and purpose of each analysis or action. 

Participatory processes

V2R analysis and action are intended to be participatory processes which aim to build local capac-
ity and ensure local ownership. Therefore it is important to engage with community members and 
local leaders to ensure that skills for vulnerability and resilience analysis and action are built for the 
long term. This might involve developing the capacity of a team of community facilitators to com-
municate to others the importance of carrying out the analysis and to coordinate activities. After 
the analysis has been completed, it is essential that the fi ndings are collated and fed back to the 
whole community, that they have the opportunity to discuss and validate the fi ndings, and that 
they prioritise areas to take action. It should not be an extractive process to inform decisions which 
are taken elsewhere, but an informative process to guide local decision making and action. 

Whilst encouraging participation, it should be recognized that power relationships exist within 
communities that can infl uence the analysis of situations, and decisions on potential solutions. 
Facilitating discussions with different focus groups or individuals can help ensure that a wide range 
of perspectives are expressed. Relevant local authorities should also be informed and involved, as 
they may be able to provide inputs to the analysis as well as support to any resulting plans. It may 
also encourage them to replicate the planning process in other communities in the future. These 
might include local government offi cials responsible for development and for disaster manage-
ment, government agricultural and livestock staff, and other NGOs or civil society organizations 
in the area. 
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Capacities and opportunities

People should not be viewed as helpless in the face of hazards and stresses. Even the poorest have 
assets and capacity to act. They are also likely to have ideas for opportunities which they would like 
to pursue to make their lives more resilient. As well as looking at the vulnerable aspects of people’s 
livelihoods and trying to strengthen them, resilience can also be increased by seeking out exist-
ing areas of livelihoods capacity or opportunity and building on them. For example, if the com-
munity is well organized and some effective and inclusive groups already exist, they may be built 
on to form disaster preparedness committees, or savings groups. If good and fertile land exists in 
the community, but groups just lack rights of access to that land or appropriate tools to be able 
to work that land, then that may present an opportunity for an intervention to improve access. 
Therefore, in each of the summary tables there is space to include both issues and vulnerabilities, 
and capacities and opportunities. 

Multi-level analysis and action

Even though much of the analysis and action described over the following pages is focused on the 
community level, this always needs to be complemented with information and inputs from other 
stakeholders and sources at different levels. During a community analysis, undoubtedly issues will 
be raised relating to other stakeholders such as government authorities, service providers, and 
other NGOs. It is important to explore these issues directly with those stakeholders as they may be 
able to give more information on challenges and opportunities from their perspective and help 
point towards more appropriate action. For example, community frustration at the lack of exten-
sion service provision may be because there are very few local extension staff or they are under 
resourced. This might point towards the need for collaborative action to demand greater resource 
provision at a higher level. 
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3.2 V2R ANALYSIS

The following pages provide questions, tools and processes that can be used in analysing a com-
munity’s vulnerability and resilience. This analysis does not need to be carried out in a rigid fash-
ion. Flexibility is important and alternative questions and tools can be incorporated at any stage. 
However, it is recommended that for each stage of the analysis, four main activities are carried 
out:

• understanding the background and context;
• community level analysis;
• collation and interpretation of the information; 
• feedback to the community and other stakeholders.

Understanding the background and context

For each area of analysis it is important to gather background information on the issues and to 
understand the context. This can either be done before the community analysis or information 
gathered in the community can be verifi ed or explored through secondary data sources. Local, 
regional or national information and data sources may complement community level analysis, in-
cluding government reports and statistics, other NGOs and development agencies, meteorological 
offi ces, etc. National and regional hazard and vulnerability monitoring systems include the Famine 
Early Warning Systems Network (FEWSNET) and Food Insecurity and Vulnerability Information and 
Mapping (FIVIMS). Diffi culties may be faced in collecting secondary data, as information is not 
always available in suitable or comparable formats, it is not always up to date or consistent in its 
presentation, and the level of detail or quality may not be adequate. It is therefore important to set 
aside adequate time for gathering such data and assessing it. 

Community level analysis 

Each of the following analysis sections outlines some questions to guide community level discus-
sions, and suggests some participatory tools that you can use to explore those questions (de-
scribed on Issues Page 5: Participatory tools for analysis). 

Neither the questions or the tools should be treated as a defi nitive list. Referring back to Part 2 
will help to generate more ideas for analysis. It is often useful to explore each issue through a num-
ber of different tools with different groups of people (men, women, young, elderly and so on) to 
ensure that a balanced picture of the whole community is reached. Community level analysis and 
secondary data collection should complement one another, and differences in what they reveal 
should be explored not ignored.

Collation and interpretation of the information

Collating and summarising the large amounts of information from secondary sources and from 
the community analysis can be a challenging and time consuming process. Summary tables have 
been provided for each stage of the analysis to assist in organizing the information according to the 
different aspects of the V2R framework. It is important that collation and analysis are done carefully 
to ensure that the conclusions reached have validity. 

Feedback to the community and other stakeholders

It is important that the community is involved in verifying and interpreting the information that 
they have shared during the process of analysis. The community must understand the overall out-
comes of the analysis if they are to develop appropriate plans or take action to address the issues 
raised (see Section 3.3). 

Summary sheets of questions, tools and blank tables for each area of analysis can be found in 
Section 4.2. 
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Issues Page 5. Participatory tools for analysis

There are many participatory tools which can be adapted to suit different contexts and topics for dis-
cussion. Their purpose is to engage community members actively in the analysis, rather than it being 
driven by the facilitator. Large scale visualization methods allow more people to participate and con-
tribute to discussions and using a variety of different tools helps different types of information and ex-
perience to be shared. The process of analysis should aim to stimulate refl ection and ideas amongst all 
those involved, rather than simply to extract information. It is often useful to facilitate some discussions 
with men and women separately to ensure that all voices are heard. The following are brief outlines 
of participatory tools that could be useful in doing a V2R analysis. For more information on tools for 
analysis, see Resources.

Mapping
Mapping is a useful tool for identifying geographical areas, buildings, populations or resources that 
are affected by hazards. Further discussion can reveal the reasons for exposure, and opportunities for 
reducing exposure. Maps can be used to explore where those with most fragile livelihoods live, physi-
cal constraints to their livelihoods, and accessibility of community services. Maps can be drawn on the 
ground using sticks, stones or leaves, on a blackboard, or on large sheets of paper. Someone should 
take written notes of the discussion as well as adding relevant information to the map.

Seasonal calendar
Seasonal calendars identify different activities and issues through the year, for example production 
activities, hazards and stresses, periods of hunger and so on. Use the calendar to stimulate discussion. 
Who is most affected by the hungry gap? Are seasonal patterns shifting? What are people’s coping 
strategies during stressful times of year?

Discussing local organizations using a venn diagram in North Darfur
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Wealth ranking
Wealth ranking helps to identify the characteristics of, or the constraints faced by different wealth 
groups in a community. Start with three to fi ve categories of well being, for example destitute, very 
poor, average, doing well and rich and allocate some or all households to the various groups. Discuss 
the characteristics of people who fall into a particular category, for example land or livestock owner-
ship, income, family size, education, hazard exposure, religion or caste. What are the key constraints 
faced by the poorest groups and the opportunities to help them to move up? 

Drama and story telling
Drama or story telling are useful techniques for getting people to share scenarios of what happens be-
fore, during or after a disaster situation. After the drama or story initiate a group discussion about what 
happened and why. Then discuss how things could be improved if the same situation were to occur 
again. The drama group could act out another scenario incorporating possible solutions. 

Venn diagram
Venn diagrams can identify key service providers within the community and beyond, how important 
they are, and how accessible they are. Diagrams are made with circles of different sizes and colours 
placed (as cards) or drawn in relation to one another. The size of circle can represent importance and 
distance between circles can represent intensity of interaction. Men and women, wealthy and poor, 
young and old, may well produce different diagrams; the differences are often instructive. Discussions 
could include challenges in accessing distant but important organizations, which organizations are 
missing altogether, and changes people would like to see in the future. 

Timeline
A timeline generates information about signifi cant events (earthquake, epidemic, landslide, fl ood, new 
school building, electricity, new road built, new technology and so on) in the history of the community 
and their effects or impacts. A timeline is useful to analyse how a confl ict situation has evolved. A time 
trend identifi es patterns of change, for example whether fl ooding is more frequent or severe or whether 
there are other changing weather patterns. Ensure that older people, both men and women, partici-
pate in the discussion. Seeds, stones, sticks or cards can be used to indicate the magnitude of certain 
events or trends such as fl oods, crop yields, and so on. 

Transect walk / observation
This is a planned walk through the community to observe how people are living and how land is used, 
asking questions along the way. It can help facilitators to gain a preliminary assessment of local conditions. 
Direct observation of people, structures, relationships and behaviours, events, and activities also contrib-
utes to building up a rich understanding of the community and provides an opening for discussions. 

Group discussion 
Group discussion is a tool that can be used at any time and in conjunction with most of the participa-
tory methodologies described. The discussion surrounding the use of other tools is often the most 
enlightening. Sometimes groups can be selected to represent certain sections of the population, for 
example women, men, youth or elderly, in order to fully explore their perspectives which may other-
wise not clearly come out in a mixed group discussion. 

Interviews / case studies
Sometimes group based discussion or participatory tools are inappropriate, for example when dis-
cussing personal information (for example fi nancial issues, social exclusion or violence), or when one 
knowledgeable person can provide key information (for example the village chief). In this case individ-
ual interviews or case studies are appropriate. Participants should be happy with the degree to which 
their information will be shared, particularly if it is personal. 

Ranking
This tool helps to understand people’s priorities or perceptions of importance and it can be done in 
several ways. Different options (for example hazards or proposed activities) can each be written on a 
separate card and a group is asked to put them in priority order. Alternatively people can vote by al-
locating a mark, seed, stone or other small token to their preferred option. 
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3.2.1 Analysis of vulnerability outcomes

Firstly it is important to build a picture of the key aspects of vulnerability experienced in the com-
munity or by particularly vulnerable groups or households. As described in Section 2.1, vulnerable 
households and communities tend to experience disasters, they are less able to adapt to change, 
they often experience uncomfortable periods of food insecurity, and as a result they struggle to 
move out of poverty. At the outset of the analysis it is useful to identify which of these key aspects 
of vulnerability is relevant, how prevalent they are in the community and which groups are most at 
risk. These will then be explored in more detail in the subsequent aspects of the analysis, keeping 
a strong focus on those groups identifi ed as vulnerable in different ways.

What to ask about vulnerability outcomes?

• What is the history of disasters in the community? 
• Are there other events, circumstances or trends that they feel unable to cope with or adapt 

to?
• Are there households or social / livelihood groups which suffer periods of food insecurity?
• How do members of the community assess wealth (assets, education, inclusion, etc) 

and which social or livelihood groups are identifi ed as poorest or unable to move out of 
poverty?

Suggested tools to use

• Secondary data: gather external data on disasters, livelihoods, food security and so on, in the 
area.

• Transect walk: make observations about the community, its resources and infrastructure, 
and general wellbeing of people.

• Timeline: understand broad history of disasters in the community or changes that they have 
had to adapt to.

• Key informant interviews: fi nd out from community leaders about the different social and 
livelihood groups in the community, and their perceptions of their relative vulnerability. 

• Wealth ranking: understand local indicators of poverty. Identify poorest and food insecure 
groups.

Hazards and 
Stresses

Livelihoods

Future 
uncertainty

Governance

Vulnerability
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Table 7. Collating the information on vulnerability outcomes

History of disasters • ongoing confl ict throughout living memory
 • bad droughts and famine 1983-85, 1987-88, 1990-91, 2000-01, 2004-05 

Other events or trends  • increasing availability of arms leading to more violence
 • more frequent drought (1 in 5 years)
 • more men migrating 

Groups suffering food insecurity • most suffer from food insecurity during drought
 • in other years households with fewer livestock suffered seasonal hunger
 • food and livestock stolen during raids further contributing to seasonal 
  hunger

Groups living in poverty • households with fewer livestock considered poorest
 • women-headed households (many husbands killed in confl ict)
 • households with many young / children

Creating a timeline of vulnerabiltiy outcomes, Bangladesh
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3.2.2 Analysis of hazards and stresses 

Ideally we want to gather as much information as possible about the different types of hazards 
and stresses that impact on different groups within the community as well as the community as a 
whole. We also want to know about the extent of their exposure, or any measures they are already 
taking to improve their disaster preparedness. 

What to ask about hazards and stresses?

Building on the information about disasters and other causes of vulnerability mentioned in the 
outcome analysis, identify the different hazards and stresses that have affected the community or 
particular groups in living memory, both regular occurrences and one-offs. Think beyond typical 
natural hazards, to include biological, economic, socio-political and other hazards and stresses. 
Then explore the nature of the hazards and stresses themselves, as well as the links to livelihoods, 
future uncertainty, and governance factors, using the following questions and tools. Be aware that 
people tend to identify more recent events as the most signifi cant and to overestimate their impact 
as compared to earlier ones. For a reminder of some of these issues, see Section 2.3.

• What is the typical frequency and duration of occurrence of this hazard or stress? Is it sea-
sonal? Has it changed over time, for example due to climate change or other trends? 

• What is the speed of onset of the hazard or stress? Are there any warning signs? Are there 
established early warning systems?

• Are there any underlying causes of the hazard or stress? Does the community understand 
them, or know how to address them? 

• Which groups within the community (livelihood groups, social groups, geographical groups, 
people with disability, etc) are most affected and how?

• Which community or individual assets, property, or services are affected (for example infra-
structure, services, markets, crops, savings, land) and how? 

• How do different groups typically respond immediately after the hazard occurs (are there 
contingency plans, safe areas, emergency resources, response organizations, etc)? 

• Based on the issues raised, what opportunities and capacities are available, or could be 
strengthened to improve peoples’ disaster preparedness?

Suggested tools

• Secondary data: gather external data on hazards and vulnerable groups from relevant 
sources.

• Hazard map: identify geographical areas that are physically vulnerable for example to fl ood, 
landslide, etc. 

• Hazard trend analysis: a development of the time line to better understand changes in haz-
ard frequency, severity, or predictability over time. May be linked to climate change. 

• Story telling: fi nd out how people typically behave or respond after a hazard. 
• Group discussion: discuss capacities and opportunities for improved disaster preparedness. 

Separate groups discussions with men and women may reveal differences in interests and 
capacities.

Hazards and 
Stresses

Livelihoods

Future 
uncertainty

Governance

Vulnerability
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Table 8. Collating the information on hazards and stresses

Hazard priority 1: Issues and vulnerabilities Capacities and opportunities for 
drought   resilience

Frequency, Every 3 to 5 years. Used to be less frequent in
duration, the past. Increasingly severe, maybe due to
seasonality, trends climate change. 

Warning signs, No formal early warning systems; some are  Early warning from metrological organiza-
early warning aware of biophysical signs such as migration tions would help.
  of birds. 

Underlying causes • Misuse of land, deforestation and climate • Reforestation could be more
  change  widespread
 • Some tree planting has taken place but • Need more information about climate
  not signifi cant  change and its impacts
 • Don’t know what causes climate change
  or how to address it

Groups affected • All households dependent on farming Soil and water conservation could be
  affected by loss of crops and income. improved.
 • Smallholder farmers without water sources
  most affected. 
 • Households with no family to assist them
 • Female headed households badly affected
  due to lack of husband support

Assets and • Water resources dry up; some confl ict • Need to better manage scarce water
services affected • Crops die, especially vegetables.  resources
 • Animals die • Community leaders try to organize
 • Food aid enters market and undermines  support to the most affected
  prices for remaining producers.
 • Schools close as teachers return to town

Immediate • No response strategy Planning and preparedness for drought
response • In severe droughts food aid is available to could help
  the most vulnerable
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3.2.3 Livelihood analysis

A livelihoods analysis should explore in detail the characteristics of the groups that are least able to 
cope and recover when hazards and stresses occur (see Section 2.4). Although the whole commu-
nity may be affected, it is particularly important to identify those whose livelihoods are least able 
to support them and help them get back on track. Try to identify specifi c groups of people rather 
than very broad groups (for example ‘small scale farmers with less than two hectares of land, de-
pendent on rain-fed agriculture’, rather than just ‘farmers’).

What to ask about livelihoods? 

What are the principal livelihood groups within the community, and which of these groups are 
identifi ed as socio-economically vulnerable or unable to cope and recover when a particular haz-
ard or stress occurs?

• What kinds of coping strategies (erosive or non-erosive) do different people currently use 
when they are affected by hazards or stresses (particularly vulnerable livelihood groups). 

• What are the key constraints and opportunities faced by each vulnerable livelihood group 
(for example organizational capacity, access to productive resources, access to skills and 
technologies, access to markets, secure living conditions)? 

• Are their livelihoods affected by particular hazards, by climate change, or by other long term 
trends which should be explored further? 

• What are the gaps and opportunities in relation to external institutions which affect their 
livelihoods (services, fi nancial, safety nets?)

Suggested tools

• Secondary data: gather external data on principal livelihoods, resource constraints, markets, 
employment opportunities, service providers etc. in the area.

• Seasonal calendar: use to identify the livelihood activities throughout the year, and the dif-
ferent stresses or hazards that affect the resilience of those livelihoods. 

• Ranking: focus group discussion with community leaders can identify principal livelihood 
groups in the community and which are identifi ed as poor or vulnerable.

• Key informant or group interviews representing different livelihood groups identifi ed as 
vulnerable.

Hazards and 
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Table 9. Collating the information on livelihoods (based on Case Study 2)

 Livelihood vulnerabilities and erosive coping strategies Coping capacities and
 (governance aspects in italic) opportunities for resilience 
   (governance aspects in italic)

Community • Many people have left the community, for example so • Good mayor who is keen to act
organization  their children can attend school or to fi nd more work.  for the community.
 • Community and institutions have become weakened as • Some government safety net pro-
  the population declines.   grammes such as Glass of Milk.
 • External links to possible support organizations are very • Need to strengthen skills and
  weak, and skills to apply for funds are poor.  external networks of community
    organizations.

Access to • Land holdings small (2 ha per family). Limits the • Need more agricultural skills
productive  quantity and variety of crops produced.  development.
resources • The growing season is short. Rain-fed agriculture is • Crop diversifi cation.
  limited to one harvest per year.  • Animal health and breed
 • Poor animal health and low productivity.   improvement.
 • Farmers unable to protect crops from frosts which are • Improved water management
  more unseasonal due to climate change.  • Extension or training providers
 • No agricultural or animal health support services  needed.
  (government, private or NGO).
 • No awareness raising about climate change or how to
  cope.

Skills and • Education levels are low as only basic primary is • School buses.
Technologies  available in the community  • Agricultural skills development.
 • Little investment in education • Access to irrigation skills and
 • Lack of knowledge about technologies or methods to  technologies.
  protect crops from unseasonal frost.  • Extension or training providers
 • No information or advisory services to the community.  needed.
 • Limited access to larger scale irrigation which could • External funding needed.
  extend the growing season. 
 • Unable to access funds for projects such as improved
  irrigation.

Access to • The market is some distance from parts of the • Eco-tourism could provide non-
markets and   community.   farm employment.
employment • Cost of transporting low value crops to market is high. • Better market understanding to
 • Few local livelihood options beyond basic agriculture.   select good cash crops.
 • Casual labour is not considered desirable as it takes men • Training in non-farm livelihoods
  from the community.   needed.
 • Participatory budget resources exist in the municipality • Training needed in accessing
  but not available to fund production related projects.  markets.
   • Access to participatory budget 
    process.

Safe living Some vulnerability of houses and animals from landslides. Tree planting to reduce run-off.
conditions
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3.2.4 Analysing future uncertainty 

The analysis of long-term trends is important to help in understanding signifi cant changes over 
time that are contributing to people’s vulnerability, and how those trends might continue or change 
in the future. Some past trends may already have been raised in the hazard analysis or livelihood 
analysis. It is important to consider the possible impact of these trends into the future, and how 
people will adapt to those anticipated changes, whether they are certain or not. See Section 2.5 
for a reminder of different long term trends that might be relevant, including climate change, and 
the relevance of adaptive capacity. They can be explored further in this aspect of the analysis. 

What to ask about long term trends including climate change?

• What signifi cant trends or changes have people observed in recent decades, and how do 
they expect them to evolve in the future? What secondary data exists on past and future 
trends?

• What are the impacts and implications of these trends on people’s livelihoods and the inci-
dence of hazards?

• How do people understand the causes of these trends or changes?
• Do people have access to relevant and timely information to help them adapt to those 

changes (for example future predictions, short term forecasting and adaptation strategies)? 
• How are people adapting to change now? Do they have the necessary resources to be able 

to adapt (for example organizational capacity, access to productive resources, access to skills 
and technologies, access to markets, secure living conditions)? 

• Do they feel confi dent about their ability to adapt to future changes? 
• What institutional response has there been to the trends identifi ed (awareness-raising, 

mitigation, support, information and funding for adaptation)? 
• What opportunities are there for infl uencing these trends, improving understanding, ensur-

ing access to information and resources, and building confi dence to adapt? 

Suggested tools

• Secondary data: collect external data on climate, economic and other trends and impacts.
• Long term trend analysis: explore the historical patterns of issues that affect development, 

including social, economic, institutional and environmental issues over periods of between 
10 and 40 years. 

• Knowledge network mapping: explore different sources of information relating to climate 
change or other trends (for example medium term climate predictions, expected trends in 
crop or energy prices, technologies for climate adaptation, etc) using a venn diagram.

• Story telling and discussion: allow people to share experiences of how their livelihoods have 
been impacted by trends (such as climate change) and how they have attempted to cope or 
adapt. Discuss ways in which they could be better supported to adapt in the future.

Hazards and 
Stresses

Livelihoods

Future 
uncertainty

Governance

Vulnerability
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Table 10. Collating the information on future uncertainty (based on Case Study 3)

Trend:  Issues and vulnerabilities Capacities and opportunities for
climate change (governance aspects in italic) resilience (governance aspects in italic)

Observed changes  • Increasing drought. 
 • Unusual rainfall patterns. 
 • Rainstorms decreasing in number but
  increasing in intensity.
 • Overall increase in precipitation and
  average temperature.
 • Expectation extremes will continue to
  increase.

Impacts • Increase in hazards such as landslides, fl ash
  fl oods, wind storms and hail.
 • Erosion leading to decreased soil fertility
  and lower productivity.
 • Scarcity of water for irrigation during dry
  season leading to lower productivity.
 • Inability to follow traditional cropping and
  harvesting patterns.

Understanding • Some recognition of climate change, but • Awareness-raising about climate
  little understanding of how to address it  change in schools.
  and how it will change over time. • Forest conservation to reduce land-
 • Feeling that they have no control over the  slides and erosion as climate change
  future climate.  brings more intense rainfall.

Access to • No new information available about how • Better early warning or forecasting from
information  to adapt to changes.  government institutions.
 • Little access to weather forecasts. • Training on agricultural diversifi cation – 
 • Little access to support institutions for any  vegetables, fruit, goat production.
  kind of training. • One district based NGO exists with 
    agricultural training capacity.

Existing None mentioned Those with more diversifi ed farms (crops 
adaptation    and animals) were coping better.
strategies
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3.2.5 Governance analysis

It is important to understand the roles played by different organizations both within and outside 
the community, how accessible they are, and how they are contributing to improvements in the 
community (see Section 2.6). We also need to identify organizations and other stakeholders that 
are not currently available to the community but who could be helping. It is also necessary to 
identify groups or individuals and government policies that are creating constraints on the com-
munity and limiting their opportunities for improvement. The aim of the governance analysis is 
to identify some of the factors that are underlying the livelihood analysis and hazard analysis, so 
it is important to refer back to issues that were raised and explore them in more detail during this 
analysis. Not only local, but also national or even international level policies and institutions may 
be playing a role. It will be necessary to complement the community analysis with discussions and 
interviews with stakeholders outside the community such as district, regional and even national 
level government and NGO staff.

What to ask about governance?

Look back at the key issues raised in previous steps in the analysis. Have vulnerabilities relating to 
governance environments already been raised?

• Which organizations, policies, processes or underlying systemic issues are contributing to 
the occurrence of hazards, exposure to hazards, livelihood vulnerability, or future uncer-
tainty? How or why are those organizations or policies contributing to vulnerability? 

• Which organizations, policies or processes could help enable disaster preparedness, strength-
en, livelihood security and diversifi cation, or adaptive capacity? 

• What opportunities exist for improving the governance environment: ensuring decentral-
ized and participatory decision making, strengthening local to national links, promoting 
integrated approaches or addressing systemic issues?

Suggested tools

• Secondary data: collect external data on locally relevant organizations, policies, processes 
etc.

• Venn diagrams: use to map different livelihood and disaster preparedness service providers 
and their accessibility by the community as a starting point for discussion on institutional 
gaps and opportunities. Venn diagrams can also be used to map other types of actors within 
the community and the strength of relationships can be assessed by different thickness of 
lines drawn between them. 

• Interviews: with key informants such as local government, NGO and private sector service 
providers to provide further insight into institutional limitations

• Market mapping: identify the different market chain actors and business environment fac-
tors and the various linkages between primary producers and fi nal consumers to help 
identify bottlenecks and opportunities (see Issues Page 2). 

Hazards and 
Stresses

Livelihoods

Future 
uncertainty

Governance

Vulnerability
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Sources: Bongo, P. (2006) Disaster Management in Zimbabwe and Institutional Analysis;
Ndlovu, S. (2009) An Institutional Analysis of Drought, Reducing Drought Risks in Bululima and Mangwe

Table 11. Collating the information on governance

 Issues and vulnerabilities  Capacities and opportunities for 
  resilience 

Hazards and Zimbabwe National Water Authority should People have become aware of the need for
disaster manage fl ood and drought forecasting but proper forecasting.
preparedness skills, technologies and funds are lacking.

 District Drought Management Committee  Opportunity to build DDMC capacity for 
 exists and is considered important, but integrated disaster risk reduction.
 lacking in clear roles and capacity.

 Locally operating NGOs respond to disasters Targeting approach of NGOs (for example 
 with targeted humanitarian relief / food aid / based on livestock ownership) is not 
 food for work. favoured by households who prefer block 
  targeting.

  Department of Social Welfare responds in
  severe droughts with grain loan and
  assistance with school fees.

Livelihoods Department of Vet Services and AGRITEX lack There are some examples of good partner-
 resources for training. DVS distributes drugs ship working with NGOs who have more
 late during disease outbreaks. resources.

 District Development Fund lacks resources to
 maintain road network, with implications for
 transportation of food to and from markets. 

 Farmers are unclear about title deeds for land Ministry of Lands could be lobbied to
 acquired under land reforms so they are speed up provision of title deeds.
 hesitant to invest in developing their farms.

Future uncertainty Climate change is resulting in declining crop More climate awareness is needed
 yields but there is no institutional or policy amongst all institutional stakeholders and
 focus on this. policy responses developed, for example 
  more training on water harvesting.

 Grain marketing policies favour maize More focus is needed on drought tolerant
 production which does poorly in semi arid crops. Awareness-raising is needed at
 areas, and will do worse in the future under policy level.
 climate change
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3.3 FROM ANALYSIS TO ACTION

The V2R framework and analysis can be applied in a range of different situations. Once secondary 
data collection and fi eld based analysis is complete, the full fi ndings should be consolidated, and 
where necessary, verifi ed by the community. The consolidation of results will involve bringing 
together the fi ve tables that were produced to collate the different areas of analysis (Tables 7 to 11 
in Section 3.2). These should be looked at collectively to identify the linkages and relationships be-
tween the different areas of analysis, and the key issues emerging. Based on these key issues from 
the analyses, and with reference back to the detailed Resilience Framework (Figure 7), priority areas 
of vulnerability and opportunities resilience should be identifi ed. From the basis of those priority 
issues an appropriate action plan can begin to be developed. 

The following sections detail case studies illustrating how the V2R can be used in practice, draw-
ing on Practical Action’s country programme experience. Three examples are based on using V2R 
analysis to contribute to planning or adapting projects in different contexts. Two further case stud-
ies illustrate other ways in which the V2R framework can be used: for monitoring and evaluation, 
and for capacity building. 

The different examples are as follows:

• V2R for community planning, a case from Zimbabwe;
• V2R for NGO project planning, a case from Nepal;
• V2R for incorporating climate change, a case from Peru;
• V2R for monitoring and evaluation, a case from Bangladesh;
• V2R for capacity building, cases from Peru and Sri Lanka.

Figure 6. Moving from analysis to action planning 

Outcome analysis

Hazard analysis 

Livelihood analysis

Analysis of uncertainty

Governance analysis

Priority areas of 
vulnerability and 
opportunities for 

resilience

Action plan
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3.3.1 V2R for community planning – a case from Zimbabwe

Drawing on a participatory V2R analysis, communities can be facilitated in the process of turn-
ing the identifi ed priorities into local action plans, which may be implemented with their own 
resources or with support from external organizations. Community plans should be realistic and 
attention should be paid to where resources will come from for implementation, the time frame 
for achieving objectives, and ensuring that the most vulnerable will benefi t most. 

From analysis to community action 

It is important to carry out action planning soon after the V2R analysis took place so that people 
are still engaged and interested in addressing the concerns they raised. For practical reasons, it 
may be unrealistic to include all members in the planning process, in which case representatives 
of different community groups should be present and plans should be fed back to all members 
for approval. Ideally the process should be led by a VDC, or other inclusive local institution. Local 
government offi cials who were involved in the V2R analysis should also be included at the plan-
ning stage, or plans should be discussed with them later, as they may be able to provide support 
in terms of staff and resources. 

The community should be encouraged to think of some priority strategies and projects for ad-
dressing the areas of vulnerability identifi ed in the V2R analysis. These should include immediate 
actions, short term strategies and some longer term actions. It is also useful to ensure that there is 
a mix of actions which can be achieved with internal resources and those which require external 
support or infl uencing. Responsibilities and time frames should be allocated to each activity or 
project, and some form of monitoring decided upon (see Section 3.3.4). The Community Based 
Planning (CBP) methodology, developed by Practical Action and other partners in Southern Africa, 
can be referred to for more ideas for this stage (Gumbo, 2009).

Figure 7. The detailed resilience framework 

Hazards and stresses
Disaster preparedness

• Building capacity to analyse hazards and 
stresses.

• Improving hazard prevention and protection.
• Increasing early warning and awareness.
• Establishing contingency and emergency 

planning.
• Building back better.

Livelihoods
Diversity and security

• Strengthening community organization and 
voice.

• Supporting access to, and sustainable 
management of, productive assets.

• Promoting access to technologies.
• Improving access to markets and  

employment.
• Ensuring secure living conditions.

Resilience
• Ability to manage risk.
 
• Ability to adapt to change.

• Ability to secure sufcient  
food.

Future uncertainty
(Long term trends, climate change)

Adaptive capacity 
• Improving understanding of trends and 

their local impacts. 
• Ensuring access to relevant and timely 

information.
• Building condence and  exibility to 

learn and experiment.

Governance 
Enabling environment

• Decentralised and participatory decision 
making.

• Strengthening links between local, 
district and national levels.

• Promoting integrated approaches 
to livelihoods, disasters and climate 
change.

• Addressing underlying systemic issues.
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An integrated community development plan from Buvuma Ward 18

In Buvuma Ward 18, Gwanda District, Zimbabwe the key hazards and stresses that were identifi ed 
in the V2R analysis were drought, HIV and Aids and livestock diseases. Principal livelihood chal-
lenges were in part related to these hazards - drought and livestock disease were affecting yields 
in part due to a lack of skills for improving and commercializing food and livestock production for 
better nutrition and for increasing incomes. Long term trends include the growing prevalence of 
HIV and Aids, the increasing frequency of drought (linked to climate change), loss of seed diversity, 
and an increasingly tough economic environment. Governance issues identifi ed include the lack 
of capacity and resources of AGRITEX (agricultural extension services) to support communities, 
the poor management capacity of many self help groups, but the opportunity provided by several 
NGOs working in the area. 

After considering the results of the V2R analysis, the community identifi ed a number of priority 
areas for activity which are summarised in Box 1 below. These were then turned into action plans, 
assigning responsibilities, identifying specifi c benefi ciaries, identifying inputs required from other 
stakeholders and setting a time frame.

Box 1. Selected activities from Buvuma Ward 18 community development and disaster 
management plan 

The following activities were identifi ed through the V2R process to address problems associated with 
drought, livestock disease and HIV and Aids in Buvuma Ward 18. 

• Grow more drought tolerant varieties to ensure harvest even when rains are poor.
• Improve crop storage to ensure food supply between harvests. 
• Develop in-fi eld rainwater harvesting including dead level contours, infi ltration pits and improved 

rainwater storage facilities to reduce impacts of drought.
• Reduce livestock disease through use of vaccinations and herbal treatments supported by training 

local paravets.
• Encourage behaviour change to reduce HIV and Aids and promote herbal gardening and use of 

other traditional immunity boosters.
• Develop community based goat breeding scheme and produce more home grown feeds from crop 

residues to improve income from small livestock.
• Pilot a small livestock pass on scheme for vulnerable households for example HIV and AIDS-affected 

households.
• Establish nutritional gardens for growing, processing and marketing vegetables to improve house-

hold nutrition and incomes.
• Establish links with meteorological service for drought early warning.
• Select and train disaster management committee to oversee all activities.
• Share plans with relevant sections of local government, for example veterinary extension depart-

ment to request training to paravets and support access to improved goat breeds. 
• Strengthen links and share plans with local disaster response agencies, both government and 

NGO. 
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3.3.2 V2R for NGO project planning – a case from Nepal

The V2R framework and analysis can be used for appraisal to guide larger scale NGO project plan-
ning. Again, a process is needed to bring together the analysis, prioritise areas for action, and to 
design an appropriate set of activities to build resilience. This does not necessarily mean includ-
ing activities which address all aspects of the framework – proposed actions should respond to 
prioritised areas of the framework to achieve balanced progress towards strengthening resilience. 
Clearly, an NGO facilitated project will have more resources available and greater opportunity to 
infl uence the governance environment at various levels.

From analysis to project planning

Priority areas for action will tend to be developed into a Logical Framework (log frame), or 
other planning framework, to help describe the contribution of proposed activities to achiev-
ing the desired outcomes and impacts. Table 12 illustrates a generic log frame, which can be 
built upon with the contextual detail of a local analysis. It is important to design indicators to 
monitor the achievement of impacts and outcomes, and these will be looked at in the upcom-
ing Section 3.3.4. 

Throughout Section 2 many examples of activities have been cited which would contribute to 
the different resilience outcomes. The proposed actions should not be short term solutions but 
should aim to tackle underlying causes of vulnerability. This will mean ensuring action to address 
future uncertainty (see Section 2.5) and the various elements of the governance environment (see 
Section 2.6). Activities should be realistic and attainable with the resources and time frame of any 
project or programme. 

Table 12. Generic logical framework for a project to strengthen resilience

Goal Poor people in fragile, rural areas enabled to build resilient livelihoods as a result of better access to 
skills and technologies to manage agriculture and natural resources, increased capacity to manage 
hazards and increased ability to adapt to climatic and economic changes. 

Impacts Food secure: able to obtain suffi cient, nutritious, appropriate food throughout the year.
 Able to manage risk: disaster preparedness strategies in place and losses from hazards reduced.
 Able to adapt to future changes: able to draw on resources and information to make changes in 

response to impacts of climatic and economic trends.
 Able to move out of poverty: greater security, assets, income or livelihood options.

Outcomes Increased security and diversity of livelihoods: improved access resources, skills, technologies, mar-
kets, organizational capacity and secure living conditions.

 Capacity for and implementation of disaster preparedness: analysis, prevention, protection, early 
warning and planning carried out.

 Adaptive capacity strengthened: understanding of trends, access to information, and confi dence to 
adapt improved.

 More enabling governance environment: greater access to local services, supported by relevant, 
integrated policies.

Activities The outcomes are achieved through project activities such as training courses, demonstrations, 
building dams, facilitation, infl uencing, and so on. This is the detailed level of each project and will 
vary from project to project.
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Activities for resilience outcomes in Chitwan, Nepal

Communities in the Chitwan District of Nepal are feeling the effects of climate change in terms of 
increased weather-related hazards such as fl ood, wind storms, hail, and so on. As Case Study 3 
illustrates, this trend of worsening hazards is leading to signifi cant new impacts on lives and liveli-
hoods, including human deaths, loss of livestock and crops, damage to homes and infrastructure, 
reduced food availability, and temporary disruption in access to services such as markets, health 
centres and schools. 

Through a process of community led analysis and prioritisation, a number of key areas for ac-
tion were identifi ed to address these vulnerabilities and to strengthen community resilience, not 
only to climate change, but to more regular hazards and other trends. These activities focussed on 
strengthening natural resource based livelihoods, assessing climate related hazards and improv-
ing preparedness, raising awareness amongst a range of stakeholders around climate impacts on 
livelihoods, and infl uencing at various levels to increase support to community based adaptation. 
The specifi c activities are outlined in the log frame below (Table 13). 

Table 13. Log frame summary: increasing the resilience of poor communities to cope with the impact of climate 
change, Nepal (2004–2007)

Outcomes Activities

Capacity for and • Strengthen the capacity of local communities to build physical protection structures to 
implementation  cope with climate hazards. 
of disaster • Strengthen early warning systems by enabling the provision of relevant climate 
preparedness  information for local people. 
 • Establish participatory planning processes with community groups to identify and 
  prioritise disaster preparedness plans.
 • Establish a task force of community, local government, NGOs and private sector to link 
  local preparedness into wider development plans.

Increased security • Community-led identifi cation and prioritisation of natural resource management 
and diversity of  options and technologies.
livelihoods • Based on community priorities, facilitate training in sustainable natural resource-based
  technologies and techniques such as: 
  o conservation farming methods 
  o watershed management and hillside reforestation
  o water harvesting and rehabilitation of local irrigation
  o identifi cation and promotion of income generating activities – e.g. processing
   medicinal herbs and vegetable solar drying.

Adaptive capacity • Community assessment of local knowledge and perceptions of climatic conditions, 
strengthened  interactions with farming systems, biodiversity and water resources and capacity to 
  adapt. 
 • Develop awareness raising of climate change and its impacts on livelihoods amongst 
  communities, NGOs and offi cials.
 • Capacity building of local CBOs, NGOs and local authorities to analyse and monitor risks 
  to livelihoods from climate change and to incorporate actions into long-term develop
  ment plans. 

More enabling • Bring together policymakers, infl uencers and donors with local communities to allow 
governance  them to see concrete evidence of community-led adaptation measures.
environment • Disseminate best practices and policy messages to local, regional, national and 
  international stakeholders.
 • Develop innovative proposals for engaging the international community in support of 
  community-based adaptation.

Copyright



 V2R ANALYSIS AND ACTION 87

3.3.3 V2R for incorporating climate change – a case from Peru

The V2R framework and analysis can be used to look at either existing or new areas of work to 
understand the possible impacts of climate change, and potential for building adaptive capacity 
(see Section 2.5). This is important as climate change may not have been considered relevant or 
given priority when existing projects were designed, but impacts may be becoming signifi cant as 
the project develops. Furthermore, increasingly funding is becoming available for projects and 
programmes which specifi cally aim to address the impacts of climate change and build adaptive 
capacity. Such projects should take a holistic approach, as the V2R encourages. 

Climate vulnerability and resilience analysis

Carrying out analysis of climate vulnerability does not mean looking only at future uncertainty and 
ignoring other elements of the framework. It means exploring all aspects of the framework but 
with a stronger focus on climate change as the most signifi cant long term trend contributing to 
vulnerability. If climate trends are leading to greater incidence of hazards, then those should be ex-
plored under hazard analysis, including warning signs, groups and assets affected, and response 
strategies. It is important, too, to understand which livelihood groups are most affected by climate 
change, or may be most affected if this trend continues. What are the constraints faced by these 
livelihood groups, how are they being affected, and what opportunities exist to strengthen their 
resilience through improved organizational capacity, management of natural resources, access to 
skills and technologies, access to markets, and secure living conditions.

Using V2R for climate adaptation actions in Peru

Climate vulnerability and resilience analysis can feed into planning action to strengthen adaptive 
capacity. In the Ancash region of Peru, the results of a climate vulnerability and resilience analysis 
were incorporated into an existing disaster risk reduction project which had not previously focused 
on climate change impacts (refer back to Case Study 2 and Section 3.2.2). The following para-
graphs describe activities added to the project to ensure resilience in the face of climate change 
was enhanced. 

Disaster preparedness. The project initially had a strong focus on disaster preparedness, building 
capacity for hazard analysis, supporting activities to reduce hazards such as landslides resulting 
from heavy rainfall by reforesting slopes, developing emergency plans and evacuation routes in 
case of earthquakes, and managing the stress of seasonal water shortages. The weather related 
hazards and stresses are likely to become more extreme under climate change and therefore these 
preparedness activities would continue to be pertinent. Early warning systems are now being es-
tablished for unseasonal frosts. 

Livelihoods diversity and security. Existing project activities had aimed to improve the diversity 
and security of livelihoods, through activities such as improved irrigation systems, strengthen-
ing small livestock production and increased production of vegetables for consumption and sale. 
Climate vulnerability analysis revealed that many farmers were still unable to adapt to more fre-
quent and unseasonal frosts which were affecting crops. A response to this was the reintroduction 
of lost potato diversity. Farmers are now growing a range of different potato varieties in one fi eld, 
and observing which are more resistant to frost, to drought or to heavy rains, in order to maintain 
a mix that ensures a harvest whatever adverse weather they experience. 

Adaptive capacity. In order to build capacity of households and the community as a whole to 
make appropriate changes to their livelihoods in response to changing conditions, it was neces-
sary to strengthen their understanding of climate change, improve their access to information that 
would help them to adapt, and build their confi dence and fl exibility to learn and change. An im-
portant activity was building the capacity of resilient farmer leaders. Their training covered issues 
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relating to the causes and effects of climate change, as well as different strategies for strengthening 
and adapting livelihoods, specifi cally to cope with climate impacts. By developing the capacity of 
farmer leaders in the target communities, the people would be able to draw on their skills and sup-
port over time to help them to experiment and implement the different adaptation options that 
they knew about. These leaders would also serve as a link to other institutions that could update 
them with further ideas and information over time. 

An enabling governance environment. Analysis revealed that institutional support to commu-
nities around climate change was lacking or inappropriate. Practical Action is now working more 
closely with local authorities to raise their awareness of the key issues relating to climate change, 
how communities will be affected, and how they can be supported to adapt. They are participat-
ing in the development of a Regional Climate Change Strategy with other stakeholders, which will 
include greater focus on supporting community based adaptation. 

Graduates from the School of Resilient Farmer Leaders, Ancash Peru
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3.3.4 V2R for monitoring and evaluation – a case from Bangladesh

Monitoring and evaluation (M&E) is an essential element of the project or programme cycle 
in order to assess the effectiveness of the actions taken. The V2R framework and analysis can 
be used to guide M&E to ensure that progress towards resilience is being achieved. Indicators 
can be based around the different elements highlighted within the framework (Section 2), 
and they can be monitored using questions and methods suggested in the analysis section 
(Section 3). 

Key elements of monitoring and evaluation

Depending on the size or scope of an activity, project, or programme to be monitored and evalu-
ated, the details of the system that is developed will differ. However, the following are some basic 
elements of any M&E system: 

• Indicators of success based on the different activities to be undertaken, the outcomes to be 
achieved and the impacts in terms of achieving resilience.

• Tools or methods for monitoring and evaluation, ensuring that they are suitable in terms of 
complexity and time required for information collection.

• Appropriate baseline data, based on the indicators, so that changes over time can be com-
pared to the initial situation. 

• Allocation of responsibilities and time frames so that refl ection and learning occurs on a 
regular basis, not only at the end of the project. 

It is advisable to keep M&E systems as simple as possible. There is a tendency to become over-
ambitious and to collect large amounts of baseline and monitoring data, without thinking through 
how the data will be used later to monitor outcomes and impact. An approach based on simple 
tools clearly linked to a limited number of useful indicators is likely to be more achievable and 
therefore more successful in the long run. Participatory tools, including those outlined in on Issues 
Page 5: Participatory Tools for Analysis, are recommended as a means of directly involving 
community members in M&E, drawing on their local knowledge and perceptions. What is most 
important in any M&E system is to ensure a process of critical refl ection around which actions are 
successful in reducing vulnerability in order to continually improve practice, rather than simply 
collect data and tick boxes. 

Indicators for resilience

The V2R framework can be used to help identify a range of indicators against which to measure 
progress towards resilience. There are at least three levels of indicators that can be measured: ac-
tivities, outcomes and impacts. The following two tables (14 and 15) contain suggested indicators 
at outcome and impact levels, which draw on the different elements of the V2R framework. The 
fi rst table is based on an example from Bangladesh which did not have a strong focus on adap-
tive capacity at the time of design, though some elements have been added. Further indicators 
relating to disaster resilience (though with less focus on climate change) can be derived from 
John Twigg’s useful publication: Characteristics of a Disaster Resilient Community: A Guidance note’ 
(Twigg, 2007). 
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Table 14. Examples of outcome indicators based on the project Mainstreaming Livelihood-Centred Approaches 
to Disaster Management 2006–2010 in Gaibanda, Bangladesh

Outcomes Example indicators

Disaster • Three project locations have analysed their community vulnerability and resilience.
preparedness • Five communities have disaster management plans.
 • Five CBOs are functioning and active in disaster preparedness.
 • Five communities have functioning early warning committees to alert them of fl ood.
 • Three rescue boats are available for rescue and evaluation during an emergency.

Diverse and • 37 mutual assistance groups are supporting community livelihood activities.
secure livelihoods • Ten per cent of benefi ciaries practice hazard resistant agricultural technologies (fl oating 
  garden, zero tillage cultivation, early planting).
 • Ten per cent of benefi ciaries have non-farm livelihood skills.
 • 135 homeless families have hazard resilient houses.
 • 15 per cent of benefi ciaries can access raised tube wells during fl ood.

Adaptive capacity  • 20 per cent of benefi ciaries are aware of climate change and its impacts .
 • 20 per cent of benefi ciaries can access information about at least 10 types of on farm 
  and off farm activities. 
 • 15 per cent of benefi ciaries have established new networks with service providers.

Enabling • Government service providers have stronger linkages with communities as a result of 
environment   providing 150 orientation sessions.
 • Union, Upazilla and District government staff are aware of project approach and 
  lessons.
 • Humanitarian organizations working in the district are more aware of livelihood centred 
  risk reduction approaches. 
 • National and international stakeholders have accessed case studies from Bangladesh 
  illustrating best practice in integrated approaches to achieving resilience.

Table 15. Generic impact indicators of resilience

Impacts Example indicators

Ability to manage • Increase in protection of assets.
hazards • Reduced loss of life and productive assets for example reduction in livestock lost due to 
  drought/fl ood.

Ability to adapt to New initiatives taken by people in response to change, for example using weather forecasts 
change or changing crops/animals/water use.

Food security • Decrease in length of hunger gap for people.
 • Increase to three adequate meals all year round.
 • Decrease in malnutrition measurements.
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3.3.5 V2R for capacity building – cases from Peru and Sri Lanka

The previous sections have illustrated that the V2R approach has relevance in several different 
contexts, and can be used by different stakeholders, from communities, to NGOs and government 
decision makers at all levels. Some degree of capacity building is likely to be necessary in order to 
familiarise these users with the reasoning behind taking an integrated approach, the details of the 
different elements to be integrated (i.e. hazards and stresses, livelihoods, future uncertainty, and 
governance), and the practicalities of analysing and addressing the various elements. 

Using the V2R for capacity building

This document can be used as a guide for training on the V2R approach and carrying out a V2R 
analysis. Part 2 provides content and case studies for training, and exercises for fi eld practice can 
also be incorporated, based on Part 3. The actual delivery of capacity building or training will dif-
fer a lot according to the audience so a generalized approach cannot be described. It is important 
to understand clearly the needs and interests of the audience and tailor the detail of the messages, 
the length of training and the style of delivery to suit. 

The selection of content for any training will also depend on the background, or ’starting point’ 
of the audience. Training for disaster or climate specialists may require more time to be spent on 
livelihood and governance aspects, and vice versa. Time should be taken to assess the needs of 
potential participants, the gaps in their knowledge, and how they are likely to use the knowledge 
in practice, before designing a training. 

The training does not necessarily need to follow the same order as the elements set out in this 
document – any part can be used as an entry point. Similarly, capacity building to community 
or CBO members will be very different in style and content to working with national level policy 
makers. For the former, thinking about the different elements of the V2R in an integrated way is 
likely to be second nature, but seeing these in the form of a diagrammatic representation may be 
unfamiliar. Learning practical skills for analysis and planning are also likely to be more relevant to 
their needs. Policymakers with a university education may fi nd an integrated framework easy to 
grasp in theory, but may not have thought through the implications for organizational practices 
at different levels.

Table 16. Tailoring training to different audiences

Who What How

Community • Basic concepts of integrated approach. • Give practical explanations and
leaders or • How to carry out integrated analysis and  illustrations.
community as a  planning. • Facilitated process of carrying out
whole    analysis and planning.

Project staff, local • Concepts of integrated approach in detail. • Presentations, group discussion of
CBOs, local NGOs, • Relevance of integrated approach to  case studies, refl ection on personal
local government  projects / local development.  experience and so on.
 • Skills for facilitating analysis. • Field visit to carry out analysis and
 • Implications for organizational practice.  learn facilitation skills.

Decision makers, • Concepts of integrated approach in detail. • Presentations, group discussions of
policymakers at  • Relevance of integrated approach to policy.  case studies, refl ections on personal
regional and  • Implications of integrated approach for  experience of integrated policy and so
national levels  policy and practice.  on.
   • Field visits to see local level realities.

Copyright



92 FROM VULNERABILITY TO RESILIENCE

The length of training will depend again on the audience and how much time they need to 
understand the topics in theory, and whether practical analysis or fi eld visits will be incorporated. 
Spending some time in the fi eld – whether carrying out a full V2R analysis, or merely talking infor-
mally with households and community leaders – can be an extremely valuable learning experience 
for most types of audience. 

Examples of training on V2R

Practical Action has developed some country specifi c training resources and carried out capacity 
building around taking a livelihoods centred approach to disaster risk reduction, combining differ-
ent elements of the V2R framework according to the focus of different projects or audience needs 
(see Resources). Some examples and lessons are outlined here.

A fi ve-day training was carried out with Practical Action country offi ce staff in 2008 in order to 
strengthen understanding of sustainable livelihoods and supporting access to markets amongst 
staff typically working on disaster risk reduction, and raise awareness of disaster risk issues amongst 
staff working on market strengthening for livelihoods. The training aimed to achieve a balance be-
tween theory and practice as illustrated in Box 2.

In Sri Lanka the concept of Decentralized Disaster Risk Management (DDRM) has been pro-
moted by Practical Action since early 2000. The importance of local governments in disaster risk 
reduction is increasingly recognized. In this context, Practical Action has developed a substantial 
training manual on DDRM for local government representatives, which can be drawn on to de-
velop courses or workshops for different audiences (Practical Action South Asia, 2010). It has often 
been challenging to bring participants together to a central location for trainings that last several 
days. Courses have therefore been decentralized and are targeted to particular stakeholders groups 
(elected members, planners and communities) to ensure a high degree of relevance.

Box 2. Training schedule used in a staff training in Peru in 2008

Days 1–2: classroom based
• Presentation of the different elements that make up the V2R framework, 
• Group discussion by participants to draw on their own experiences to explore and challenge the 

issues. 
• Discussion of relevance of V2R to different areas of work across programmes

Days 3–5: mixture of classroom and fi eld based
• Discussion use of V2R for fi eld analysis, including the practicalities of using PRA tools
• Field visits to carry out household based analysis in a community and market analysis in a market 

place.
• Refl ection on fi eld experiences.
• Discussion of use of V2R for monitoring and evaluation including design of monitoring indicators for 

a local project.
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4.1 FRAMEWORKS AND MODELS

4.1.1 Sustainable livelihoods framework

The sustainable livelihoods approach is a holistic and people centred approach to understanding 
and addressing the various and diverse factors that infl uence poverty or wellbeing and the typical 
relationships between these factors. This approach has been developed and adopted by a number 
of agencies, but most signifi cant amongst them has been DFID, which produced a detailed frame-
work and guidance materials (Figure 8). At the centre of this approach is an analysis of the resourc-
es or assets that poor people and communities have access to and use. These can include natural 
resources, skills, knowledge, health, access to education, sources of credit, or networks of social 
support. The extent of access to these assets is infl uenced by the prevailing social, institutional 
and political environment, which affects the ways in which people combine and use their assets to 
achieve their desired outcomes in life (for example increase income, wellbeing, food security etc)
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Figure 8. Sustainable livelihoods framework (DFID, 1999)
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4.1.2 Pressure and release model

The pressure and release (PAR) model (Table 17) predicts that a disaster happens when a hazard 
meets a situation where vulnerability exists. A hazard occurring in the absence of a vulnerable 
situation will not cause a disaster. The basis for the PAR model is that a disaster is the interaction of 
two opposing forces; on the one side the processes generating vulnerability, and on the other, the 
hazard event. The model distinguishes between three levels of processes that contribute to vulner-
ability: unsafe conditions, dynamic pressures and root causes as illustrated below. These include 
social, economic, demographic and political, as well as physical factors. The model focuses on 
natural hazards, but is equally applicable to other types of hazards. 

Table 17. Pressure and release model (Wisner et al, 1994)

Root causes Dynamic stresses Unsafe conditions Disaster Hazards

Limited access to Lack of Physical environment  • Earthquakes
• Power • Local • Dangerous  • Flooding
• Structure  institutions  locations  • High winds
• Resources • Training • Unprotected  • Cyclones
  • Appropriate skills  buildings and  • Hurricanes
Ideologies • Local investments  infrastructure Risk = Hazard + • Typhoons
• Political • Markets   Vulnerability • Drought
 systems • Press freedom Local economy  • Volcano
• Economic • Ethical standards • Risky livelihoods   eruptions
 systems  in public life • Low incomes  • Landslides
       • Disease
  Macro-forces Social relations  • Pests
  • Rapid population • Groups at risk
   change • Lack of local
  • Urbanization  institutions
  • Arms expenditure
  • Debt repayment Public actions and
  • Deforestation institutions
  • Decline in soil • Lack of disaster
   fertility  preparedness
    • Prevalence of
     endemic diseases
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4.1.3 Disaster Resilient Sustainable Livelihoods Framework 

The Disaster Resilient Sustainable Livelihoods Framework (Figure 9) brings together disaster manage-
ment issues with sustainable livelihoods, making links to the governance environment. It was devel-
oped from research and operational experience in South Asia led by Practical Action South Asia over 
a fi ve-year period. Its main aim is to highlight the interrelationship between poverty, disaster risk and 
livelihoods at the conceptual and application levels, and to demand changes in policy, investment 
and practice from national governments in South Asia and international relief and development 
donors.

Figure 9. Disaster resilient sustainable livelihoods framework (Ariyabandu and Bhatti, 2005) 
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4.1.4 Practical Action’s working model for achieving impact at scale

Practical Action’s working model (Figure 10) is a framework for ensuring that projects and pro-
grammes achieve maximum impact by working at various levels to achieve change, including 
changing the policies and regulations of other organizations that have a wider reach than we do. 
The ‘impact triangle’ shows that as the scale of our impact increases up the model (width), our 
ability to measure or attribute it to our work (shade) decreases. 

Before beginning any activity, it is important to learn from past experience. New or improved ideas 
can be tested through projects. Rather than acting as a service delivery organization, we aim to add 
value and develop new learning which other, more appropriate organizations, can deliver at scale. 
This means working with local partners to build their capacity to replicate. Projects and programmes 
collect and analyse lessons so that we have convincing evidence showing how resilient livelihoods 
and communities can be achieved. This evidence can then be packaged and presented in ways that 
can be easily communicated to different target audiences to help them to make appropriate changes 
in practice. By getting larger agencies and donors to adopt and fund best practices, and ultimately 
internalize them through policy and regulatory change, we take a big step to achieving scale. 

Figure 10. Practical Action’s working model for achieving impact at scale
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4.2 V2R ANALYSIS SUMMARY SHEETS

Sheet 1 Analysis of vulnerability outcomes
What to ask about vulnerability outcomes?

• What is the history of disasters in the community? 
• Are there other events, circumstances or trends that they feel unable to cope with or adapt 

to?
• Are there households or social / livelihood groups which suffer periods of food insecurity. 
• How do members of the community assess wealth (assets, education, inclusion, etc) 

and which social or livelihood groups are identifi ed as poorest or unable to move out of 
poverty?

Suggested tools

• Secondary data: gather external data on disasters, livelihoods, food security, etc. in the 
area.

• Transect walk: make observations about the community, its resources and infrastructure, 
and general wellbeing of people.

• Timeline: understand broad history of disasters in the community or changes that they have 
had to adapt to.

• Key informant interviews: fi nd out from community leaders about the different social and 
livelihood groups in the community, and their perceptions of their relative vulnerability. 

• Wealth ranking: understand local indicators of poverty. Identify poorest and food insecure 
groups.

Collating the information

 Issues and vulnerabilities

History of disasters

Other events or trends

Groups suffering food insecurity

Groups living in poverty

Copyright



100 FROM VULNERABILITY TO RESILIENCE

Sheet 2 Analysis of hazards and stresses
What to ask about hazards and stresses?

• What is the typical frequency and duration of occurrence of this hazard or stress? Is it sea-
sonal? Has it changed over time, for example due to climate change or other trends? 

• What is the speed of onset of the hazard or stress? Are there any warning signs? Are there 
established early warning systems?

• Are there any underlying causes of the hazard or stress? Does the community understand 
them, or know how to address them? 

• Which groups within the community (livelihood groups, social groups, geographical groups, 
people with disability, etc) are most affected and how?

• Which community or individual assets, property, or services are affected (for example infra-
structure, services, markets, crops, savings, land) and how? 

• How do different groups typically respond immediately after the hazard occurs (are there 
contingency plans, safe areas, emergency resources, response organizations, etc)? 

• Based on the issues raised, what opportunities and capacities are available, or could be 
strengthened to improve peoples’ disaster preparedness?

Suggested tools

• Secondary data: gather external data on hazards and vulnerable groups from relevant 
sources.

• Hazard map: identify geographical areas that are physically vulnerable for example to fl ood, 
landslide, etc. 

• Hazard trend analysis: a development of the time line to better understand changes in haz-
ard frequency, severity, or predictability over time. May be linked to climate change. 

• Story telling: fi nd out how people typically behave or respond after a hazard. 
• Group discussion: discuss capacities and opportunities for improved disaster preparedness. 

Collating the information

Hazard Priority 1 Drought Issues and vulnerabilities Capacities and opportunities for 
  resilience

Frequency, Duration, Seasonality, Trends

Warning signs, Early warning

Underlying causes

Groups affected

Assets and services affected

Immediate response
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Sheet 3 Livelihood analysis
What to ask about livelihoods? 

• What are the principal livelihood groups within the community, and which of these groups 
are identifi ed as socio-economically vulnerable or unable to cope and recover when a par-
ticular hazard or stress occurs?

• What kinds of coping strategies (positive or negative) do different people currently use when 
they are affected by hazards or stresses (particularly vulnerable livelihood groups). 

• What are the key constraints and opportunities faced by each vulnerable livelihood group 
(for example organizational capacity, access to productive resources, access to skills and 
technologies, access to markets, secure living conditions)? 

• Are their livelihoods affected by particular hazards, by climate change, or by other long term 
trends which should be explored further? 

• What are the gaps and opportunities in relation to external institutions which affect their 
livelihoods (services, fi nancial, safety nets?)

Suggested tools

• Secondary data: gather external data on principal livelihoods, resource constraints, markets, 
employment opportunities, service providers etc. in the area.

• Seasonal calendar: use to identify the livelihood activities throughout the year, and the dif-
ferent stresses or hazards that affect the resilience of those livelihoods. 

• Ranking: focus group discussion with community leaders can identify principal livelihood 
groups in the community and which are identifi ed as poor or vulnerable.

• Key informant or group interviews representing different vulnerable livelihood groups.

Collating the information

 Livelihood vulnerabilities and  Coping capacities and
 erosive coping strategies opportunities for resilience 

Community organization

Access to productive resources

Skills and technologies

Access to markets and employment

Safe living conditions
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Sheet 4 Analysing future uncertainty 
What to ask about long term trends including climate change?

• What signifi cant trends or changes have people observed in recent decades?
• What are the impacts and implications of these on people’s livelihoods and the incidence of 

hazards?
• How do people understand the causes of these trends or changes?
• Do people have access to relevant and timely information to help them adapt to those 

changes (for example future predictions, short term forecasting, adaptation strategies)? 
• How are people adapting to change now? Do they have the necessary resources to be able 

to adapt (for example organizational capacity, access to productive resources, access to skills 
and technologies, access to markets, secure living conditions)? 

• Do they feel confi dent about their ability to adapt to future changes? 
• What institutional response has there been to the trends identifi ed (awareness raising, 

mitigation, support, information and funding for adaptation)? 
• What opportunities are there for infl uencing these trends, improving understanding, ensur-

ing access to information and resources, and building confi dence to adapt? 

Suggested tools

• Secondary data: collect external data on climate, economic and other trends and impacts.
• Long term trend analysis: explore the historical patterns of issues that affect development, 

including social, economic, institutional and environmental issues over periods of between 
10 and 40 years. 

• Knowledge network mapping: explore different sources of information relating to climate 
change or other trends (for example medium term climate predictions, expected trends in 
crop or energy prices, technologies for climate adaptation, etc) using a venn diagram.

• Story telling and discussion: allow people to share experiences of how their livelihoods have 
been impacted by trends (such as climate change) and how they have attempted to cope or 
adapt. Discuss ways in which they could be better supported to adapt in the future.

Collating the information

Trend:  Issues and vulnerabilities  Capacities and opportunities for 
  resilience 

Observed changes and impacts

Understanding

Access to information

Adaptation strategies
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Sheet 5 Governance analysis 
What to ask about governance?

• Which organizations, policies, processes or underlying systemic issues are contributing to 
the occurrence of hazards, exposure to hazards, livelihood vulnerability, or future uncer-
tainty? How or why are those organizations or policies contributing to vulnerability? 

• Which organizations, policies or processes could help enable disaster preparedness, strength-
en, livelihood security and diversifi cation, or adaptive capacity? 

• What opportunities exist for improving the governance environment: ensuring decentral-
ized and participatory decision making, strengthening local to national links, promoting 
integrated approaches or addressing systemic issues?

Suggested tools for analysis

• Secondary data: collect external data on locally relevant organizations, policies, processes 
etc.

• Venn diagrams: use to map different livelihood and disaster preparedness service providers 
and their accessibility by the community as a starting point for discussion on institutional 
gaps and opportunities.

• Interviews: with key informants such as local government, NGO and private sector service 
providers to provide further insight into institutional limitations

• Market mapping: identify the different market chain actors and business environment fac-
tors and the various linkages between primary producers and fi nal consumers to help iden-
tify bottlenecks and opportunities. 

Collating your information

 Issues and vulnerabilities  Capacities and opportunities for 
  resilience 

Hazards and disaster preparedness

Livelihoods

Future uncertainty
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GLOSSARY 

Acceptable risk

The level of potential losses that a society or community considers acceptable given existing social, 
economic, political, cultural, technical and environmental conditions. 

Adaptive capacity

The combination of assets, skills, technologies and confi dence to make changes and adapt effec-
tively to the challenges posed by long term trends, such as climate change.

Capacity

The combination of all the strengths, attributes and resources available within a community, soci-
ety or organization that can be used to achieve agreed goals.

Capacity Building

The process by which people, organizations and society systematically stimulate and develop their 
capacities over time to achieve social and economic goals, including by improving knowledge, 
skills, systems and institutions.

Climate change

A change in the climate that persists for decades or longer, arising from either natural causes or 
human activity. 

Climate Change Adaptation

The adjustment in natural or human systems in response to actual or expected climatic stimuli 
or their effects, which moderates harm or exploits benefi cial opportunities. Adaptation includes 
changes in management activities, institutional settings and infrastructure that enables effective 
response to the changes in climate that may occur.

Contingency planning

A management process that analyses specifi c potential events or emerging situations that might 
threaten society or the environment and establishes arrangements in advance to enable timely, 
effective and appropriate responses to such events and situations.

Coping strategies

The strategies that households and communities use, based on available skills and resources, to 
face, manage and recover from adverse conditions, emergencies or disasters in the short term.

Disaster

A serious disruption of the functioning of a community or a society involving widespread human, 
material, economic or environmental losses and impacts, which exceeds the ability of the affected 
community or society to cope using its own resources. 

Disaster risk

The potential disaster losses, in lives, health status, livelihoods, assets and services, which could 
occur to a particular community or a society over some specifi ed future time period. Risk refers to 
the probability of a negative outcome (such as a disaster). When we talk about risk we are recog-
nizing the element of uncertainty. The degree of risk or probability depends on the probability of 
the hazard occurring combined with the degree of livelihood insecurity. 
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Disaster risk reduction

The concept and practice of reducing disaster risks through systematic efforts to analyse and man-
age the causal factors of disasters, including reduced exposure to hazards, improved preparedness 
for adverse events, strengthening of livelihoods, wise management of land and the environment, 
and an appropriate institutional and policy environment.

Early warning system

The set of capacities needed to generate and disseminate timely and meaningful warning informa-
tion to enable individuals, communities and organizations threatened by a hazard to prepare and 
to act appropriately and in suffi cient time to reduce the possibility of harm or loss.

Ecosystem services

The benefi ts people derive from ecosystems, including provisioning services such as food and 
water; regulating services such as fl ood and disease control; cultural services such as spiritual, 
recreational, and cultural benefi ts; and supporting services such as nutrient cycling that maintain 
the conditions for life on Earth. 

Environmental degradation

The reduction of the capacity of the environment to meet social and ecological objectives and 
needs.

Exposure

People, property, systems, or other elements present in hazard zones that are thereby subject to 
potential losses.

Governance environment

The range of different formal and informal organizations, policies and practices operating at differ-
ent levels from local to international.

Hazard

A dangerous phenomenon, substance, human activity or condition that may cause loss of life, 
injury or other health impacts, property damage, loss of livelihoods and services, social and eco-
nomic disruption, or environmental damage.

Livelihoods

The resources (including skills, technologies, organizations) and activities required to make a living 
and have a good quality of life. A livelihood is therefore not just what someone does for a living, i.e. 
a job, but includes the different skills and resources that they draw on both to sustain their physical 
and economic needs, but also to fulfi l their spiritual and social needs. 

Long term trends

Patterns of change over time such as population change, resource use or degradation, technology 
development, and social change. They can be either positive or negative. Climate change is an 
important long term trend.

Mitigation

The lessening or limitation of the adverse impacts of hazards and related disasters. 
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Preparedness

The knowledge and capacities developed by governments, professional response and recovery 
organizations, communities and individuals to effectively anticipate, respond to, and recover from, 
the impacts of likely, imminent or current hazard events or conditions.

Prevention

The avoidance of the adverse impacts of hazards and related disasters.

Recovery

The restoration, and improvement where appropriate, of facilities, livelihoods and living condi-
tions of disaster-affected communities, including efforts to reduce disaster risk factors.

Resilience

The ability of a system, community or society to resist, absorb, cope with and recover from the 
effects of hazards and to adapt to longer term changes in a timely and effi cient manner without 
enduring detriment to food security or wellbeing.

Response

The provision of emergency services and public assistance during or immediately after a disaster 
in order to save lives, reduce health impacts, ensure public safety and meet the basic subsistence 
needs of the people affected.

Risk

The combination of the probability of an event and its negative consequences.

Risk assessment

A methodology to determine the nature and extent of risk by analysing potential hazards and eval-
uating existing conditions of vulnerability that together could potentially harm exposed people, 
property, services, livelihoods and the environment on which they depend.

Risk management

The systematic approach and practice of managing uncertainty to minimize potential harm and loss.

Stresses

Smaller, low impact events, and seasonal factors (for example employment, prices, health) can 
undermine livelihoods. 

Sustainable development

Development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future gen-
erations to meet their own needs.

Vulnerability

The degree to which a population or system is susceptible to, and unable to cope with hazards and 
stresses, including the effects of climate change.

The glossary draws heavily on: UNISDR (2009) Terminology on Disaster Risk Reduction, United 
Nations International Strategy for Disaster Reduction Secretariat.
http://www.unisdr.org/preventionweb/fi les/7817_UNISDRTerminologyEnglish.pdf
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