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Background 

The existence of natural and manmade risks that threaten economic and social progress is not new. 

What is alarming is their increasing prevalence and, for many populations such as displaced persons, 

growing susceptibility, coupled with increasing intensity and complexity. This is likely to present a major 

challenge to achieving the bold vision outlined in the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).  
 

Recognizing that complex and rapidly changing risks are an impediment to facilitating greater food 

security and inclusive growth, development donors and practitioners have begun to embrace 

comprehensive strategies for managing risks through financial and non-financial instruments, as well as 

through the adoption of resilience1-building principles.  

 

On May 17, 2016, as part of a series of Feed the Future-hosted roundtable discussions, approximately 

45 experts from a wide range of disciplines convened in Washington, DC, to discuss the various impacts 

that risk and fragility have on food security, which in turn depends largely on inclusive and sustainable 

agricultural growth. They then discussed ways for better managing the most significant risks, the role of 

different actors in creating and utilizing those options, and how to mainstream risk analysis into 

development programming.  

 

In two breakout sessions at the Risk & Fragility Roundtable, participants discussed these themes in the 

context of relatively stable and less stable settings. Each session focused on similar issues and 

emphasized different aspects of the complex risk environment. This document offers a brief summary of 

participant discussions.  

 

Discussion Summary 
 

Participants acknowledged that individuals, households, communities, nations and systems 

face multiple risks that undermine food security; these risks are complex, interrelated and 

dynamic. Better management of risk can influence food security at all levels and all scales, mitigating 

negative outcomes, reducing risk-averse behavior, and encouraging investments conducive to positive 

outcomes. Some discussants mentioned a need for risk assessment to more routinely be incorporated 

into program design, strategic work, and program implementation. The participants recognized that it is 

important to ask when risk will be realized, and what that might mean for beneficiaries, rather than if it 

will be realized. 
 

Participants felt that it is critical to gather as much objective and high quality data as possible regarding 

the nature, prevalence, spread and impacts of major risk factors in order to effectively diagnose the 

ways in which risks are affecting target populations. At the same time, individual and group perceptions 

of risk often directly shape decisions and behaviors, both prior to and after the occurrence of shocks. 

Appropriate entry points for risk management at different levels, in different settings and for diverse 

beneficiaries will differ, because context is very important. They felt it is important to consider multiple 

                                                           
1The U.S. Agency for International Development defines resilience as the ability of people, households, communities, countries, and systems to 

mitigate, adapt to, and recover from shocks and stresses in a manner that reduces chronic vulnerability and facilitates inclusive growth. 



  

 

sources of risk and address them simultaneously, in a holistic fashion, because these sources interact 

with each other and can produce and exacerbate negative downstream effects of risk.  

 

Large-scale, covariant risks (such as a major drought) and idiosyncratic risk (such as illness) often 

interact, magnifying each other’s impact, particularly at household and community levels. The attendees 

noted that lack of training in best practices for risk assessment, as well as unfamiliarity with the range of 

techniques and tools for mitigating or transferring risk, hinders application of risk management strategies 

in development work and renders development decision-making less rigorous. 

The group acknowledged that fragility2 is a risk in its own right, confounds other risks, and 

may result from other risks. Fragility is a continuum, not an absolute. It is complex and dynamic. 

Although large-scale, extreme crises and emergencies often make headlines, it is important to also pay 

close attention to fragile settings within more stable contexts, such as areas like northern Kenya; the 

Mopti region of Mali; and Karamoja, Uganda.  Shocks and stresses tend to confound and multiply over 

time, sometimes spreading across political boundaries, and often affecting the most vulnerable.   

All felt that a comprehensive approach to understanding links between food security and 

complex risk will facilitate the greatest positive impact.  Effectively addressing all four food 

security pillars (availability, access, utilization and stability) will require interventions at individual, 

household, community, subnational and national levels. Participants felt that it was important to strive to 

ensure both vertical and horizontal coverage of all pillars and scales, whether directly or indirectly. They 

felt that there is also a need to better understand why and how certain households emerge from and stay 

out of poverty or cease to be food-insecure, while other households may backslide.   

Those in attendance felt that enhanced resilience can facilitate food security, inclusive 

growth, and complex risk management. Effective management of complex risk within food 

security programs depends on fostering greater resilience at multiple scales, in diverse settings, and 

among targets of special interest. Resilience hones in on the most vulnerable, recognizes the importance 

of risk profiles and preferences, and applies a much-needed holistic approach. Resilience to stressors 

and shocks is influenced by individual, community, national and system-level capacities, assets and 

perceptions of agency. The group recognized that enhancing resilience will require the identification of 

key capacities that, when strengthened, allow individuals, households, communities and systems to 

manage risk better. Capacities can be adaptive (proactive decision making, etc.), absorptive (used to 

manage realized risk as it is occurring), and/or transformative (higher level, systems-related capacities, 

like institutions, governance structures, etc.). Social protection programs can support transformative 

resilience capacities, while encouraging prudent risk-taking. Insurance—depending on the type and 

scale—can also be considered a key part of adaptive or transformative capacity.  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

DISCLAIMER: This is a synopsis of the roundtable discussion conducted on May 17, 2016. It does not necessarily 

represent the views of the United States Agency for International Development, the United States Government, or 

of the individual participants of the roundtable event. 

                                                           
2
The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development in 2015 depicted fragility as having five dimensions: violence, justice, 

institutions, economic foundations, and resilience. 


