
Integrated 
Food Security 
Phase Classification
Evidence and Standards for Better Food Security Decisions

RELEVANCE OF 
IPC FOR DECISION 
MAKING IN 
NON-CRISIS AND 
DEVELOPMENTAL 
CONTEXTS1

1— Concept Note prepared by the IPC Global Support Unit, August 2010, updated October 2012

Background: The IPC is a set standardized 
protocols to classify food insecurity situations 
for evidence-based decision making. The 
protocols include: (1) building technical 
consensus (2) classifying severity and causes, 
(3) communicating for action, and (4) quality 
assurance (see IPC Technical Manual Version 
2.0. for complete explanation of the IPC).    The 
approach is to make the best use of available data 
and information to inform decision making in a 
comparable, rigorous, and transparent manner.  
Improving analysis along these lines enables 
food security interventions to be more needs-
based, strategic, and timely.  Whereas specific 

methodologies and data collection exercises can 
provide detailed and ad-hoc analysis, the IPC 
aims to identify the ‘least common denominator 
‘of best practice for linking the wide array of 
complex food security information in an equally 
wide array of contexts (livelihoods, political, 
hazard, and others) to decision making and 
response.  The IPC provides a ‘common currency’ 
and multi-sectoral consensus for integrated and 
holistic responses to food insecurity.
The goal of the IPC is to help end hunger.  This 
applies equally to acute/transitory and chronic 
food insecurity.

The Integrated Food Security Phase 
Classification (IPC) was originally developed and 
implemented in 2004 by the FAO Food Security 
Analysis Unit in Somalia. Since 2006 there has 
been increasing interest by governmental, UN, 
NGO, donor, and academic agencies for its 
broader usage throughout parts of Africa, Latin 
America, and Asia.  A multi–agency partnership 
formed to promote the usage and further 
development of the IPC and currently ten 
organizations are supporting the IPC: Action 
Contre la Faim (ACF), CARE International, the 
Comité permanent Inter-Etats de Lutte contre 
la Sécheresse dans le Sahel (CILSS), FEWS NET, 
FAO, Food Security Cluster, the Joint Research 
Center (JRC) of the European Commission, 

Oxfam, Save the Children, and the World Food 
Programme (WFP).  

While the IPC was originally developed in a 
complex emergency context, its expanded 
usage is often in non-crisis and developmental 
contexts, which has provoked  demand for clearer 
explanation of how it is relevant in these contexts.    

This paper aims to explain: 1) why the IPC is relevant 
in both crisis and non–crisis/developmental 
contexts, and (2) how the IPC does this as per its 
new Version 2.0. These issues are important to 
clarify for both users and advocates of the IPC as 
well as potential donors who may be interested in 
broadening the funding base of the IPC beyond 
emergency, short term funding.
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Five main areas for which the 
IPC is relevant to non-crisis 
and developmental contexts  

WHY AND HOW 
THE IPC IS RELEVANT 
IN NON-CRISIS AND 
DEVELOPMENTAL 
CONTEXTS

The first three listed below relate to use of the IPC for 
addressing acute food insecurity and the last two related 
to chronic and acute food insecurity.

1. Disaster Risk Reduction.  The IPC is forward looking 
in both the phases and the early warning levels.  The 
5 phases of the IPC scale include:  Phase 1–Minimal, 
Phase 2–Stressed, Phase 3–Crisis, Phase 4–Emergency, 
and Phase 5–Famine..  The Early Warning Levels include 
projected elements to infer the risk of deteriorating 
situations.  Identification of people that are Phase 2, for 
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The success of the IPC in highlighting 
crisis/emergency food security situations 
in a comparable, consensual, and clear 
manner is not in doubt.  Emergency 
decision making in a growing number of 
countries such as Kenya, Burundi, South 
Sudan, North Sudan, Uganda, Somalia, 
and Ivory Coast is largely based on IPC 
analysis. It is also to note that in many of 
these contexts crises are recurrent and are 
of a protracted nature and therefore have 
become of a structural nature requiring 
not only emergency support but also long 
term “developmental” interventions. 

What is less clear is the value of the IPC 
for non-crisis and developmental contexts, 
particularly when dealing with chronic food 
insecurity.  In fact the intent of the IPC design 
since its inception is to draw attention 
to priority crisis areas, but also highlight 
situations of chronic food insecurity 
together with underlying developmental 
causes of food insecurity.  This intent is often 
lost, however, in the rush for emergency 
response.  Nevertheless the intent is built 
into the IPC and requires clarification for 
both its current and future design.  



example, does not mean they require emergency response.  
Rather, according to the IPC Priority Response Objectives s, 
they require, “interventions to reduce risk of disaster, and 
to protect Livelihood2s” .  Similarly, the implications for 
action in the projected scenario emphasizes preventative 
interventions and contingency planning.  Thus, the IPC is 
not merely an emergency response tool, but also identifies 
people who are not in crisis and are in more developmental 
contexts who would benefit from disaster risk reduction 
interventions, which are often of a structural and long 
term nature.  Identification of who, how many, and where 
these populations are located is a first and necessary step 
for disaster risk reduction. This is particularly important in 
protracted crisis related contexts where it is quite easy for 
households to fall in a situation of food insecurity unless 
their resilience capacities are properly supported.

2. Part of the Contingency Plan.   Even if a country is not in 
crisis now, most have the potential to be in crisis sometime 
in the future. This is especially true in many lower to middle 
income countries in Latin America, Africa, and Asia, and even 
more so in countries characterized by recurrent disasters and 
crises.  When the crisis hits, it is essential to have analysis and 
decision making procedures in place to ensure timely and 
effective responses.  Ensuring that food security analysts 
and decision makers are trained in the IPC, institutional 
arrangements for the IPC Technical Working Groups are 
established, and data/information flows are identified are 
critical aspects of a contingency plan. 

3. Identification of Underlying Causes.  For each of the 5 
Phases on the IPC scale the IPC Priority Response Objectives  
highlight the need for addressing structural and underlying 
causes of food insecurity.  This necessarily draws attention 
to developmentally oriented interventions.  Additionally, 
for each of the three ‘crisis’ Phases, the IPC Priority 
Response Objectives indicate the most urgent actions that 
should be taken for an area (reflecting the worst affected 
households) or for each Household Analysis Group. ”.  
This too necessarily requires developmental actors to 
get engaged in responses even during crisis phases. To 
facilitate identification of specific areas for interventions,  
the IPC Analysis Template Part 3 guides food security 
analysts in the identification of underlying causes, effects 
on livelihoods, and opportunities to support livelihoods 
and underlying causes in the medium and longer term.

4. Chronic Food Insecurity.  The IPC Manual Version 2.0  
separates severity scales for chronic and acute/transitory 
food insecurity. New reference table and procedures 
are introduced to analyze Chronic Food Insecurity and 
complement analysis of Acute Food Insecurity. In this way 
situations not in crisis could still be classified according to 
their levels of chronic food insecurity (as determined by 
rates of stunting, recurrence of crisis, and vulnerability 
indicators such as poverty and others).  This will help to 
inform intervention design with medium and longer term 
strategic objectives that address underlying and structural 
causes of food insecurity. The chronic food insecurity 
scale would likely only be updated every few years, and 

2— IPC Technical Manual version 2.0, pag. 32.

1. Minimal/ None

2. Stressed

3. Crisis

4. Emergency

5. Famine/ Catastrophe

IPC Area-based Chronic Food Insecurity Reference Table 

To Guide Medium and Long-Term Strategic Objectives

Level 1:
Low Chronic 

Food Insecurity

Level 2:
Moderate Chronic 

Food Insecurity

Level 3:
High Chronic 

Food Insecurity

Level 4:
Very High Chronic 

Food Insecurity

Le
ve

l
D

es
cr

ip
ti

o
n

 ● Considering years when 
the area does not 
experience Phase 3, 4, 
or 5 food insecurity, less 
than 10% of the HHs 
do not have adequate 
quantity and quality of 
food throughout the 
year; AND 

 ● The area has not had 
recurrent Acute Food 
Security Crises (or 
equivalent) in the past 
10 years.

 ● Considering years 
when the area does 
not experience Phase 3, 
4, or 5 food insecurity, 
10 to 20% of the HHs 
do not have adequate 
quantity and quality of 
food throughout the 
year; OR

 ● The area has had 
occasional Acute Food 
Security Crises (or 
equivalent). 

 ● Considering years 
when the area does 
not experience 
Phase 3, 4, or 5 food 
insecurity, less than 
20 to 40% of the HHs 
do not have adequate 
quantity and quality 
of food throughout 
the year; OR

 ● The area has had 
frequent Acute Food 
Security Crises (or 
equivalent). 

 ● Considering years when 
the area does not 
experience Phase 3, 4, or 
5 food insecurity, more 
than 40% of the HHs 
do not have adequate 
quantity and quality of 
food throughout the 
year; OR

 ● The area has had very 
frequent Acute Food 
Security Crises (or 
equivalent). 
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n Quantity: Lack of 2,100 kcal 

pp/day
FCS: poor/borderline: <10% 
hhs
HHS: moderate/severe (scores 
2–6): <10%
HDDS: <4 food groups (out of 
12 food groups)s: <10%
HEA: <Livelihood Protection 
Deficit: <10% 

Quantity: Lack of 2,100 kcal 
pp/day and 
FCS: poor/borderline: 10–20% 
hhs
HHS: moderate/severe (scores 
2–6): 10–20%
HDDS: <4 food groups (out of 
12 food groups): 10–20%
HEA: <Livelihood Protection 
Deficit: 10–20% 

Quantity: Lack of 2,100 kcal 
pp/day 
FCS: poor/borderline: 20–40% 
hhs
HHS: moderate/severe (scores 
2–6): 20–40%
HDDS: <4 food group (out of 
12 food groups): 20–40%
HEA: <Livelihood Protection 
Deficit: 20–40%

Quantity: Lack of 2,100 kcal 
pp/day 
FCS: poor/borderline:>40% hhs
HHS: moderate/severe (scores 
2–6): >40%
HDDS: <4 food groups (out of 
12 food groups): >40%
HEA: <Livelihood Protection 
Deficit: >40%
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C

h
an

g
e Graduate year-to-year erosion 

of Livelihood Assets (5 capitals) 
and Strategies: <10% HHs

Graduate year-to-year erosion 
of assets and strategies: 10 to 
20% HHs

Graduate year-to-year 
erosion of assets and 
strategies: 20 to 40% HHs

Graduate year-to-year erosion 
of assets and strategies: >40% 
HHs

N
u

tr
it

io
n Stunting: <20% 

BMI <18.5: < 10%
Anaemia: <5% 
Vitamin A deficiency: <2%

Stunting: 20–30%  
BMI <18.5: 10–20%
Anaemia: 5–20% 
Vitamin A deficiency: 2%–10%

Stunting: 30–40% 
BMI <18.5: 20-40%
Anaemia: 20–40% 
Vitamin A deficiency: 
10–20%

Stunting: >40% 
BMI <18.5: > 40%
Anaemia: >40% 
Vitamin A deficiency: > 20%
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None or 1 year over the past 10 
years of Acute Phase 3, 4, or 5 
for the area.

2 years over the last 10 years 
of Acute Phase 3, 4, or 5 for 
the area.

3–4 years over the last 10 
years of Acute Phase 3, 4, or 
5 for the area.

5–10 years over the last 10 
years of Acute Phase 3, 4, or 5 
for the area.
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Hazards: Rare events
Assets: Insufficient 5 capitals: 
<10% HHs.
Below National Poverty Line: 
<10%
Strategies: Unsustainable: 
<10% HHs
Policies, Institutions, 
and Processes (PIPs): 
poorly functioning and 
inequitable:<10% HHs

Hazards: Occasional events
Assets: Insufficient 5 capitals: 
10–20% HHs
Below National Poverty Line: 
10–20%
Strategies: unsustainable: 
10–20% HHs
PIPs: poorly functioning and 
inequitable: 10–20% of HHs

Hazards: Frequent events
Assets: Insufficient 5 capitals: 
20–40% HHs
Below National Poverty Line: 
20–40%
Strategies: unsustainable: 
20–40% HHs
PIPs: poorly functioning and 
inequitable: 20–40% of HHs

Hazards: Very frequent events
Assets: Insufficient 5 capitals 
>40% HHs 
Below National Poverty Line: 
>40%
Strategies: unsustainable: 
>40% hhs
PIPs: poorly functioning, and 
inequitable: >40% of HHs

A
va

ila
b

ili
ty

, 
A

cc
es

s,
 

U
ti

liz
at

io
n

, 
St

ab
ili

ty

Inadequate availability, access, 
utilization of food and/or 
there is inter-annual instability: 
<10% HHs

Inadequate availability, access, 
utilization of food and/or 
there is inter-annual instability: 
10 to 20% HHs

Inadequate availability, 
access, utilization of food 
and/or there is inter-annual 
instability: 20 to 40% HHs

Inadequate availability, access, 
utilization of food and/or there 
is inter-annual instability: >40% 
HHs

W
at
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d
 

so
u
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es

) <15 litres ppp day: <10% HHs <15 litres ppp day: 10–20% 
HHs

<15 litres ppp day: 20–40% 
HHs

<15 litres ppp day: >40% HHs

General 
Response
Objectives 

Objectives should be cross-cutting and holistic, addressing the structural and underlying causes of chronic food insecurity, and 
should be tailored to the Type of Chronic Food Insecurity (on-going, seasonal, and/or episodic acute crises) and Causes (hazards 
and vulnerabilities). The higher the Level, the higher the geographic priority and level of investments required. Depending on 
the situation, more specific objectives can include:

· Increase food systems productivity and resilience
· Build and protect livelihood assets and strategies
· Safety net programmes
· Disaster risk reduction 

· Implement micronutrient enhancement programmes
· Ensure policies and institutional structures are effective
· Ensure adequate resources and political will through 

advocacy  
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would inform more developmentally oriented food 
security interventions such as DRR, micro-nutrient support, 
livelihood diversification, etc.   At times of acute crisis the 
chronic food insecurity map could be overlaid on the acute 
map to show the differences between areas that are acute 
but not also chronic, and acute but also chronic—this has 
direct bearing on the type of appropriate response.

5. Multi-Sectoral/institutional and Holistic Response. 
Food insecurity is a multi-dimensional, multi-sectoral 
phenomenon and requires the same in response.  The 
IPC is a unique approach that draws together sectoral 
specialists from wide ranging fields and stakeholders from 
wide ranging agencies and institutions to work together 
(in IPC Technical Working Groups) to identify the nature 
and severity of both acute and chronic food insecurity. 
Without this multi-dimensional analysis of the situation 
(by creating multi-institutional food security platforms), it 
is quite difficult to have multi-dimensional response that 
addresses both short term and long term dimensions of 
food insecurity. This favors inter-institutional collaboration 
on a number of food security related initiatives and provide 
the basis for an improved institutional environment for 
food security interventions.

The Integrated Food Security Phase Classification (IPC) Global Partners

FAMINE EARLY WARNING SYSTEMS NETWORK

FEWS NET

Conclusion
The IPC has clearly demonstrated usefulness 
in crisis contexts both of transient and 
protracted nature. This makes it relevant 
to a number of countries which are 
generally characterized by very high level 
of food insecurity. According to FAO, 
in the prevalence of undernourishment 
in countries in protracted crises is three 
times higher than the rest of developing 

countries. Responding to food insecurity in these 
countries would require an appropriate mix of 
developmental and emergency responses to 
which the IPC can make a substantial contribution.

That said, despite its intent in the design, the 
IPC has faced challenges in showing relevance 
in non-crisis and developmental contexts.  This 
is partly due to the tendency of aid agencies 
to respond to emergencies more readily than 
underlying causes or preventative measures; but 

it is also due to a lack of clarity in the promotion 
of the IPC as being able to contribute in non-
crisis and developmental situations. Many 
countries such as South Africa, Honduras, Ivory 
Coast, Philippines, and others are increasingly 
using the IPC in developmental contexts.  This 
requires greater clarification of the use of the 
IPC in these contexts as well as poses challenges 
for the implementation of the IPC Version 2.0, 
specifically the use of the tools and procedures 
for Chronic Analysis. 

The establishment of the IPC as a standard set of 
professional protocols for food security analysts 
world-wide is a long-term and ambitious project.  
The potential benefits of both transitory and 
chronic food security decision making are direct 
and profound.  Long term and diversified support 
from all stakeholders-- including governments, 
UN, NGO, and donor agencies—will be essential 
to its success.
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