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How do shocks such as extreme weather events but 
also seasonality in agriculture affect food and nutri-
tion security of households in developing countries? 

Based on answers to this question, appropriate social 
assistance programs can be designed. This study examines 
the extent to which shocks and seasonality lead to volatile 
food and nutrition security, and how households mitigate 
to their effects. 
Research scope: households’ strategie

We integrate factors such as rural (food) markets 
as well as the adoption of new technologies and ser-
vices in the agricultural value chain so that the impact 
of agricultural seasonality can be captured. Besides, we 
look at households’ risk-coping behavior and adaptation 
strategies. In addition, we include health, as this aspect 
is neglected or completely left out in most analyses. We 
also include the impacts of shocks, seasonality and market 
conditions on the nutritional health of children under-five. 
The study authors are collecting high-frequency survey 
data in the five districts Rangpur, Gaibandha, Nilphamari, 
Kurigram, and Lalmonirhat in northern Bangladesh on a 
bi-monthly basis. 
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Bangladesh: a natural disaster-prone country
Bangladesh is located in a natural disaster-prone geo-
graphic area and suffers from overpopulation. Extreme 
and sudden weather events such as floods occur frequent-
ly and jeopardize food and nutrition security, especially 
of the vulnerable and marginalized poor. Mid 2017, the 
northern part of Bangladesh experienced another devas-
tating sudden flood, causing many human casualties and 
death of animals, losses of livelihoods as well as damage 
to infrastructure and agricultural production. Concurrently 
striking neighboring countries, the floods jeopardized the 
food and nutrition security of the affected households, 
especially of the vulnerable and poor ones in rural areas. 
Unfortunately, most disaster response and social assis-
tance programs have not been providing enough financial 
and other assistance to compensate the affected house-
holds’ losses. 

Risk and seasonality
To understand the nature, extent, and effect of the 

present flood in the five districts of northern Bangladesh, 
ZEF researchers have conducted telephone interviews 
with flood-affected households about their food con-
sumption and coping strategies during the flood period. 
These interviews have been part of a research initiative 
on “The high-frequency survey of risk and seasonality to 
Food and Nutrition Security in Bangladesh”. A total of 309 
households were reached among a target of 500 in the five 
surveyed districts. It was found that 85 percent of the 309 
interviewed households were affected by the recent flood. 
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tion security among households in the surveyed districts 
was low and even deteriorated by the flood. The affected 
households ate less food and fewer items than the non-
affected ones. The flood-affected households skipped 
10 percent more meals during the flood period than the 
non-affected households. However, they didn’t show any 
significant difference in terms of worriedness about hav-
ing insufficient food to eat in the last two weeks. 

Survival of the poorest
Households adopted different coping strategies during the 
flood time: Informal techniques such as depleting their 
own savings, borrowing from friends and family members, 
selling off valuable assets etc. were the most common. 
The formal assistance from the government or non-gov-
ernmental organizations was inadequate and insufficient 
in response to their losses. As a result, households most 
often fall into poverty after a devastating extreme weather 
event. 

The project is funded by ZEF.
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The severity of the situation in the flood-affected 
households was assessed by a number of questions we 
posed, among others about the flood water level in their 
premises. Almost 28 percent of the households reported 
that flood water entered their bedroom and inundated 
the entire house. And almost 27 percent reported that 
water came to their home yard but not into the bedroom. 
Around 30 percent reported that flood water didn’t enter 
their premises and almost 15 percent said that the water 
was far away from their household. 

Food and Nutrition situation 
All in all, the recent flood threatened the food and nutri-
tion security in all the five affected districts. Almost 33 
percent of the flood-affected households were starving 
during the last three days of the flood and about half of 
the affected households didn’t have any food stock left 
for the upcoming three days. Although about 76 percent 
of the households ate cooked meals during the last three 
days of their reporting period, most of them practiced 
food rationing, meaning they had insufficient food or they 
skipped meals. It was expected that these flood-affected 
households would get assistance from friends and fam-
ily, neighbors, or the government, but only 15 percent of 
them received such assistance. 

The rest of the households used their own resources 
to cope with the extreme weather situation. Those who 
received assistance mostly got humanitarian assistance 
such as food and medicine, no cash. Another important 
outcome from the interviews was that food and nutri-


