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HPG research proposal 

What is ‘dependency’? 

 

Background and Rationale 

In many emergency contexts aid agencies are reluctant to provide food and other 

aid for extended periods of time because of fears that this may create 

dependency. This seems to be largely based on assumptions rather than 

evidence that people can quickly become dependent on food aid. The risk of 

creating dependency is often used as a justification, however, for a wide range of 

programming decisions. These include moving from free food distributions to 

public works schemes and more generally shifting from relief provisioning to 

more developmental approaches which explicitly aim at some form of 

sustainability. However, fear of creating dependency risks assistance not being 

provided or being cut off when it continues to be genuinely needed. In the 

absence of alternative options to access food and remaining risks to food security 

and nutrition, it is questionable whether dependency should still be seen in 

negative terms. 

 

There are clearly different types of dependency that need to be better understood. 

In situations such as Ethiopia and North Korea, for example, dependency may 

serve as a means for the state to control the population. It is also unclear if it is 

ever the case that people do have alternative livelihood options but chose to rely 

on relief provisioning rather than engaging in productive activities. Are we talking 

about dependence or the rational exploitation of all existing resources? 

Contrasting arguments are also made that food aid can reduce dependency. If 

food aid is provided to protect key productive assets and assist in recovery, it is 

argued that this may reduce dependence on relief assistance in the medium 

term. Whilst people may not completely depend on relief assistance it may be the 

case that relief assistance does have negative impacts on people’s willingness to 

participate in development projects that require community contributions. 
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The Project 

This project will be carried out in partnership with Oxfam, which developed the 

original proposal. The starting point would be a literature review on the concept 

of dependency and on protracted food aid operations. Interviews would also be 

conducted in the UK with aid agency staff to examine understanding of the term 

dependency within agencies and the extent to which fear of creating dependency 

influences programming strategies. 

 

This study will aim to explore a number of key questions relating to dependency: 

 

   What do we mean by dependency? 

   Under what circumstances does humanitarian aid create dependency? 

   Who becomes dependent (beneficiaries, state, NGO’s  ...)? 

   Are there acceptable and unacceptable types of dependency? 

   Can dependency be avoided or minimised in situations where there is a 

need for sustained provision of relief over many years? 

   Are there situations where people choose to become dependent when they 

have other options? 

   Does dependency serve useful functions for key actors such as national or 

donor governments? 

   Does relief assistance lead to negative impacts on participation in 

development assistance, which is labelled as dependency? 

 

A case study would be carried out in a protracted relief operation to investigate 

the ways in which possible dependency of beneficiaries on relief assistance is an 

issue. This would involve a survey of people in an area where relief is being 

provided and in depth interviews and focus group discussions with relief 

beneficiaries. Livelihood assessment techniques would be used to attempt to 

quantify the relative contribution of relief assistance to household livelihood 

strategies and the ways in which this assistance was influencing alternative 

livelihood strategies. 
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The location for this case study will be decided in cooperation with Oxfam.  

 

Oxfam will provide the following input: 

 

   Input from key advisers to the analysis and report writing led by Susanne 

Jaspars in the food and nutrition team. 

   Support for the field level research in terms of accommodation, transport, 

office support and staff team for translating and field research. 

 

Communications Strategy 

An HPG report and two briefing papers will be produced. The case study will be 

published on the website as a background paper and a CD Rom bringing together 

all of the research products will be produced. The primary audience for this study 

will be traditional humanitarian actors – NGOs, UN agencies and donors.  

 




