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Abstract  
 

Uganda’s development-based refugee model is widely recognised as the most progressive in 

the world by the international community. The model has however come under solid pressure 

owing to the COVID-19 pandemic, and food insecurity among refugees in the country has 

become a major problem. This study examines how the pandemic has affected urban and 

settlement-based refugees’ food security with a particular focus on the refugees living in the 

capital city Kampala and in the Bidibidi Refugee Settlement and explores how refugees in the 

different settings have coped with the lack of food. A qualitative, comparative case-oriented 

research design is used for this purpose and a conceptual framework based on the four 

dimensions of food security and the Livelihood and Food Security Framework is used to guide 

the study. Two main methods of inquiry are employed. Firstly, a systematic literature review 

is carried out to identify and select the most relevant studies on the topic, and these are analysed 

and synthesised through a structured thematic synthesis. Secondly, semi-structured interviews 

with key informants who are present in Kampala and Bidibidi are conducted to gather up-to-

date information specifically about the food security situations in the two study sites, and the 

interviews are transcribed and analysed through a thematic analysis. It is found that the 

pandemic has changed the lives of the refugees in both Kampala and Bidibidi significantly and 

that their food security has deteriorated substantially. A considerable proportion of the refugees 

are acutely malnourished and immediate support is needed if the food insecurity situation is 

not to deteriorate further. The main cause of the high level of food insecurity in Kampala has 

been the loss of livelihood due to the lockdown, which have entailed that Kampala-based 

refugees have not been able to access food even though it has been available on the market all 

the time. In Bidibidi, the main cause of food insecurity is related to food assistance ration cuts 

and the lack of available food. While the situation is improving in Kampala since the lockdown 

has been eased, the situation is still critical in Bidibidi. The refugees in both study sites have 

generally applied negative coping strategies such as skipping meals and selling productive 

assets to cope with the COVID-19-induced shortfalls in food for consumption.  
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1.0. Introduction 
Uganda is the largest refugee-hosting country in Africa, with over 1.4 million refugees from 

conflict-ridden South Sudan (61.4%), The Democratic Republic of Congo (29.2%), Burundi 

(3.4%) and Somalia (3.2%). As a consequence, refugees constitute 3.3% of Uganda’s total 

population of 44.3 million citizens (UNHCR 2021a). Despite the magnitude and rapid inflow 

of refugees, Uganda maintains one of the most progressive refugee-hosting policies globally 

following the Comprehensive Refugee Response Framework (CRRF) (IRRI 2018:10-12). 

Thus, Uganda is welcoming refugees irrespectively of their nationality and ethnicity, and since 

most refugees originate from conflict-ridden countries where civil war and instability obstruct 

possibilities of repatriation, the Ugandan government and the United Nations High 

Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) have chosen an integrated approach to refugee 

management that promotes refugees’ self-reliance and social integration. Consequently, 

refugees are allowed to access public services such as education and healthcare, they are 

granted employment rights and they can move freely within the country (Clements et al. 

2016:49). Additionally, Uganda is allocating a small plot of land to arriving refugees in one of 

the country’s 13 refugee settlements for residence and agricultural production to support their 

self-reliance and give them an opportunity to feed and fend for themselves (UNDP 2018:2-4).  

 

Despite improvements in agricultural productivity in Uganda in the past years, food insecurity 

continues to be a challenge. Previous national food insecurity analyses reveal that 30% of 

Uganda’s total population is facing some level of chronic food insecurity and that refugee 

households are much more vulnerable to food insecurity than hosting households despite the 

country’s progressive self-reliance initiatives for refugees (IPC 2015:6). A survey conducted 

in January 2020, just before the Novel Coronavirus Disease (COVID-19) pandemic spread to 

Africa, reveals that 60% of the refugees in Uganda were facing moderate acute food insecurity 

while 16% were severely food insecure at the time of the survey (Development Pathways 

2020:78). The food security situation is particularly critical in West Nile sub-region1 in North-

western Uganda, where the world's second-largest refugee settlement Bidibidi is located, and 

refugee households are generally highly dependent on food assistance to meet their needs (FAO 

2018:15). Consequently, food assistance made up 65.4% of the Bidibidi refugee population’s 

food consumption in 2018 whereas expenditure made up 14.8% and household production 

composed only 19.8% despite having usufruct of land to grow food (FAO 2018:16).  

 
1 West Nile sub-region consist of the following districts: Adjumani, Arua, Koboko, Maracha, Moyo, Nebbi, 
Yumbe & Zombo. Bidibidi settlement is located in Yumbe District  
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Most refugees in Uganda are living in settlements, but more and more refugees choose to 

relocate to urban areas in search of better economic opportunities. Thus, 91,223 refugees are 

officially settled in the Ugandan capital city Kampala, but the actual number of refugees in 

Kampala is much higher since many reside there while remaining registered in settlements. 

Contrary to settlement-based refugees, urban refugees are expected to be self-supporting. 

Consequently, most international organisations such as UNHCR and the World Food 

Programme (WFP) are solely operating in settlements, and humanitarian assistance and food 

aid are generally only distributed to settlement-based refugees (UNHCR 2021a; Lozet & 

Easton-Calabria 2020:79-80).  

 

The needs and challenges of urban refugees are naturally different from those of settlement-

based refugees, but both groups are particularly vulnerable to food insecurity and the situation 

has exacerbated significantly as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic. WFP has been forced to 

reduce their basic food assistance to Uganda by 40% owing to a funding shortfall with 

devastating consequences for refugees in settlements, and urban refugees are badly hit by 

lockdown and movement restrictions that have weakened income-generating opportunities and 

caused price increases on staple foods (WFP Uganda 2021:1; Lozet & Easton-Calabria 

2020:79-80).  

 

1.1. Aim and Research Questions 

This study aims to explore the variations in food (in)security between the settlement-based 

refugees and urban-based refugees in Uganda following the COVID-19 pandemic, and to 

examine and compare how refugees in the different settings have dealt with the pandemic’s 

impacts on food security.  

 

To do so, the following research questions will be addressed: 

 

1. How has the COVID-19 pandemic affected refugees’ food security in the Bidibidi 

Refugee Settlement and in Kampala respectively? 

 

2. How are urban-based refugees in Kampala and settlement-based refugees in Bidibidi 

coping with COVID-19-induced shortfalls in food for consumption, and what 

strategies have they adopted to maintain/enhance their level of food security?  
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The study is carried out as a qualitative research study with a comparative case-oriented 

research design to provide a holistic understanding of the key drivers of food insecurity among 

refugees in the different settings and of their coping strategies following the COVID-19 

pandemic (Bryman 2016:64-68, 394-395). To obtain a comprehensive understanding of the 

research problem, the study uses a combination of primary and secondary sources of data.  

 

1.2. Delimitations and Justification for Study Site Selection  

Uganda has been chosen as the area of study owing to the country’s open-door approach to 

refugees and its particular focus on self-reliance. The primary research in this study is delimited 

so that it focuses solely on the food security situations among refugees in the Bidibidi Refugee 

Settlement in North-western Uganda and the capital Kampala, located north of Lake Victoria. 

The findings from these study sites are however compared to findings from the most recent and 

relevant studies on food security among refugees in other Ugandan contexts and areas through 

a systematic literature review.  

 

The Bidibidi Settlement has been selected as one of the two contrasting cases in the study since 

it is the largest settlement in Uganda hosting 236,718 refugees (UNHCR 2021a). What sets 

Bidibidi apart from traditional refugee camps is that it is specifically designed to host refugees 

for decades since possibilities of repatriation in the coming years are limited. Thus, refugees in 

Bidibidi are living in small clay houses instead of temporary tents and their homes are 

surrounded by farmland where they can grow different types of crops (UNHCR 2017:1). 

Kampala has been chosen since it is the urban area that hosts most refugees in Uganda. Uganda 

is among the least urbanized countries in Africa, but Kampala’s population has been growing 

rapidly in recent years. Among other things owing to a rapid influx of refugees to informal 

settlements within the city (Mukwaya et al. 2010:268-270; Saliba & Silver 2020:41-42). The 

main focus of attention in this study is the concept of food security. It is therefore out of the 

scope of the paper to explore the reasons why refugees have fled to Uganda in the first place 

and to include theories of cross-border refugee migration. Additionally, the study does not 

distinguish between refugees and asylum seekers.   

 

1.3. Scientific Relevance 

Uganda's development-based refugee model has been widely acknowledged by the 

international community as a best practice case. It has led to better welfare outcomes for 

refugees and peaceful relations between refugee and host communities (Betts et al. 2019:34-
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37). The hard-won achievements are however at risk of eroding and the model has come under 

pressure owing to the COVID-19 situation. Food insecurity has induced increasing competition 

over natural resources and services accompanied by humanitarian organisations, and it has 

become clear that refugees are much more vulnerable to external shocks than their host 

community neighbours (SFCG 2020:2-4). Existing research on COVID-19’s impacts on 

refugees’ food security is generally sparse. Owing to refugees’ particular vulnerabilities, it is 

critical to continue assessing the pandemic’s impact to ensure that response programs are 

appropriate and to avert the pandemic turning into a long-standing food crisis (Action Against 

Hunger 2020:4; IOM & WFP 2020:13, 20).   

 

1.4. Structure of the Thesis 

The thesis is structured into eight chapters. This introductory chapter is followed by a literature 

review where existing literature on the concept of food security, its linkages to forced migration 

and the COVID-19 pandemic’s impacts on food security in Africa are presented. The literature 

review is followed by a background chapter that provides an account of the refugee situation 

in the country and outlines how the COVID-19 situation has evolved, since the virus spread to 

Uganda in March 2020. The fourth chapter presents the conceptual framework of the study 

which draws upon the four dimensions of food security and the Livelihood and Food Security 

Conceptual Framework. The fifth chapter outlines the methods of data collection and analysis, 

specifies the ethical considerations, touches on reflections regarding the researcher’s 

positionality and presents the limitations of the study. In chapter six, the findings are presented, 

and in chapter seven the findings are discussed and contextualized within previous studies and 

theory. Finally, the eighth chapter provides an overall conclusion, that summarises the main 

study findings and states the answers to the research questions.  

 

2.0. Literature Review 
This chapter reviews existing literature on food security issues, forced displacement and the 

impacts of COVID-19. Firstly, an account of the main scholarly contributions to the 

understanding of the food security concept is provided and secondly, the existing literature on 

food insecurity and the particular vulnerability of refugees is presented. Lastly, the existing 

literature on COVID-19’s impacts on food security in Sub-Saharan Africa is evaluated. In 

doing so, the underexplored dimensions in the broad literature on the topic are identified, while 

the specific research gaps in the context of Uganda are identified in the background section.  
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2.1.  Development of the Food Security Concept  

The food security concept has evolved over many years. It can be defined in various ways and 

encompasses many dimensions (Maxwell 1996:155). This study defines food security as 

existing “when all people, at all times, have physical and economic access to sufficient safe 

and nutritious food that meets their dietary needs and food preferences for an active and healthy 

life” (WFS 1996: para. 1) based on the Rome Declaration on World Food Security adopted at 

the World Food Summit (WFS) in 1996. This widely accepted definition embraces the 

multidimensionality of the concept and the four pillars of availability, access, utilization and 

stability (WSFS 2009:1). Food security became a central component in development in the 

aftermath of World War II and aid agencies, non-governmental organisations (NGO’s) and 

international organisations started to pay attention to the issue. As interest has grown, a large 

body of academic literature has been published which has entailed increasing complexity and 

shifts in the level of analysis (Maxwell & Smith 1992:6). Initially, food security was framed as 

an issue of physical availability at the national level with roots in Malthusian thinking 

according to which the essential prerequisite of food security is the balance between the food 

supply in a country and the food demand of its population. Thus, the growth rate of food 

availability should not be lower than the population growth rate and consequently, food 

security was seen only as a question of per capita food availability emphasizing the importance 

of supply-side factors (Malthus 1798:12-17; Sassi 2018:91-92). This view was reflected in the 

Universal Declaration on the Eradication of Hunger and Malnutrition, adopted in 1974 by the 

World Food Conference (WFC), stating that “the increasing demand for food is related in 

particular to the unprecedented population growth, which has doubled the world's population 

in a single generation” (UN WFC 1975:11) and that “it is the common responsibility of the 

entire international community to ensure the availability at all times of adequate world supplies 

of basic food-stuffs by way of appropriate reserves” (UN WFC 1975: 3).  

 

The narrow view of food security only being a matter of availability was challenged by 

Amartya Sen in the 1980s. Sen’s entitlement approach initiated a paradigm shift in academia 

and politics, and food insecurity was no longer seen as results of shortages of food only. In 

Sen’s renowned book ‘Poverty and Famines: An Essay on Entitlement and Deprivation’ Sen 

writes that “Starvation is the characteristic of some people not having enough food to eat. It is 

not the characteristic of there being not enough food to eat” (Sen 1981:1) emphasising that the 

issues of hunger to a great extent is attributable to the lack of access to food. This view was 

recognized by the international community, and the analysis of food security moved from 
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national level to household- and individual level. Consequently, the role of food availability 

was diminished whereas the role of the access dimension was incorporated in the Food and 

Agriculture Organization’s (FAO) 1983 definition of food security: “…the ultimate objective 

of world food security should be to ensure that all people at all times have both physical and 

economic access to the basic food they need.” (FAO 1983: para 2).  

 

Initially, the entitlement discourse focussed mainly on the wealth, income and consumption of 

households, but during the 1980s and in the early 1990s the analysis widened to also include 

the factors determining households’ economic and nutritional status (Burchi & De Muro 

2012:17-18; Maxwell 1996:157-158; Maxwell & Smith 1992:10-12). Based on Sen’s 

entitlement approach and capability approach, Sen and Drèze shift focus from “the command 

over food” (Sen 1981:165) to “the capability to avoid undernourishment” (Drèze & Sen 

1989:13) stating that “The focus on entitlements, which is concerned with the command over 

commodities, has to be seen as only instrumentally important, and the concentration has to be, 

ultimately, on basic of human capabilities” (Drèze & Sen 1989:13). As a result, the utilization 

dimension becomes incorporated in the analysis of food security (Drèze & Sen 1989:37-42).  

 

In 1991 Robert Chambers and Gordon Conway introduced the sustainable livelihood approach 

that builds on the scholarly work of Sen and Drèze but adds the factor of vulnerability and the 

perspective of time in its analysis of food security (Chambers & Conway 1991:10-18). By 

focussing on vulnerability and by incorporating a time aspect to the discussion of entitlements 

and capabilities, stability becomes a cross-cutting dimension in the food security debate 

(Burchi & De Muro 2012:15).  

 

The broader and multidimensional understanding of food security that evolved during the 

second half of the 20th century is well reflected in the 1996 WFS definition of food security, 

which this study takes as its starting point in its analysis of food security. The 1996 definition 

was officially reaffirmed in the 2009 Declaration of the World Summit on Food Security 

(WSFS) and it is still the most commonly used in academia and politics (CFS 2012:5-6).    

 

2.2.  Food Security, Refugees and Development  

The issues of food insecurity and forced migration are both major development challenges. To 

achieve food security is a specific goal in the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, and 

the international community’s commitment to support and protect refugees is affirmed in the 
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Global Compact on Refugees. Both issues are handled by their own specialized agencies; FAO 

and WFP deal with food security and UNHCR and the International Organization for Migration 

(IOM) deal with displacement and migration. Likewise, both issues are covered by a 

comprehensive body of research, but there seems to be a considerable disconnect between the 

two agendas (Crush 2013:61-62). Consequently, the issue of food security among refugees 

remains relatively unexplored in scholarly literature.  

 

Food insecurity is most widespread in the Global South and particularly in Sub-Saharan Africa 

that account for 54% of the world’s total number of people classified in crisis or worse (FSIN 

2020:20-21). At the same time, 85% of the world’s refugees are hosted in the Global South and 

more than 7.3 million refugees are residing across Sub-Saharan Africa (IOM 2020b:18). 

Despite this combination of circumstance, most existing studies have only been carried out in 

a small number of areas and oftentimes in the Global North (Nunnery & Dharod 2017; 

Anderson et al. 2014; McKay & Dunn 2015; Nunnery et al. 2015). A limited number of studies 

have been conducted in Africa in recent years, but most of them are carried out in South Africa 

which at the national level is the most food-secure country in Africa (Statistics South Africa 

2017:24). Despite different geographical locations and different levels of food security at the 

national level, the existing studies indicate that refugees generally are more food insecure 

compared to their respective local non-refugee counterparts (Singh et al. 2015:728-730; Napier 

et al. 2018:5-6; Nawrotzki et al. 2014:289-294; Nunnery & Dharod 2017:164-165). For 

example, a study by Napier et al. (2018) finds that the prevalence of food insecurity among 

female refugees in Durban, South Africa is 92% which is significantly higher than the average 

prevalence of 26.6% (Napier et al. 2018:5). This particular study stands out from the majority 

of studies conducted in the Global South since it examines food security among urban-based 

refugees. 

 

There is generally a paucity of information about urban refugees’ food security. The lives and 

livelihoods of refugees living in camps in the Global South have almost exclusively captured 

the attention of researchers and humanitarian organizations, whereas the situations and lives of 

refugees in urban areas have not been investigated systematically although more and more 

refugees seek refuge in urban areas (iied 2020:1-2; Crea et al. 2015:320-321). According to the 

2018 World Refugee Council report, more than 60% of the world’s refugees live in urban areas 

whereas only 30% live in rural refugee camps (Muggah & Abdenur 2018:1). Similarly, there 

seems to be an anti-urban bias in terms of food security in policy and research since it is chiefly 
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perceived as a rural issue (Battersby 2012:141-143; Battersby 2013:453; Crush 2014:543; 

Crush 2013:62). Consequently, little is known about the different impacts camp and urban-

based environments have on refugees’ food security and livelihoods (iied 2020:2).   

 

2.3. Food Security Among Refugees in Camps and Settlements 

At the World Food Summit in 1996, it was declared that “major refugee movements can cause 

food-security problems both among the refugees themselves and in the receiving areas” (FAO 

1996, as cited in UNHCR 2020b:2). However, since refugee camps and settlements have been 

seen as transient and temporary spaces, there is little scholarly literature that analyses food 

security issues specifically for camp-based refugees. For many years, the response by the 

international community has been to allocate food assistance to the refugee camps and their 

neighbouring host communities (Bakewell 2014:134-135). Nevertheless, since many refugee 

crises have turned out to be protracted situations where camps and settlements have become 

more and more permanent, the international community has started to respond differently to 

address the new reality of forced displacement. Thus, UNHCR and WFP have implemented a 

range of strategies to improve refugees’ contributions to their own food consumption and 

reduce their reliance on aid (UNHCR 2020b:3-4; Bakewell 2014:135). The aim is to replace 

short-sighted emergency assistance responses with durable solutions, and “to turn humanitarian 

challenges into sustainable opportunities” (Betts et al. 2014:6). The application of development 

approaches to refugee assistance has however, turned out to be challenging for several reasons 

including limited funding from humanitarian actors and political opposition from host 

governments (ibid:6). Uganda stands out as a success story and its progressive model has been 

regarded as exemplary both by the international community and academic researchers (Bohnet 

& Schmitz-Pranghe 2019; Betts et al. 2019; Ruaudel & Morrison-Métois 2017; World Bank 

2016; UNDP 2018). Yet, the majority of refugees in Ugandan settlements remain dependent 

on food aid (FAO 2018:15-16; USAID 2020:1).  

 

2.4.  Food Security Among Refugees in Urban Areas  

The Global South and particularly Sub-Saharan Africa is becoming increasingly urban. Rural 

to urban internal migration and natural population growth are the greatest drivers of the urban 

expansion in the South, but refugee influxes are also an important cause in some cities (Kyed 

2017: para. 1). Most refugees migrate to cities to avoid camp settings and to find economic 

opportunities, but many find poverty, informal housing in slums and lack of access to basic 

necessities. Generally, urban refugees face all of the same problems as poor urban dwellers, 
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but in addition, they are also facing specific problems related to their refugee status including 

lack of legal recognition which in consequence, force them to work in the informal sector under 

insecure conditions (Buckley & Kallergis 2014:177; IRC 2012:1). It is found by Crush 

(2013:68-69) that the food security of urban refugees and the urban poor generally is sorely 

conditional on their ability to have a regular income owing to the important role of food 

purchases in urban areas. Brown (2015:6) adds that the reliance on the cash economy makes 

urban dwellers particularly vulnerable to food price volatility compared to those dwelling in 

rural areas where the physical presence of food often is the most critical component of food 

security.  

 

As previously stated, there are very few studies on food security in urban areas that focus 

exclusively on refugees, but a growing body of literature that examines the food security of 

internal and international migrants, who have resettled in urban areas voluntarily, has appeared 

in recent years. Despite different rights, legal status and levels of vulnerability, migrants and 

refugees are often facing similar challenges in an urban context and accordingly, much of the 

literature on migrants is applicable to the study of refugees to some degree (Landau, n.d.:2). 

An example of such a study is a case study of the food security situation among Zimbabwean 

migrants in Cape Town, South Africa, that finds that “migrants are a great deal more vulnerable 

to food insecurity than their local counterparts in the poorer areas of these cities” (Crush & 

Tawodzera 2016:16) since they are excluded from the formal economy and thus are exposed 

to unfair wages and insecure working conditions in the informal sector (ibid:9-13).  

 

As suggested by Crush (2013:68), Brown (2015:4), Chikanda et al. (2020:10) and Hunter-

Adams (2017:82-83) accessibility and affordability are the most vital concerns among urban 

refugees. This argument is in line with the wider literature on so-called urban food deserts that 

can be characterised as “economically-disadvantaged areas of cities where there is relatively 

poor access to healthy and affordable food” (Crush & Battersby 2016:11). The fast urban 

growth rates in Africa have induced significant transformations of food retail systems with the 

rapid growth of supermarkets in cities. Supermarkets have improved the availability of 

nutritious foods in cities substantially and ensured stability, but they are generally targeting the 

middle and upper-income clientele (Crush & Battersby 2016:12; Battersby 2012:147; Crush 

2014:551-552). Consequently, most supermarkets are located in the more economically 

advantaged areas in the cities, but the majority of urban refugees and urban poor are residing 
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in geographic food deserts, and their spatial and economic access to food from supermarkets is 

therefore still very limited (Crush & Battersby 2016:12-13).  

 

2.5.  COVID-19’s Impact on Food Security in Africa 

The COVID-19 pandemic is a global crisis of unparalleled proportions. Consequently, the 

whole world has imposed anti-COVID-19 measures including extensive lockdowns and 

movement restrictions. While necessary to contain the spread of the virus, the restrictions have 

also had major socio-economic implications and adverse effects on food security and 

livelihoods (IOM & WFP 2020:8-9; Action Against Hunger 2020:13-14). According to 

Ayanlade and Radeny (2020), Sub-Saharan Africa is the most vulnerable region to the 

secondary impacts of COVID-19 since the continent has the highest rate of malnourished 

people globally and accounts for more than half of the world’s people living in extreme poverty. 

While the pandemic per se is not necessarily causing food insecurity, it is exacerbating and 

escalating pre-existing conditions caused by conflicts, extreme weather etc. with devasting 

impacts on vulnerable people and communities who were already exposed to food shortages 

and hunger (FAO 2021:1). Thus, refugees are at particular risk of facing acute hardship owing 

to COVID-19.  

 

According to Moseley and Battersby (2020), COVID-19 has predominantly affected the food 

security of urban populations in Sub-Saharan Africa. The majority of African urban dwellers 

source their food from the market so their access to food relies mainly on their income and the 

food prices. As a result of the COVID-19 pandemic and the enforced response measures, 

economic access to food has been reduced substantially in Africa. A research study conducted 

in five informal settlements in Nairobi in April 2020 found that 36% of the slum dwellers had 

experienced a complete loss of income in consequence of lockdown restrictions and that 45% 

had experienced a partial loss. In addition, the study found that 78% of the surveyed people 

had experienced increased cost of food and consequently, as many as 87% of the respondents 

reported that they had skipped meals to cope with the reduced economic access to food 

(UNECA 2020:3). Physical access to food has also been reduced significantly in both rural and 

urban areas since most African countries have shut down informal markets and criminalized 

street vendors with major impacts for particularly the poor groups of society (Moseley & 

Battersby 2020:454). 
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3.0. Background  
This chapter is firstly providing background information about the refugee situation in Uganda 

with a specific focus on Bidibidi and Kampala. Secondly, the food security situation in Uganda 

before the pandemic is described and lastly, it is outlined how the COVID-19 situation has 

evolved since the virus reached the country in March 2020. By presenting the current state of 

knowledge on the topic, the study is contextualised, and its relevance is explained.  

 

3.1.  The Refugee Situation in Uganda    

Uganda has established settlements and welcomed refugees since the country gained 

independence in 1962. As a host state, Uganda has received several mass influxes of refugees 

following terrible conflicts in its neighbouring countries including the Rwandan genocide in 

1994 and the civil wars in DR Congo in 1996-1997 and 1998-2003 (Nabuguzi 1993:1-2; 

Murahashi 2021:256). Thus, Uganda has always hosted hundreds of thousands of refugees, but 

the largest influx occurred in 2016-2017 where more than a million South Sudanese sought 

safety from the multi-sided civil war in South Sudan and fled to Uganda (UNHCR 2017:1). 

Bidibidi Settlement was established in response to the urgent refugee crisis in August 2016 and 

four months later, the settlement reached its maximum capacity of 285,000 residents, hence 

being the largest refugee settlement in the world at the time (DRC et al. 2018:8). Bidibidi and 

the 12 other refugee settlements in Uganda stand out from traditional refugee camps because 

they are constructed to offer semi-permanent shelter contrary to temporary refugee tent camps. 

Additionally, refugees in Uganda are not legally restricted to remain in the settlements which 

means that they can move around freely and seek employment (ibid:8-9). As described by an 

Office of the Prime Minister (OPM) officer, “[Settlements] are not camps; they are like a 

normal village setting. They are spacious and we put services there: schools, education. We 

give [refugees] food; we give them land for farming. They are able to work, farm and do 

business, and actualize themselves” (Ilcan et al. 2015:2-3).  

 

The rights of refugees to choose where to reside and work were formalised in policy with 

Uganda’s Refugee Act of 2006 and the Refugee and Host Population Empowerment 

(ReHOPE) strategy from 2016 as part of UNHCR’s CRRF. Thus, refugees can opt for self-

settlement in cities like Kampala if they give up access to official assistance (Betts et al. 2019:6-

7). Despite the right of choosing a residence, the vast majority of refugees in Uganda remain 

in designated settlements and less than 10% settle in urban areas, including Kampala. Thus, 

Kampala’s refugee population of 91,223 officially registered refugees composes only 6.2% of 
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the country’s total number of refugees (UNHCR 2021a). Figure 3.1 shows how the refugee 

population in Uganda is distributed in settlements and urban areas around the country, and the 

number of refugees residing in the respective locations.  

 

Kampala is home to 1,709,900 inhabitants which correspond to 31% of Uganda’s total urban 

population and the city is growing rapidly, having the fourth-highest urban growth rate in 

Africa (Richmond et al. 2018: 3). The growth occurs predominantly in Kampala’s informal 

areas where about 60% of the city’s population lives (IRC 2018:19; Richmond et al. 2018:3). 

The vast majority of Kampala’s refugees live in such informal settings. As can be seen in figure 

3.1, Kampala is hosting refugees from a wide range of countries. The majority originate from 

Somalia (33.6%) and DR Congo (30.9%).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

  

Figure 3.1: Location and Population Distribution of Refugees in Uganda (UNHCR 2021b). 
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3.2.  The Food Security Situation in Uganda Before the Pandemic  

Even before the occurrence of COVID-19, Uganda had serious problems of food insecurity. In 

2019, the country was ranked 98 out of 113 countries in the Global Food Security Index and 

104 out of 117 countries in the Global Hunger Index (EIU 2020:31; WFP 2020:7). More than 

68% of the total population in Uganda and 38% of its refugee population gain their livelihoods 

through farming. Uganda is however, among the most vulnerable countries to climate change, 

and extreme weather events such as drought and flooding that have devastating impacts on 

food security (Concern Worldwide & Welthungerhilfe 2019:7; WFP 2020:7). The population 

in West Nile sub-region, where the refugee settlements Bidibidi, Lobule, Rhino Camp, Imvepi, 

Palorinya and Adjumani are located, is particularly food insecure and although refugee 

households have been given access to land for agriculture, the majority depends on regular 

food assistance from WPF. Accordingly, in 2019 WFP distributed 172,409 metric tonnes of 

food and US$35,719,482 in cash transfers to 1,780,308 refugees and host community 

inhabitants in the worst affected areas in Uganda in 2019 (ibid:3-4).  

 

3.3.  COVID-19, Lockdown Measures and Food Security in Uganda 

COVID-19 spread to Uganda on the 21st of March 2020. In response to the pandemic, a wide 

range of immediate measures were imposed to prevent the spread. On the 31st of March 2020, 

a national stringent lockdown was promulgated. All borders were closed, an extensive 

overnight curfew was enforced, most businesses were shut, and all public transport was put on 

hold (Tumwesigye et al. 2021:6-8). The strict lockdown contained the first wave of the 

outbreak, but the protective measures had significant socio-economic impacts and disrupted 

the livelihoods of both Ugandans and refugees.  

 

The lockdown was lifted in June 2020, and some restrictions have gradually been eased since 

then, but social distancing measures and the nationwide curfew from 2100h to 0600h is still in 

effect (Tumwesigye et al. 2021:9). Till now, Uganda has successfully kept down the death rate 

with ‘only’ 334 known COVID-19 deaths in total. This is partly attributable to Uganda’s fast 

implementation of effective restrictions, but also due to the country’s demographic 

characteristics with 68.5% of the population being under 25 years of age (The Republic of 

Uganda 2018:21). However, in a country where the informal sector is the main source of 

employment, accounting for 95% of Uganda’s non-agriculture jobs, it is clear that the 

restrictions have had devastating impacts for particularly the poor and vulnerable population 

groups (The Republic of Uganda 2017:4; Lozet & Easton-Calabria 2020:79-80). Due to the 
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effects of the lockdown measures and COVID-19’s impacts on food supply chains, food 

insecurity has increased significantly. According to the Integrated Food Security Phase 

Classification (IPC) in Uganda from June to August 2020, 17% of Kampala’s population was 

facing high levels of acute food insecurity and 32% of the refugees living in settlements were 

found to be in either crisis or emergency level of food insecurity (IPC 2020:1-3). The 

pandemic’s impacts on refugees’ food security and livelihoods are further expounded in a 

thematic synthesis of findings from the most recent and relevant studies on the issue, identified 

and selected through a systematic literature review.  

 

4.0. Conceptual Framework  
This chapter presents the conceptual framework that guides the data collection, analysis and 

interpretation of findings. The first paragraph expands on the concept of food security, as 

discussed in the literature review, by describing each of the four components that form the basis 

of the WFS 1996 definition. Subsequently, the Livelihood and Food Security Conceptual 

Framework is presented, and it is outlined how it is used to guide the study.  

 

4.1.  Food Security Dimensions  

As accounted for, there are four different components in the WFS 1996 definition of food 

security, which forms the underlying basis of this study’s conceptual framework. The four 

components are availability, access, utilization and stability. As can be seen in figure 4.1 the 

components are interlinked so that food access is partly determined by food availability while 

food utilization is partly determined by food access. The fourth component food stability is a 

cross-cutting component (Burchi et al. 2011:359-360; Woller et al. 2012:4-5).  

 

Food availability refers to the supply side of food security, whether from households’ own 

production or through trade, imports or food aid (Woller et al. 2012:4). It is defined by FAO 

as “the availability of sufficient quantities of food of appropriate quality, supplied through 

domestic production or imports (including food aid)” (FAO 2006:1). Having access to food 

depends on its physical existence, but also on the assets and income that is required by a 

household to produce or purchase appropriate foods. This component is defined as “Access by 

individuals to adequate resources (entitlements) for acquiring appropriate foods for a nutritious 

diet” (FAO 2006:1). The utilization component has both a socio-economic and biological 

dimension. The socio-economic dimension is commonly understood as the way food is 
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consumed. This is influenced by intra-household dynamics, food preparation and storage 

methods. The biological dimension refers to the way the body transforms food into energy. It 

is thus a question of the quality and nutritional value of the food, but also a question of the 

body’s ability to absorb nutrients (Woller et al. 2012:4-5). The last component, food stability, 

refers to the period over which food security is being considered. There is food stability when 

food availability, access and utilization remain constant in the long term (FAO 2006:1).  

 

 

 

Figure 4.1: The Four Dimensions of Food Security (Source: Burchi et al. 2011:360).  

 

Owing to the complexity and multidimensionality of food security, the concept cannot be 

explained by one single theory. The concept can be attributed to several academic fields of 

study including social science and health science disciplines, so an interdisciplinary approach 

is required to obtain a comprehensive understanding of the issue (Mokari Yamchi et al. 

2019:135-137). To facilitate more conceptual simplicity and delimit the study, this study is 

leaving out of account the nutritional dimension of food security. Furthermore, since the study 

is not interviewing refugee households themselves, it is difficult to explore in-depth how 

foodstuffs are handled, cooked and stored. The study seeks to examine how the refugees’ food 
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consumption patterns have changed, but aside from that little attention is paid to the utilization 

component. Instead, particular emphasis is given to the availability and access dimensions that 

according to existing studies of COVID-19’s impacts on food security are regarded as the most 

significant (Moseley & Battersby 2020:454; UNECA 2020:3). In addition to establishing the 

conceptual realm of understanding in this study, the division of the components of food security 

makes it possible to determine how decisive different factors are as causes of food insecurity 

in Uganda. More specifically, the different dimensions are directing the study by forming the 

basis of the questions in the interview guide, and they are used as keywords in the systematic 

search of literature for the systematic literature review.  

 

4.2. The Livelihood and Food Security Conceptual Framework  

In addition to applying a multidimensional perspective on food security as accounted for, the 

Livelihood and Food Security Conceptual Framework, as established by the United States 

Agency for International Development (USAID), is used to direct the study. This framework 

ties together the concepts of food security and livelihoods framed within a vulnerability context 

and identifies their relationships to each other (Woller et al. 2012:3). As opposed to a fixed 

theory, it is a conceptual frame of reference that allows for flexibility and contextual 

examination (ibid:3) Consequently, the framework is not slavishly followed, but it provides a 

realm of thinking about the issue and makes conceptual distinctions that are relevant to the 

analysis of food security in the context of refugees in Uganda.   

 

The understanding of livelihoods takes as its point of departure Chambers and Conway’s 

definition of sustainable livelihoods: “A Livelihood comprises the capabilities, assets (stores, 

resources, claims, and access) and activities required for a means of living: a livelihood is 

sustainable which can cope with and recover from stress and shocks, maintain or enhance its 

capabilities and assets, and provide sustainable livelihood opportunities for the next generation; 

and which contributes net benefits to other livelihoods at the local and global levels in the short 

and long term” (Chambers & Conway 1991:6). As accounted for in the literature review, the 

sustainable livelihoods approach has had a great impact on the WFS 1996 conceptualisation 

and definition of food security, emphasising the mutual relationship between livelihood 

security and food security (Burchi & De Muro 2012:14-17; Woller et al. 2012:8). Livelihood 

security and food security are related reciprocally since the consumption of food affects the 

ability to generate an income and take part in livelihood activities. Hence, a nutritionally 

deficient diet is reducing the ability to work and likewise, the ability to generate income is vital 
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to food security in that economic resources are necessary for acquiring appropriate foods and 

agricultural inputs (Woller et al. 2012:8). According to the Livelihood and Food Security 

Conceptual Framework, it is therefore important to examine households’ asset endowments 

and livelihood activities to obtain an understanding of their food security situation. Six types 

of assets are commonly recognized; human capital, financial capital, natural capital, physical 

capital, social capital and political capital, and it is the size and diversity of these assets that 

shape livelihood opportunities (ibid:10). The ability of a household or community to make use 

of its assets to pursue sustainable livelihood activities is conditional on its vulnerability context, 

and accordingly, a vulnerability analytical lens is central in the conceptual framework. There 

is, however, no universal definition of vulnerability, but in this regard, vulnerability is 

understood as susceptibility to shocks, crises and stresses that hampers the ability to generate 

adequate income to make a sustainable living and access nutritious and sufficient food (ibid:11; 

WFP 2009:27-28). The relationship between food security, livelihood activities and the 

vulnerability context is illustrated in figure 4.2 and described further below. 

 

 

Figure 4.2: Livelihood Activities, Food Security and Vulnerability Context (Source: Woller 

et al. 2012:13) – Note: The figure has been adjusted by the author to make it more concise  
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As can be seen in the model, there are three overall livelihood activities that each are directly 

linked to the dimensions of food security and interlinked to each other. Income-generating 

activities are decisive for households’ economic access to food and determine what types of 

risk reduction strategies and loss management strategies the households can pursue. With 

higher incomes, households can access both higher quantities of food and food of higher quality 

and nutritional value, which generally entails improved food security. Similarly, better-off 

households are generally more resilient and thus to a greater extend able to apply ‘non-erosive’ 

risk mitigation strategies and loss management strategies such as diversifying their income and 

crop production and setting aside some resources for potential future losses. Worse-off 

households, whose incomes often are derived from more uncertain income streams such as 

remittances and day labour, are generally more likely to engage in ‘erosive’ strategies such as 

selling or exchanging productive assets with major implications for their long-term ability to 

maintain a sustainable livelihood and remain food secure (Woller et al. 2012:8-15). Households 

who are not able to apply risk reduction strategies activities are thus more vulnerable to shocks 

and stresses. Households that pursue high-risk farming are for instance in a poor position if 

their crops fail and they are thus more at risk of suffering from inadequate food availability 

(ibid 2012:11). Likewise, households who are utilising erosive coping strategies such as 

skipping meals, eating less diverse diets and deprioritising healthcare and food safety are very 

likely to suffer from the nutritional consequences of food insecurity which again may affect 

their livelihood opportunities (ibid 2012:14-15). 

 

By linking the core pillars of food security; availability, access, utilization and stability to 

households’ asset endowments, livelihoods strategies and vulnerability, the Livelihood and 

Food Security Conceptual Framework makes it possible to obtain a holistic and 

multidimensional understanding of food security, which is very applicable when analysing the 

degree and causes of food insecurity, and the factors that underlie the chosen coping strategies 

of food-insecure refugees in Uganda. In addition to providing a comprehensive understanding 

of the relationship between the key concepts, the conceptual framework directs the study by 

forming the basis of the structured search protocol in the systematic literature review and of 

the questions in the interview plan for the semi-structured interviews.  
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5.0. Methodology 
This chapter outlines the research strategy and research methods of this study. Firstly, the 

research design and the philosophical standpoint are presented and secondly, the sampling 

strategy and the applied methods of data collection are described in detail. Next, it is presented 

how the analysis of data has been carried out, and the methodological choices are evaluated 

and justified. Lastly, the ethical considerations, the researcher’s positionality and the 

limitations of the study are discussed.  

 

5.1.  Research Design  

A qualitative research strategy with a comparative case-oriented design was applied in this 

study to answer the research questions. This design was identified as the most appropriate since 

the study aims to gather deep explanations and a holistic understanding of the drivers of food 

security among settlement-based and urban-based refugees respectively and of their applied 

coping strategies in consequence of the COVID-19 pandemic (Bryman 2016:64-68, 394-395). 

Structurally a general-to-specific approach has been used. In this way, a systematic literature 

review has firstly been conducted to identify and select existing literature on COVID-19’s 

impacts on refugees’ food security in Uganda. This part distinguishes between the experiences 

of settlement-based and urban-based refugees in Uganda on a general level. Subsequently, 

semi-structured interviews that focus entirely on the situations faced by refugees in Kampala 

and Bidibidi have been conducted with key informants who are present in the two study sites. 

Accordingly, the study has made use of both secondary data and generated new primary data.  

 

5.2.  Philosophy of Science  

The study takes a pragmatist standpoint, which holds that knowledge and reality are socially 

constructed. In pragmatism, the substantive research problem is seen as more important than 

methodological and paradigmatic concerns so the methods of inquiry should therefore always 

be determined on the basis of the research questions. This entails, that the researcher has a lot 

of freedom to choose between methods and procedures from different fields of study and do 

not have to commit oneself to a particular research approach. Multiple methods and techniques 

are therefore often used by pragmatist researchers (Creswell & Creswell 2018:10-11; Punch 

2014:304-305). The pragmatist standpoint in this study implies that the research process has 

been problem-centred and that the research questions above all have determined the research 

design and methods of inquiry.  
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5.3.   Systematic Literature Review 

As far as the researcher is aware, this is the first study to examine and compare how the 

COVID-19 pandemic has impacted refugees’ food security in Bidibidi and Kampala 

specifically, and accordingly, the literature for these particular sites is limited. A growing 

number of studies have, however, examined the pandemic’s effects on refugee communities’ 

livelihoods and food security at the country level and for other refugee settlements and cities 

in Uganda. A systematic literature review of such studies has therefore been conducted to 

complement the overall insights from the background section by providing a systematic 

presentation and synthesis of the current evidence on the topic.    

 

The method originates from evidence-based practices in health-related disciplines, but it has 

slowly gained acceptance in other social science disciplines as well (Bamberger et al. 2016:28-

29, 166-170). The systematic literature review in this study followed the methodological 

roadmap provided by Sara Efrat Efron and Ruth Ravid (2019), which entails that the review 

should be guided by a preformulated review question and follow a clearly defined review plan 

with a set of inclusion and exclusion criteria to identify and select the most relevant literature 

(Efrat Efron & Ravid 2019:18-20). Due to the stricter methodology and transparent process, 

the systematic literature review is generally regarded as less subjected to bias (Robinson & 

Lowe 2015:103; Bryman 2016:596-598).  

 

The review questions in this study are based on the research questions but are not context-

specific to Bidibidi and Kampala, since the review aims to compare settlement-based and 

urban-based refugees in Uganda on a general level. The applied review questions are:  

 

1. How has the COVID-19 pandemic affected settlement-based and urban-based 

refugees’ food security in Uganda? 

   

2. How are urban-based refugees and settlement-based refugees in Uganda coping with 

COVID-19-induced shortfalls in food for consumption, and what strategies have they 

adopted to maintain/enhance their level of food security? 

  

5.3.1.  Search Phase  

To collect existing evidence systematically is a major task, so to delimit the review, this study 

has only used the academic databases of LUBsearch, JSTOR, Google Scholar and 
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ScienceDirect in its search for potentially relevant academic publications. A structured search 

protocol was developed to identify potentially relevant studies for the review questions. 86 

keywords were formulated within six categories: The food security context (12), the refugee 

context (11), the geographical context (6), the COVID-19 context (12), the vulnerability 

context (16) and the livelihood context (29) based on the concepts outlined in the conceptual 

framework. By combining the keywords, search strings were generated. Owing to different 

search interfaces in the databases, the search strings were adjusted to fit the functions of the 

different databases. A full list of keywords and examples of applied search strings is included 

in Appendix A. The search in the four databases generated 882 hits.  

 

Additionally, five regular Google searches using concise search strings such as “food security, 

Uganda, COVID-19, refugee” were conducted to gather relevant non-academic publications 

and grey literature. For the sake of convenience, only the first ten hits of each search were 

reviewed. Accordingly, a total number of 932 hits were initially identified, but when duplicates 

were removed, the number was reduced to 578.  

 

5.3.2.  Structured Screening Phase  

The initially identified articles were screened and appraised for relevance by use of a screening 

form with inclusion and exclusion criteria to secure an impartial and transparent selection (Efrat 

Efron & Ravid 2019:76-77). The screening form contains criteria regarding the language of the 

article, the focus of the article and the period in which the article was written among others. 

The screening form with a full list of inclusion and exclusion criteria is included in Appendix 

B. After duplicates were removed, the remaining 578 studies and articles’ titles and 

subheadings were assessed based on the inclusion and exclusion criteria and the studies that 

were considered irrelevant for the review questions were excluded. Consequently, the number 

of studies was pruned down to 83 in the first screening round, and these were further assessed 

based on their abstracts. The articles and studies that did not meet the inclusion criteria based 

on the information provided in their abstracts were excluded in the second screening round and 

a total number of 41 articles were selected for full-text assessment. Similarly, it was assessed 

whether the full texts of the 41 articles and studies met the inclusion criteria. 29 articles did not 

meet the criteria, so a total number of 12 studies were considered relevant and finally selected 

for analysis. The stepwise identification and selection process of relevant studies is illustrated 

in Figure 5.2.1. and the references of the selected studies are included in Appendix C and 

marked with a * in the bibliography.  
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Figure 5.3.2. PRISMA Flow Diagram (Source: Own diagram) 

 

5.3.3.  Thematic Synthesis 

A thematic synthesis approach was used to compare and synthesise the findings across the 

selected studies in order to enhance the understanding of the issue and explore clear 

connections between the studies that were not apparent before (Efrat Efron & Ravid 2019:190-

191; Thomas & Harden 2008:4). The analysis followed a convergent qualitative design 

presented by Sara Efrat Efron and Ruth Ravid (2019:198-201) which entails that the reviewer 

through constant comparison of the selected studies in a qualitative interpretive process 

examines the patterns and themes that emerge across the studies and articles. The result sections 

of the selected studies were coded inductively in three rounds per study. Firstly, the studies 

were line-by-line coded so that all words, phrases, sentences and paragraphs of relevance to 

the review questions were labelled with descriptive codes to summarize the essence of the 

different sections. In the second round, the studies were reread, and additional codes were 

added and some of the initial codes were either split or merged with other codes. In the third 

round, the descriptive codes were pulled together into higher order pattern codes. The pattern 

codes were reciprocally translated between the selected studies and subsequently compared 

against the initial codes. Afterwards, the pattern codes were organized into smaller groups 

based on differences and similarities, and descriptive themes were developed to capture the 

essence of these groups. Following this step, the descriptive themes were rearranged and 

examined for recurring explanations. Based on these, interpretative explanations going beyond 

the descriptive explanations in the original studies, articles and reports were generated to form 
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an integrated and synthesized account of how COVID-19 has impacted refugees food security 

in Ugandan settlements and cities (Thomas & Harden 2008:4-7; Punch 2014:173-174). The 

themes are presented in the Analysis and Findings chapter.  

 

5.4.  Key Informant Interviews  

Semi-structured interviews with seven key informants were conducted to gather primary data 

about the situations faced by refugees in Kampala and Bidibidi specifically. Owing to the 

COVID-19 pandemic and the consequent travel restrictions all interviews were facilitated 

remotely by use of the online communication platform Zoom (Bryman 2016:490-491).  

 

5.4.1.  Sampling  

The researcher strived to interview key informants representing diverse backgrounds and 

perspectives who because of their position and responsibilities have a good understanding of 

the issue of food insecurity among refugees in Kampala and Bidibidi (Scheyvens 2014:105-

107). Accordingly, a purposive sampling strategy was used to identify and select key 

informants of relevance to the research questions (Bryman 2016:408-410). Snowball sampling 

was used to complement the purposive sample of informants as the researcher of this study 

contacted other researchers currently working in the field to draw on their network of contacts 

in Uganda. The characteristics of the key informants in the sample are illustrated in Table 5.4.1.  

 

Table 5.4.1.  Sample of Key Informants  

 
(Source: Own table) 
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5.4.2.  Interview Process 

An interview plan with a set of predefined open-ended questions was developed based on prior 

reading, the established concepts in the conceptual framework and the patterns identified in the 

thematic synthesis. The interview plan is included in Appendix D. The interview plan served 

as a checklist to ensure that the researcher did not forget to ask questions about important 

issues, and at the same time it ensured a certain degree of focus and structure in the interviews. 

In this way, the plan was used flexibly, and the questions were adapted to the topics and points 

raised by the interviewees (Silverman 2020:77-80; IFRC 2006:29-31). All interviews started 

with an introduction of the research project and the purpose of the interview, and interviewees 

were informed about the confidential nature of the interviews. It was emphasised that the 

interviews were voluntary and that the participants could always choose not to answer specific 

questions or withdraw from the interviews (Bryman 2016:497). Afterwards, the interviewees 

were asked about their expertise, their field of knowledge and their organisation’s work in 

Bidibidi/Kampala. Based on their response, the pre-prepared questions were adjusted to suit 

the context. The researcher was responsive to the participants answers throughout the 

interviews and ensured to follow up by asking clarifying and supplementary questions to 

interesting points raised by the interviewees (ibid:483-484). At the end of the interviews, the 

interviewees were asked if they had any additional points or comments of relevance (ibid:473-

475). All interviews were recorded with the permission of the interviewees. Note-taking was 

kept to a minimum during the interviews since the researcher found it more important to 

maintain eye contact and actively show interest in what the interviewees were recounting owing 

to the digital format of the interviews. Immediately after the interviews, the researcher noted 

down important information from the interviews in addition to the researcher’s reflections. The 

notes helped the researcher keeping track of the different interviews and remembering the non-

verbal aspects that were not picked up in the audio recordings (Punch 2014:151). All interviews 

lasted between 40 to 60 minutes and they were all conducted in English.  

 

5.4.3. Thematic Analysis  

The audio recordings of the interviews were transcribed word by word to get a written record 

of the interviews. Microsoft 365's transcription feature was used for this to save time, but the 

transcripts were reviewed in person against the original audio recordings for accuracy to 

minimise transcription errors. A thematic analysis method was used to analyse the transcribed 

interviews and sort the data into broad themes (Bryman 2016:586-588). The qualitative 

analysis software Atlas.ti was used for this purpose. The transcripts were each coded in three 
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rounds. Firstly, initial codes were assigned to the data to organise the different sections and 

identify common patterns and concepts (Punch 2014:173-176). The initial codes were 

generated deductively based on the conceptual framework and the researcher’s existing 

knowledge from the literature review and systematic literature review. Accordingly, the 

generation of codes was based on the researcher’s judgement, so to increase rigour, 

transparency and consistency, a codebook with a priori codes was developed before the 

analysis to guide the coding process (Mackieson et al. 2018:973). The codebook with a priori 

codes is included in Appendix E. After the initial deductive coding process, words, sentences 

and paragraphs of relevance to the research questions that emerged in the transcripts were 

coded inductively and re-occurring codes and patterns were combined into higher-order pattern 

codes. The pattern codes were reciprocally translated between the transcripts and compared to 

the initial codes and subsequently, organized into groups. By grouping and examining the 

interconnections between the pattern codes, themes were generated (Bryman 2016:588; Mihas 

2019:6-7). Next, the identified themes were reviewed against the transcripts and initial codes 

and lastly, the themes were named and explained. A total of five themes were generated in the 

analysis. Each of them is addresses and explained in turn in the Analysis and Findings chapter.   

 

5.5. Positionality  

The researcher of this study acknowledges that his positionality influences the research process 

and his interpretation of the collected data in several ways. Therefore, it has been essential for 

the researcher to use a reflexive approach and be open and transparent about how his personal 

position might have impacted the study (Holmes 2020:1-3). The researcher has visited Uganda 

on earlier occasions and lived in Uganda’s neighbouring country Tanzania in 2017. This has 

incontestably influenced the researcher’s worldview and formed the basis of his interest in the 

topic and the particular study site. In addition, the researcher has worked as an intern in the 

Danish NGO DanChurchAid (DCA) where he among other things was engaged in projects 

related to food security in East African countries including Uganda. The researcher has made 

use of his affiliation to DCA in the sampling process for relevant key informants by drawing 

on their network of relevant contacts in Uganda. Purposive sampling is always prone to 

researcher bias and exposed to sampling errors by the researcher, so to enhance the level of 

reliability, the researcher reached out to experts and informants with a wide range of 

backgrounds in addition to those identified by DCA (Bryman 2016:408-410). Throughout the 

study, the researcher kept a reflective diary which ensured continuous self-reflection and 
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helped the researcher to identify his personality and locate his views and beliefs in relation to 

the study context (Scheyvens 2014:60-62).  

 

5.6.  Justification of Methodological Choices and Ethical Considerations  

In traditional food security assessments, it is common that researchers’ go to the field to collect 

data directly from the affected households (IFRC 2006:30-31). When studying refugees there 

are however several ethical issues which should always be considered and kept in mind. 

According to Joan E. Sieber who is a specialist in scientific ethics “[r]esearch on refugee 

populations poses some of the most difficult ethical and methodological challenges in the field 

of human research” (Sieber 2009:2). This is due to their particular vulnerability and often 

traumatic antecedents. COVID-19 has further exacerbated their vulnerability, so the researcher 

did not find it ethically justifiable to undertake fieldwork in Uganda. Consequently, the study 

adapted to remote work to minimise the spread of COVID-19. Getting in contact with a 

representative sample of refugee households in Uganda through online means is a difficult task 

that is out of the scope of this thesis. Therefore, online interviews with key informants, who 

are already present in Uganda, were found suitable since they rendered possible valuable 

explanations and descriptions of relevance to the research questions without compromising on 

the safety of the refugees. Since it can be difficult to select a diverse and representative sample 

of key informants, the researcher found it important to use methodological triangulation to 

reduce biases and improve the validity of the study. The systematic literature review was 

therefore chosen to complement the primary data collection, since it by synthesising the 

findings from the most relevant studies on the topic was found to be particularly beneficial in 

providing a comprehensive understanding of the issue (IFRC 2006:25-26). It would also be 

relevant to apply quantitative methods to the study of refugees’ food security in Uganda. They 

were however opted out of this study due to the lack of available secondary quantitative data 

and since the researcher deemed it too difficult to gather primary quantitative data remotely.  

 

5.7.  Research Limitations  

A general limitation of this study is that the comparative case study design and specific focus 

on Kampala and Bidibidi in the primary data collection diminish the ability to generate insights 

beyond these two cases. Consequently, the overall generalizability and external validity of the 

study is considered low, and the conclusions cannot be applied to other countries and contexts 

(Bryman 2016:67, 399). Another limitation is that the study included only a limited number of 

key informants owing to a low response rate. A larger and more diverse sample size would be 
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preferable to ensure more accurate and less biased results (ibid:417-418). Moreover, since the 

affected refugee households and communities were not interviewed, it is not possible to say 

anything about how they perceive the issue of food insecurity themselves, so the findings of 

this study are exclusively based on general tendencies. Lastly, it is important to keep in mind 

that food security is affected by a range of factors aside from COVID-19. The impacts of 

COVID-19 on food security should therefore not be seen in isolation. This study presumes that 

COVID-19 is exacerbating and intensifying existing vulnerable situations, but the direct 

impacts of weather shocks, conflicts etc. on food security are not examined as such.  

 

6.0. Analysis and Findings 

This chapter is divided into two sections. In the first section, the identified themes and 

synthesized findings from the systematic literature review and thematic synthesis are presented 

and explained, and in the second section, the themes and main findings from the thematic 

analysis of the key informant interviews are outlined and explained. The similarities and 

differences in the findings from the different analyses are discussed in the Discussion chapter.  

 

6.1.  Findings from the Systematic Literature Review and Thematic Synthesis  

During the thematic synthesis, the descriptive themes were grouped based on the two review 

questions. The themes are illustrated in Figure 6.1.  

 

Figure 6.1. Descriptive Themes Grouped on the Basis of the Different Review Questions 
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As can be seen, many of the descriptive themes are interconnected. A brief account of each 

theme is provided in the following paragraphs and subsequently, the interpretative explanations 

that go beyond findings in the original studies are presented.  

 

6.1.1.  Descriptive Themes  

Loss of Income  

The loss of income among refugees was highlighted in the selected studies as a major cause of 

food insecurity because it adversely affects refugees’ ability to purchase food. The main reason 

for this was the enforced lockdown from March to June 2020 that resulted in job losses and 

business closures, but even after the lockdown measures were eased, it has been reported that 

refugees’ incomes are substantially lower compared to pre-pandemic times. For example, it has 

been found in a World Bank study that the share of refugee households in Uganda who during 

a 30-day study period ran out of food as a result of lack of income has increased from 61% in 

2018 to 85% at the end of 2020 (Atamanov et al. 2021:12).  

 

Urban-based refugees appear to be the worst-affected in terms of losing income during the 

lockdown. Among other things, because they to a greater extent are engaged in the service 

sector, which has been among the hardest-hit sectors in the country, as opposed to refugees in 

settlements where the majority are engaged in the less affected agricultural sector (Atamanov 

et al. 2021:7-8; UNHCR 2020d:2; NRC 2020:20). Urban refugees have thus to a greater extent 

been hit by reduced working hours, temporary cessations of work and job losses. Moreover, 

most urban refugees are dependent on remittances from relatives outside Uganda, but since 

COVID-19 has impacted livelihood activities in all parts of the world, the flow of remittances 

to Uganda has declined substantially (Bukuluki et al. 2020:3).  

 

Price Increases  

Rising prices on food and agricultural inputs are among the most recurring themes across the 

studies and articles. In a household survey from Kiryandongo Settlement 97% of the 

respondents report significant increases in food prices, and in a World Bank study from 

Kampala, West Nile sub-region and South West Uganda, it is found that price increases of food 

items have been the most common shock among refugee households (World Bank 2021:8, 

Stein et al. 2020a:20).   
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Decreased Food and Cash Rations  

The theme of aid cuts recurs in all the studies covering Ugandan refugee settlements. Since 

COVID-19 is a global pandemic, donor countries have also been hit hard and consequently, it 

has been difficult for UNHCR and WPF to get funding to support refugees. Consequently, 

WFP has been forced to cut food assistance by 40% and basic food rations and cash assistance 

for food purchases are now only distributed every second month (Babirye 2021: para. 4; Betts 

et al. 2020:4; Stein et al. 2020b:20). Settlement-based refugees who were already vulnerable 

to food insecurity before the pandemic are thus much more dependent on their own farming 

activities and sources of livelihood.  

 

Exclusion and Discrimination  

While the cuts in food rations have had major impacts on refugees’ food security in settlements, 

it is noteworthy that urban refugees are expected to be completely self-reliant, and thus are 

excluded from all WFP and UNHCR humanitarian assistance programs. Likewise, refugees in 

urban areas are generally excluded from food distributions by the government of Uganda and 

the local authorities (Betts et al. 2020:1). Another recurrent issue highlighted in the texts is that 

female-headed refugee households generally have been hit harder than male-headed refugee 

household by the loss of livelihoods due to a general gender gap in educational attainment 

which entails that women and particularly single mothers are more dependent on insecure 

informal employment opportunities than their male counterparts (World Bank 2021:8; NRC 

2020:19).  

 

Stringent Containment Measures  

Although the complete lockdown of Uganda was eased in June 2020, many coronavirus 

restrictions are still in place. Many schools are still closed and consequently, both Ugandan 

and refugee children cannot access free in-school meals with malnutrition and further pressure 

on their families as a result (Stein et al. 2020b:6; Atamanov et al. 2021:17). Movement 

restrictions and public transport closures have also affected refugees particularly hard. Among 

other things because many casual labour activities cannot operate. For instance, all boda boda2 

drivers have been out of work from March to October 2020, and today the boda boda industry 

is still regulated with stringent requirements that many refugees cannot meet. The drivers are 

for example only allowed to carry one passenger at a time and they are required to take the 

 
2 Boda bodas are motorcycle taxis that are widely used as means of public transport in Uganda 
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passenger’s temperature, but a thermometer is expensive and not affordable by all drivers who 

have not earned an income for several months (Stein et al. 2020c:2; Gato 2020: para. 2).  

 

Dietary Changes  

The most cited coping strategy among refugees in both urban areas and settlements is dietary 

change by reducing meal sizes, eating less diverse diets and skipping meals (Kansiime et al. 

2021:6). In a study from Kiryandongo Settlement, it is for instance reported that 43% of the 

adults in the surveyed refugee households were having one or more days in each weak without 

eating any food (Stein et al. 2020c:7). Clearly, this is very unhealthy and may cause severe 

undernourishment which makes the refugees more vulnerable to serious diseases and death.  

 

Reliance on Humanitarian Assistance  

Since the livelihood activities of the majority of refugees in Uganda have been affected 

severely by the pandemic, more and more refugee households have become completely reliant 

on humanitarian assistance for their survival. While WFP and UNHCR are the largest providers 

of aid in refugee settlements, smaller refugee-led organisations (RLOs) and local NGOs have 

raised their cash assistance and food distribution to refugees in urban areas significantly to 

accommodate their acute needs (Betts et al. 2020:1, 4). 

 

Borrowing Money  

Another significant coping strategy among both urban-based refugees and settlement-based 

refugees has been to borrow money from either family members or saving groups and loan 

associations. In Kampala, as much as 88% of the borrowers have reported that their main reason 

for borrowing money has been to buy food. In settlements, the occurrence of borrowing money 

is lower due to the WFP food rations, but nonetheless, 38% of the refugees in settlements in 

West Nile sub-region have borrowed money to cope (World Bank 2021:21).  

 

Illegal Activities  

Engaging in illegal activities is not among the most cited themes in the studies and articles, but 

there are a few specific activities that recur. Firstly, it is highlighted that the level of prostitution 

has increased in both settlements and urban areas, which could indicate that both Ugandans 

and refugees have turned to sex work amid the COVID-19 crisis to earn an income and access 

food (Babirye 2021: para. 3). The other illegal coping strategy that is emphasised is that some 

settlement-based refugees break with movement restrictions and cross the borders to South 
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Sudan and DR Congo at night to steal food. Aside from being illegal, it is also a potentially 

fatal activity and a source of conflict (ibid: para. 6).  

 

6.1.2.  Interpretative Explanations  

To generate analytical and interpretative explanations that go beyond the original findings in 

the selected studies and articles, the descriptive themes were analysed and interpreted on the 

basis of the realm of understanding of food security provided in the conceptual framework, and 

the descriptive themes were rearranged based on an urban-settlement comparison. Three main 

synthesised findings emerged in this process:  

 

Food Insecurity is Worse in Urban Areas  

None of the selected studies are making the urban-settlement comparison in terms of the 

impacts of COVID-19 on food security. However, by synthesising the original findings from 

the different studies and articles, it seems clear that refugees in urban areas generally are the 

most food insecure and worst-affected in terms of livelihood losses for a number of reasons. 

First and foremost, because the urban-based refugees are not receiving any official food and 

cash assistance from WFP and UNHCR like their settlement-based counterparts and secondly, 

because they to a greater extent are engaged with informal service sector jobs, which have been 

more severely affected by the restrictions put in place by the government of Uganda, than jobs 

in the agricultural sector. In addition, the costs of living are generally much higher in urban 

areas than in settlements since urban refugee households have to pay rents, medical costs etc. 

(Gato 2020: para. 2). In settlements, on the other hand, most refugees have access to free 

housing and a small plot of land for subsistence agriculture, and UNHCR support programs 

offer access to health care services. Consequently, it has been more challenging for urban 

refugees to meet basic needs during the pandemic, and many have been pushed into extreme 

poverty and into acute food insecurity (Atamanov et al. 2021:12). Generally, COVID-19 has 

exposed that urban refugees are not as self-reliant as they are expected to be by the government 

of Uganda and UNHCR.  

 

Lack of Access to Food  

Secondly, it was found in the thematic synthesis that the main cause of acute food insecurity 

for both urban and settlement-based refugees in Uganda, since the advent of COVID-19 in 

March 2020, is the lack of economic access to food. The combined loss of livelihood income 

and price increases on food and other basic necessities has had devastating impacts on refugees’ 
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ability to access food. The majority of refugees in Uganda were already before the pandemic 

living from hand to mouth being dependent on informal employment as daily wage workers. 

Thus, very few refugees have any savings to draw on (Kansiime et al. 2021:9). Accordingly, it 

is found that food insecurity during the pandemic mainly has been caused by refugees’ inability 

to access sufficient food due to poverty and livelihood losses. This is particularly valid for 

refugees in urban areas, as accounted for above, where the availability of food on the market 

has been affected minimally. The availability aspect of food security has, however, played a 

larger part in the settlements since they, due to their remote locations, generally are more 

vulnerable to COVID-19-induced shortages of food as a result of disruptions in food supply 

chains and food aid flows (Kansiime et al. 2021:2).  

 

Refugees’ physical access to food has also been affected substantially due to movement 

restrictions, curfews and closures of public transportation including boda bodas. In urban areas, 

for instance, where many refugees are living in informal settlements on the outskirts of the 

cities, it has not been possible for all refugees to access markets or get to the food distribution 

sites operated by RLOs and NGOs (Atamanov et al. 2021:16). Similarly, some settlement-

based refugee households who own or lease land outside the settlements have not been able to 

access their crops due to the restrictions on movements in and out of the settlements3.  

 

Alarming Use of Negative Coping Strategies 

As many refugee households have lost their jobs, experienced significantly reduced incomes 

and been pushed into acute food insecurity, many have been forced to turn to crisis-level coping 

strategies to maintain a minimum food intake to survive. It is a clear tendency in both urban 

areas and settlements that refugees have been resorting to severe food-based coping strategies 

with major consequences for their health and nutritional status. In the most severe cases, 

refugees are having several days a week without eating anything. Other widely applied coping 

strategies such as relying on debt or selling livestock also have major long-term implications 

for the future lives of the refugees. By selling or pawning productive assets such as 

motorcycles, sewing machines, bicycles etc. refugees lose their means of income and they are 

left even more exposed to potential future negative shocks and crises (Kansiime et al. 2021:6).  

 

It is generally clear from the studies and articles, that refugees in both urban settings and 

 
3 Some refugee households share land areas for agriculture outside the settlement with the locals from the host 
community through informal land sharing agreements   
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settlements fear hunger more than getting infected by COVID-19 and that they increasingly 

have turned to more desperate actions to ensure their survival.  

 

6.2. Findings from the Key Informant Interviews and Thematic Analysis  

 The findings from the thematic analysis of the key informant interviews are summarized in 

the following themes: Self-Reliance and Dependency, Access and Affordability, Mobility and 

Food Security, Refugees and Host Communities, and Intra-Household Dynamics and Gendered 

Outcomes. For each theme, the contexts of Bidibidi and Kampala are compared, and essential 

new information is highlighted. Extracted quotations from the interviews are used to support 

the findings and ensure transparency in the analytical process. 

  

Self-Reliance and Dependency 

Firstly, it has been found that refugees in both Kampala and Bidibidi despite the country’s 

progressive self-reliance model generally are far from being self-sufficient in terms of food and 

livelihoods. In Bidibidi, where refugee households have been given a small plot of land for 

subsistence farming, it is highlighted that refugees were far from being able to fend for 

themselves already before the pandemic:  

 

“The refugees are only given a 30-metre-square plot of land, which is only enough for 

a small shelter and a few types of vegetables. It is not enough to feed the households, 

that on average are comprised of six members” (Informant 4).  

 

Accordingly, the Bidibidi-based refugees were already highly dependent on food assistance for 

their survival before the pandemic, so when food rations were cut by 40% it had devastating 

impacts on the refugees’ already vulnerable food security situations. A CDC development 

program manager in Bidibidi explains:  

 

“Now food is only distributed every second month, but sometimes the rations last only 

for two weeks. We see many refugee families who don’t have any food at all, and people 

are getting more and more desperate” (Informant 1).  

 

Thus, the availability of food stocks in the settlement has been very low since March 2020 and 

the situation has not got better since WFP still lacks the necessary funds (Informant 3). 
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In Kampala, where self-settled refugees are expected to be able to take care of themselves, 

most refugees were able to maintain a livelihood from manual jobs in factories and jobs in the 

informal service sector before COVID-19, but during the lockdown, where almost all non-food 

sectors of society were shut, the refugees were severely affected. Most refugees did not have 

any savings and the flow of remittances decreased considerably, so although the Kampala-

based refugees generally were more self-sufficient than the Bidi-Bidi based refugees before the 

lockdown, the majority became completely dependent on assistance from RLOs and NGOs 

when they were not able to earn an income as a result of the lockdown (Informant 2 and 5). A 

project director from JRS Uganda explains:  

 

“As I see it, the dependency on aid among refugees in Kampala has increased 

significantly. In JRS we assisted 41,000 refugees in Kampala during the lockdown. That 

is half of the city’s refugee population and four times as many as we usually serve in a 

year. The assistance was however still inadequate to meet the needs of the refugees” 

(Informant 2).  

 

Access and Affordability  

Whereas low availability of food items has been a major problem in Bidibidi since WFP cut 

their rations, it has not been an important issue in Kampala: 

 

“Being in Kampala, being in an urban area, food is available and physically accessible 

on the market. The issue is that it is not affordable for the refugees and vulnerable 

groups of society.” (Informant 4)  

 

As highlighted, the main food security issue in Kampala is related to the refugees’ substantially 

reduced household purchasing power and thus limited access to food. As in the systematic 

literature review and thematic synthesis, it is found that the refugees’ lack of income due to job 

losses in combination with increased prices on food and other basic necessities are the main 

reasons for this. During the first weeks of the lockdown, prices on basic food staple 

commodities including maize, rice and beans increased by more than 20%, but since then the 

prices have slowly stabilised although they remain higher than average pre-pandemic prices 

(Informant 2). As a result of reduced purchasing power, most refugees had to prioritise buying 

cheaper and less nutritious food and they were forced to skip meals. YARID’s Protection 

Officer explains:  
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“During the lockdown, the refugees didn’t care about what kind of food they ate – the 

only important thing was to get something to eat. It was about survival” (Informant 7).  

 

The food security situation among Kampala-based refugees is better today owing to the 

reopening of society, but many are still unemployed, and most businesses are struggling since 

the purchasing power is still low. The statement is however still very valid for the refugees in 

Bidibidi. Even before the pandemic, about 80% of the refugees in the settlement were living 

below the international poverty line of US$ 1.90 per person per day and the main source of 

income was to sell part of their food rations to buy essential non-food items and other types of 

food such as vegetables and fruits (Informant 3 and 4). Accordingly, since their rations have 

been cut and their opportunities of earning an additional income have been limited by the 

lockdown and restrictions, more and more households in the settlement are suffering from 

extreme famine in addition to extreme poverty (Informant 6). The severity of the situation is 

highlighted by a DCA’s Program Management Specialist in the settlement:  

  

“Many refugees have sold their productive assets to get money – For example, one of 

our beneficiaries had a hair salon, but when the shop was shut down, he had to sell his 

electric razor to afford food and support his family. In the worst cases, people have 

committed suicide. In DCA we have had two cases of our beneficiaries who committed 

suicide during the pandemic because of frustrations” (Informant 3).  

 

Mobility and Food Security  

Freedom of movement is one of the things that set Uganda’s refugee strategy apart from others. 

Public and private transport was however prohibited during the lockdown and today, there are 

still social distancing requirements that result in significantly increased prices on public 

transportation. This has had major impacts on refugees in both Bidibidi and Kampala. In 

Bidibidi, it is found that many unemployed refugees before the pandemic were crossing in and 

out of South Sudan to harvest crops in the fields, they left behind to earn a small income on the 

market and to supplement the food distributed to them (Informant 1, 3 and 6). Aside from being 

outlawed with the imposed cross-border and movement restrictions, it has also been very 

difficult to continue this practice due to the suspension of boda bodas and private vehicles. The 

border has not opened yet, but some refugees have managed to go there at night, but the journey 

is not without risks (Informant 1 and 3). Additionally, refugees who worked as street vendors, 
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boda boda drivers etc. in nearby villages have been out of work for several months, since it 

was not possible to leave the settlement.   

 

In Kampala, the issue of limited mobility has naturally also affected refugees’ possibilities of 

working. The most interesting finding is however that many Kampala-based refugees used to 

go back to settlements when food rations were distributed before the pandemic, but that has 

not been possible during the lockdown (Informant 5 and 7):  

 

“Some urban refugees have found a loophole in the refugee policy, so they live in 

Kampala, but are officially registered in a settlement so that they can come back and 

get food rations. The tracking system is not so strict. It has however not been possible 

for them during the lockdown, so that has affected some refugee households’ food 

security as well” (Informant 5).  

 

This further indicates that self-settled urban refugees already before the pandemic were not as 

independent and self-sufficient as they were expected to be.  

 

Refugees and Host Communities  

A recurring theme in the interviews with the key informants who possessed knowledge about 

Bidibidi was how the social relationships between refugees and host communities have been 

affected by low food security (Informant 1, 4 and 6). Uganda’s ReHOPE strategy has generally 

proved successful, but it has been challenged during the pandemic and tensions have in many 

cases increased between refugees internally, but also between refugees and locals. Here it 

should be noted that Bidibidi covers an area of 250 km2 which is about ten times the size of 

Lund Municipality, so it is clear that the situations differ from zone to zone, but there are still 

some general tendencies. For instance, it has been found that many vulnerable groups of the 

neighbouring host communities also suffer from shortages of food and have expressed deep 

resentment over not receiving the same kind of food support as the refugees (Informant 6). The 

Managing Director of the RLO Hope for Refugees in Action explains:  

 

“Normally at least 30% of our refugee programs and interventions target the needs of 

the host communities. That is a general principle followed by UNHCR and the 

humanitarian organisations here. It does however not apply to food assistance, so many 
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locals who can no longer afford to buy food are frustrated and some are even denying 

the refugees access to their allocated land outside the settlement” (Informant 6).  

 

The refugees and locals live in the same environments and share the same natural resources, 

but during the pandemic, many locals have denied the refugees to go to the bush and forests to 

look for firewood and food since they want the refugees to buy their products instead of 

exploiting their land. This has caused many conflicts and fights and both refugees and locals 

have been beaten and killed as a result (Informant 1, 3 and 6). There are however also many 

refugees and locals who have established good relations, and some refugee households have 

been given temporary access to land for farming by host community landlords (Informant 1 

and 6).  

 

Another major issue raised by informant 3, 4 and 6 is that of early and forced marriages. This 

is not a new phenomenon in Bidibidi and Uganda, but the rates have increased substantially 

during the pandemic. Many underage refugee girls who are out of school due to the pandemic 

have been forced into marriage with more socioeconomically advantaged locals to ease the 

refugee families’ food insecurity challenges.  

 

“Some of the young refugee ladies are getting married to people from the host 

communities so that there are fewer mouths to feed in the refugee households and so 

that they can earn a little income” (Informant 3).  

 

Whether this also applies to young refugee girls in Kampala has not been ascertained. The 

theme of social relationships between refugees and locals is generally less frequent described 

by the key informants who are based in- and possess knowledge about Kampala. This indicates 

that the refugees and locals to a greater extent live and coexist side by side peacefully in 

Kampala.  

 

Intra-Household Dynamics and Gendered Outcomes   

In Kampala, it is found that female refugees and young children generally have suffered more 

than men from food insecurity (Informant 2 and 7). Among other things because of imbalanced 

intra-household allocations of food. Most refugee households in the city are run by males and 

in some of them, it is common that the man is given priority in terms of food since he is often 

the main income earner in the family:  
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“Uganda is a patriarchal society, so the main responsibilities lie with the man. 

Therefore, at household level, if there is limited food, the man is generally eating first, 

and the wives and the children get the leftovers. Therefore, it has been a major problem 

that children have not been able to go to school and get school meals” (Informant 7).  

 

In Bidibidi this food allocation pattern is similar in male-led households, but it should be noted 

that more than 85% of the refugees in the settlement are women and children and consequently, 

most households are female-headed (Informant 4). Whether this entails a more equal 

distribution of food between the family members is however unknown.  

 

7.0. Discussion  
In this chapter, the findings are discussed and put into relation with the literature review and 

conceptual framework. The first part of the chapter deals with the first research question and 

discusses the main similarities and differences of COVID-19’s impact on food security on 

refugees in Kampala and Bidibidi, whereas the second part focuses on the second research 

question and discusses the findings of the applied coping strategies in the different settings. 

The foundation of the discussion is the findings specifically about the refugees in Kampala and 

Bidibidi, but the results that differ from the general tendencies in Ugandan cities and 

settlements as identified through the thematic synthesis are highlighted and discussed.  

 

7.1.  COVID-19’s Impacts on Food Security in Kampala and Bidibidi   

Whether refugees in Bidibidi or refugees in Kampala have been affected the hardest in terms 

of food insecurity by the pandemic is hard to determine accurately based on the interviews with 

the key informants. Clearly, both groups have been affected severely by food insecurity as a 

result of the pandemic, but the underlying causes differ in several ways. By using the pillars of 

food security as a framework to disentangle the main causes, it is clear from the interviews that 

the main issue in Bidibidi is the lack of sufficient quantities of food since the refugees generally 

are not able to produce enough food for themselves and have been extremely affected by the 

reduced food assistance. The main cause is thus related to supply-side factors and the 

availability dimension of food security, although the physical- and economic access 

dimensions also come into play. In the thematic synthesis, it is found that the economic access 

dimension is more important than the availability dimension in settlements (Kansiime et al. 

2021:2). The different findings can be due to Bidibidi’s very remote location far from any large 
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commercial centres, whereas settlements such as Rhino Camp and Nakivale are located close 

to Arua city and Mbarara city respectively. Thus, it is likely that refugees in these settlements 

to a greater extent are engaged with informal trade activities that were severely affected during 

the lockdown, whereas most Bidibidi-based refugees generally are earning their livelihood 

within the settlement. Moreover, it is worth noting that the land in settlements such as 

Kyangwali is better suited for agricultural production than land in West Nile sub-region. The 

area where Bidibidi is located was for instance not used by the locals before the settlement was 

established since they considered it unsuitable for agriculture (Wageningen University & 

Research 2019:4). Additionally, the plot sizes vary between the different settlements in 

Uganda, and Bidibidi is the settlement with the smallest plots per household due to its large 

population. Therefore, it may be assumed that refugees in settlements outside West Nile sub-

region to a greater extend have been able to supplement their limited WFP food rations by their 

own farm-produced crops, which means that the availability dimension has been less important 

compared to the access dimension in these settlements (Development Pathways 2020:48-59). 

  

In Kampala, food has been available throughout the pandemic and the supply was only 

minimally affected at the beginning of the lockdown. The food insecurity in Kampala is thus 

above all an issue of not having economic access to the available food. Accordingly, the 

findings of this study confirm Crush (2013:68), Brown (2015:4), and Hunter-Adams’ 

(2017:82-83) assertion that accessibility and affordability are the most vital concerns among 

urban refugees. As highlighted by the key informants, the situation was particularly critical in 

Kampala during the lockdown in 2020 and access to food was a matter of survival for many 

urban refugees. Yet, little support was given to the Kampala-based refugees by UNHCR and 

WFP. This comes, however, as no surprise owing to the general neglect of urban refugees in 

both academia, policy and practice as described in the literature review (iied 2020:1-2; Crea et 

al. 2015:320-321, Battersby 2012:141-143; Crush 2014:543). Instead, it has mainly been local 

RLO’s and NGO’s who have taken on the responsibility of protecting and supporting the most 

vulnerable refugees in Kampala.  

 

In the thematic synthesis of studies selected through the systematic literature review, it was 

found that refugees in urban areas generally have been the worst affected in terms of livelihood 

losses and food insecurity during the pandemic. It is however very hard to determine based on 

the interviews, whether that is also valid for Kampala when compared to the Bidibidi settlement 

since the main causes of food insecurity differ significantly between the two study sites. 
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Moreover, there is also a time perspective that should be included in such an assessment. For 

instance, the situation in Kampala has improved more rapidly than the situation in Bidibidi 

since most sectors of society have reopened and accordingly, most refugees are once again able 

to earn an income and buy food. It should however be noted that although the food security 

and livelihood situation in Kampala is better than during the lockdown, it is still worse than 

before the pandemic. In Bidibidi, on the other hand, the food security situation has not 

improved appreciably since the refugees still have to make do with only 60% of their basic 

relief cash or food rations (UNHCR 2021c: para. 1).  

 

As highlighted in the literature review, Uganda’s refugee-hosting policies and self-reliance 

models have generally been praised as exemplary by the international community (Betts et al. 

2019:34-37). It is however clear from this study that refugees in Kampala are not as self-

sufficient as they are expected to be by the Ugandan government and UNHCR, and likewise, 

it has become clear that refugees in Bidibidi are far from being able to fend for themselves, 

since they do not have enough land and since it is ill-suited for cultivation of food crops. 

Moreover, both Kampala- and Bidibidi-based refugees are dependent on external support in 

the form of remittances from family members or food assistance and cash transfers from 

international organisations and local NGOs. COVID-19 has deteriorated these issues 

substantially, but it is clear that the issues of food inadequacy and limited income-generating 

opportunities were already widespread before the pandemic. It is thus relevant to question and 

examine further how sustainable and viable Uganda’s refugee self-reliance model is in reality.  

 

7.2.  Refugees’ Livelihood and Coping Strategies 

It is found that refugee households in both Kampala and Bidibidi generally have applied 

negative coping strategies, that threaten their future livelihoods, to cope with food hardships 

induced directly and indirectly by the pandemic. Especially food-based coping strategies such 

as reducing the number of meals and eating less diverse diets and erosive strategies such as 

selling productive assets have been widely used by the refugees in both study sites. This is no 

surprise, since the refugees belong to a particularly vulnerable group of society, and thus have 

low levels of resilience and lack the capacity to reduce disaster risks and manage losses 

sustainably (Woller et al. 2012:12-15; Chambers & Conway 1991:9-11). As found in this study, 

child marriages, curfew violations and non-compliance with travel restrictions have also been 

applied in especially Bidibidi-based refugee households as livelihood and food security coping 
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strategies, but these have generally received little attention in the existing literature on 

refugees’ food security following the COVID-19 pandemic’s advent in Uganda.  

 

A surprising finding in the study is the significance of refugees’ multi-dimensional mobility 

within and across borders in terms of securing livelihoods and ensuring food and nutrition 

security. The fact that refugees generally are profiting by their granted freedom to move around 

in the country and leave their designated settlements, which is one of the most central and 

exceptional aspects of Uganda's progressive Refugee Act, comes as no surprise, but it is 

noteworthy that Bidibidi-based refugees travel back and forth between the settlement and the 

fields they left behind in South Sudan to harvest their crops although the South Sudanese 

borderland is still very unsafe (Clements et al. 2016:49). The fact that many men are staying in 

South Sudan to protect their land and assets is well-known since there is a significant 

overrepresentation of women and female-led households in Bidibidi and other settlements in 

West Nile sub-region, but the significance of cross-border movements as a source of 

livelihoods and food security for the refugees in the settlement has generally not captured 

researchers’ attention and the phenomenon is therefore relatively undescribed in the existing 

literature. During the pandemic, it has been much more difficult and riskier to leave the 

settlement and cross the border to South Sudan, but the findings indicate that many refugees 

have continued the practice and crossed the border at unofficial border crossing points to 

maintain their livelihoods and cope with the reductions in food assistance.  

 

The mobility restrictions have also affected the refugees in Kampala. As opposed to the 

refugees in Bidibidi, they have not been able to cope by sneaking out at night and go back to 

either their originally designated settlements to collect food rations or to their countries of 

origin. The Kampala-based refugees have however been affected in a shorter period compared 

to the Bidibidi-based refugees since it is now possible to move around in non-border districts 

and thus travel back and forth to many settlements, whereas movement restrictions remain 

partly in place in border districts including Yumbe, where Bidibidi is located. Furthermore, the 

official border crossing points between Uganda and its neighbouring countries remain closed 

for people who do not have a negative COVID-19 test certificate, which is expensive and 

generally not achievable by refugees, so Bidibidi-based refugees are to a greater extend obliged 

to cross the border illegally and engage in risky activities to cope with food insecurity and 

livelihood losses (UNHCR 2021d:1).  
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 The significance of the multi-dimensional mobility among refugees in Uganda highlights the 

complexity and pluriformity of refugees’ livelihood and coping strategies, and it is clear from 

the study that both Kampala and Bidibidi-based refugees before the pandemic relied on 

multiple livelihood activities to earn an income and access food, and after the pandemic have 

combined a wide range of coping strategies simply to survive.  

 

Lastly, it should be noted that the existing studies and articles, as identified through the 

systematic literature review, generally are paying little attention to the intra-household 

dynamics in terms of food distribution and decision-making processes regarding how to cope. 

This study has not been able to add much to the existing knowledge base in this regard, since 

it has neither been possible nor justifiable to interview refugees themselves, but it is emphasised 

by informant 2 and 5 that women and children in Kampala especially, have been the worst 

affected by food insecurity during COVID-19, which is consistent with the general perception 

that women and children are more vulnerable to food insecurity than men (Oxfam 2019:8).   

 

It is clear from the study that refugees in especially Bidibidi still are experiencing extreme 

levels of food insecurity and it is evident that a considerable proportion of the refugees are 

acutely malnourished. Uganda is not able to handle the situation by itself, since their refugee 

model even before the pandemic was highly dependent on foreign aid. Immediate support from 

the international community is therefore needed if the food insecurity situation among refugees 

in Uganda is not to deteriorate further. Moreover, it is clear that many of the country’s hard-

won development and welfare outcomes which the Ugandan refugee model has led to are 

eroding due to the pandemic. It is for instance clear that tensions between refugees and locals 

have increased considerably and there is a genuine risk that the refugee-hosting areas in Uganda 

will become more unstable if the situation is not improving soon since both hungry refugees 

and locals are getting more and more desperate.  

 

8.0. Conclusion  
This study has examined COVID-19’s impacts on food security for urban and settlement-based 

refugees with a specific focus on the situations in Kampala and Bidibidi and explored how 

refugees in the different contexts have coped with the lack of food. It has been found that 

COVID-19 has changed the lives of the refugees in both Kampala and Bidibidi significantly 

and that their food security has deteriorated substantially. Whether Kampala-based refugees or 
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Bidibidi-based refugees have been affected the hardest is hard to assess since the indirect 

impacts of the pandemic differ between the different setting, but it is clear that the Kampala-

based refugees to a greater extend have been able to return to their usual lives compared to the 

Bidibidi-based refugees that still are facing extreme levels of acute food insecurity to this day.  

 

Kampala-based refugees were affected severely by the lockdown between March and June 

2020 and were hit hard by reduced working hours, temporary cessations of work and job losses. 

The loss of income is thus found to be the most significant cause of food insecurity among 

refugees in Kampala since it directly affected their possibilities of accessing food although 

food generally has been available on the market since the pandemic reached the country. 

Moreover, Kampala-based refugees have not received any official assistance from the 

government of Uganda, UNHCR and WFP and they have thus to a great extend been forced to 

fend for themselves. Refugees in Bidibidi have also been affected by the lockdown and 

concurrent deteriorated income-generating opportunities, but in comparison to the Kampala-

based refugees, this factor has been less important. The main cause of the increased food 

insecurity during the pandemic in Bidibidi is instead found to be the food assistance ration cuts, 

which the refugees have suffered severely from.  

 

Since the refugees in Bidibidi still have received some food assistance, as opposed to the 

refugees in Kampala, it is fair to think that settlement-based refugees generally have been in a 

better food security position compared to urban refugees as indicated by the existing studies on 

food security among refugees in Uganda as a result of COVID-19. This study has, however, 

not been able to determine for certain if that is also the case when comparing refugees in 

Kampala and Bidibidi specifically. Among other things because the income-generating 

opportunities in Bidibidi are far worse than in Kampala. The Bidibidi-based refugees were 

therefore already before the pandemic highly dependent on food assistance to meet their dietary 

needs, and it is clear that the reduced rations are not sufficient to cover their dietary needs. 

Moreover, since refugees in Bidibidi generally are not able to produce enough food for 

themselves on their allocated land, there is a significant lack of available food in the settlement. 

Consequently, the main causes of food insecurity in Bidibidi are related to the availability 

dimension of food security whereas the access dimension is the most significant in Kampala.  

 

Both Kampala-based and Bidibidi-based refugees have applied negative coping strategies to 

deal with the crisis. The most commonly used are food-based coping strategies that have 
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serious implications for the refugees’ health and nutritional status. Additionally, many refugee 

households have been forced to sell productive assets and some have engaged in criminal 

activities. Many young refugee girls have been forced into early and arranged marriages so that 

there are fewer mouths to feed in the refugee households and in Bidibidi, some refugees have 

left the settlement and crossed the border to South Sudan to steal food or go back to the land 

they left to gather food. Besides, there are generally no major differences between how the 

Kampala-based and Bidibidi-based refugees have coped with the COVID-19-induced 

shortfalls in food.  

 
8.1.  Future Research  

A suggestion for future research could be to conduct a quantitative food security assessment 

through a household survey with refugee families as participants to get a more comprehensive 

and nuanced understanding of their situation and eventually to complement it with interviews 

or focus group discussions to hear how they perceive the situation themselves. This should 

however be done with great caution due to their particular vulnerability. Furthermore, it would 

be interesting to compare the food security situation among refugees in Bidibidi to the situation 

faced by refugees in a traditional refugee camp in another country such as the Mahama Camp 

in Rwanda to assess Uganda’s self-reliance model and its impact on refugees’ livelihoods and 

food security during a crisis.  
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Appendices   
 
Appendix A - Key Words and Synonyms by Categories  
 
Categories  Key Words and Synonyms  

Food security Context  
 
 

Food security; food insecurity; food safety; nutrition 
security; nutrition insecurity; food sufficiency; food 
availability; food access, food utilization; food stability; 
hunger; malnutrition  

Refugee Context  
 
 

Refugee; refugees; forced migration; migration; migrant; 
migrants; forced migrant; displaced person; displaced 
persons; asylum seeker; asylum seekers 

Geographical Context: 
 

Uganda; urban; settlement; refugee settlement; camp; 
refugee camp 

COVID-19 Context: 
 
 

COVID-19; coronavirus; SARS-CoV-2; coronavirus 
disease 2019; severe acute respiratory syndrome 
coronavirus 2; pandemic; epidemic; lockdown; lockdown 
measures; coronavirus regulations; coronavirus 
restrictions; curfews 

Vulnerability Context: 
 
 

Vulnerability; vulnerabilities; vulnerable; resilience; 
resilient; sensibility; sensible; shock; shocks; stress; 
stresses; crisis; crises; exposure; defenselessness; fragility 

Livelihood Context:  
 
 

Livelihood; livelihoods; income; incomes; income 
generating activity; income generating activities; 
livelihood assets; asset; assets; asset endowment; human 
capital; social capital; physical capital; natural capital; 
financial capital; livelihood activity; livelihood activities; 
mitigation strategy; mitigation strategies; coping; coping 
mechanism; coping mechanisms; coping strategy; coping 
strategies; risk reduction strategy; risk reduction strategies; 
loss management strategy; loss management strategies  

 

Search String Example  

 

(((Food security OR food insecurity OR food safety) AND (Refugee OR refugees OR forced 

migration OR displaced person)) AND (Uganda)) AND (COVID-19 OR coronavirus OR 

SARS-CoV-2))  
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Appendix B - Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria  
 

 
Inclusion Criteria 

Studies/articles/reports must focus on the issue of food security and 
take into account at least one of the four different dimensions of 
food security; food availability, food access, food utilization and 
food stability.   
Studies/articles/reports must bring into focus the particular 
vulnerabilities faced by either urban-based refugees or 
settlement/camp-based refugees or both.  
Studies/articles/reports must be restricted to the specific 
geographical context of Uganda.  
Studies/articles/reports must include a COVID-19 dimension and 
assess its implications on either food security or livelihoods  
Studies/articles/reports must be written in either English, Danish, 
Swedish or Norwegian  
Studies/articles/reports must have been published after the advent 
of COVID-19 in Uganda (21st of March 2020)  
Academic studies/articles/reports must either be in the form of 
peer-reviewed journals, books or book chapters, and grey literature 
must either be in the form of newspaper articles, reports and press 
releases from the Ugandan government, or reports, working papers 
and press releases from NGOs and international organisations.  
Academic studies must be wholly or partly based on primary data  
Academic studies can be either qualitative, quantitative or a mix of 
both  

 
Exclusion Criteria 

Studies/articles/reports that are published before the 21st of March 
2020  
Academic studies that only uses secondary data  
Studies/articles/reports that are not published in English, Danish, 
Swedish or Norwegian  
Academic studies/articles/reports that are not peer-reviewed (e.g., 
student papers, dissertations, summaries of other’s work) 
Studies/articles/reports that are not using appropriate referencing   
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Appendix D - Interview Plan for Interviews with Key Informants  
 

In general, and normal years:  
Topic Main question Additional questions Clarifying questions 

Food security 

before the 

pandemic 

generally 

Can you tell me something about 

how you perceived the food 

security situation among refugees 

in Kampala/Bidibidi before the 

pandemic? 

Is it your impression that many 

refugee households were already 

suffering from hunger and 

malnutrition back then?  

Why is that? 

 

 

How many refugee 

households do you 

think were food 

insecure as a percentage 

of the total number of 

refugee households? 

How is the availability and price 

of essential goods, including food 

normally? 

Any examples? 

How are the normal food 

consumption patterns in refugee 

households?  

Are there differences between 

men, women and children?  

 

- 

How many meals are they 

normally eating per day?  

- 

Self-reliance  How self-reliant were Kampala-

based refugees generally before 

the pandemic?  

How did they generally obtain 

their food?  

 

 

Which food sources 

were most important? 

(purchase, aid, own 

production etc.) 

How self-reliant were Bidibidi-

based refugees generally before 

the pandemic? 

How important is the refugees’ 

own cultivation of crops for their 

level of food security?    

  

How much land is 

available per refugee 

household?  

 

What is the quality of 

the soil?    

Food 

assistance  

How much food assistance were 

the refugee households receiving 

before the pandemic?  

Bidibidi: How often was WFP 

food assistance distributed and 

how long did it usually last?  

What types of food was 

distributed? How 

much?  

Kampala: Were refugees 

generally receiving food 

assistance from RLO’s/NGO’s or 

What types of food was 

distributed? How often? 

How much? 
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other organisations before the 

pandemic? 

How many profited by 

such distributions? 

Livelihoods How were the refugees generally 

earning an income before the 

pandemic?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

What kind of livelihood activities 

were the refugees generally 

engaged with?  

- What type of jobs?  

- Which sectors?  

Bidibidi: Livelihood 

activities within or 

outside the camp? 

Both? 

 

Kampala: Livelihood 

activities within or 

outside the city? Both? 

What kind of labour opportunities 

are there?  

What are the salaries?  

 

- 

Are children and women 

working? 

- 

What are the different livelihood 

groups? 

What kind of assets and savings 

are owned by the different 

livelihood groups?  

- 

What were the main costs for the 

refugees before the pandemic? 

What expenditure categories? 

Food, transport, rent, household 

items, taxes etc.  

- 

What types of assets did the 

refugees own before the 

pandemic?  

- - 

Vulnerability How resilient were the refugees 

before the pandemic? 

What risk reduction strategies, if 

any, did the refugees adopt to 

mitigate with potential disaster 

impacts?  

- 

How are refugee households 

normally coping with food 

shortages? 

What are the households’ 

preferred loss management 

strategies?  

- 

 

During the lockdown:   
Topic Main question Additional questions Clarifying questions 

Food 

security 

How has the pandemic affected 

the different sources of food?  

- 
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during the 

lockdown  

Can you describe how 

COVID-19 has impacted the 

refugees’ food security?  

How has the pandemic affected 

the availability of food, the 

market access and the prices of 

food and other essential goods? 

What has been affected the 

most – availability or access?  

à  Economic access or 

physical access?  

How has the food security of 

the locals (host society) been 

affected by the pandemic 

compared to the refugees’ food 

security?   

How has this affected the 

relations between the refugees 

and the locals?  

- 

How have the consumption 

patterns in refugee households 

changed?  

Did the intra-household food 

allocation patterns change 

during the lockdown? How?  

 

- 

How many meals were they 

generally eating per day during 

the lockdown? 

 

Food 

assistance 

Bidibibi: How did the ration 

cuts affect the refugees’ food 

security?  

How often was WFP food 

assistance distributed, how 

much were they given and how 

long did it generally last? 

What types of food was 

distributed?  

 

Did the host community receive 

any food assistance during the 

lockdown?  

If yes, did they receive the 

same supplies as the refugees?  

Kampala: How did UNHCR, 

WFP and the Ugandan 

government respond to the 

food needs of the Kampala-

based refugees during the 

lockdown?  

What types of food (if any) was 

distributed? How often? How 

much? 

 

- 

How many profited by such 

distributions? 

- 

Kampala: How did RLO’s 

and NGO’s respond to the 

food needs of the Kampala-

based refugees during the 

lockdown? 

What types of food (if any) was 

distributed? How often? How 

much? 

 

- 

How many profited by such 

distributions? 

- 

Livelihoods How were refugees’ 

livelihoods and income-

generating activities generally 

Were the refugees able to 

maintain their jobs?  

The types of jobs/which 

sectors were hit the hardest? 
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affected by the complete 

lockdown?  

Has it been possible for 

refugees to earn an income 

from other sources?   

If yes, what types of 

jobs/income-generating 

activities   

à How much have they been 

able to work? (full time, part 

time etc.) and what did they 

earn from it? (money, goods, 

services?) 

Coping 

strategies  

Can you say something about 

what refugees generally has 

done to cope with shortages of 

food during the pandemic?  

 

Any specific strategies to ‘get 

food on the table’? 

- 

Any specific strategies to earn 

an extra income?  

- 

Is it your impression that the 

refugees’ asset bases have 

changed during the lockdown?  

Have they been forced 

to/chosen to sell assets?  

If yes, what type of assets? Do 

they have any physical assets 

left?  

 

The situation today:  
Topic Main question Additional questions Clarifying questions 

Food 

security 

after the 

lockdown 

was eased 

(today) 

How did the food security 

situation change when the 

lockdown was eased in the 

summer 2020?  

How have food prices changed?  Are prices of basic food stuffs 

below or above usual prices on 

basic food stuffs (before the 

pandemic)?  

 

How has the availability of food 

changed? 

- 

How is the food security 

situation among the refugees 

today?  

Is it better/worse today than 

during the lockdown?  

Why? 

Is it better/worse today than 

before the lockdown? 

Why? 

How are the food consumption 

patterns in the refugee 

households today? 

How many meals are the 

refugees generally eating?  

Are the family members 

having the same number of 

meals?  

Food 

assistance 

Bidibibi: How has the WFP 

food assistance changed since 

the lockdown was eased?   

- - 

Kampala: How are Kampala-

based refugees supported by 

RLOs, NGOs, UNHCR, WFP 

Has aid dependency become a 

problem in Kampala?  

- 
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etc. today? – Do they receive 

any food assistance?  

Livelihoods Are the refugees able to work 

again and earn an income? 

How has the unemployment rate 

among refugees changed since 

the lockdown was eased? 

Any differences between men 

and women?  

Are there any sectors or types 

of jobs that are still affected by 

restrictions? 

If yes, how are they affected?  - 

Is it possible for refugee 

children to go to school again?  

- - 

How have refugees been 

affected by eventual selloffs of 

productive assets?  

- - 

Coping 

strategies 

   

 

Concluding questions:  
Topic Main question Additional questions Clarifying questions 

Main 

problem  

What do you perceive as the 

main problem(s) for the 

refugee community?  

In terms of COVID-19?  - 

In terms of food security?  - 

General  Are there anything you would 

like to add?  

- - 

 

Sources of inspiration: IFRC 2006:37-40  
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Appendix E - A Priori Codes for the Analysis of the Semi-Structured Interviews   
 

Code Description Importance Subcodes Origin 
People The people 

code was not 
applied to the 
transcripts in 
itself, but it was 
used to 
organize 
related 
subcodes.  

Coding for 
people allows the 
researcher to 
compare the food 
security situation 
between the 
different groups 
of interest and 
assess who is 
affected the most 

Subcode Description  
A priori Kampala-based 

refugees  
Refugees living in Kampala 

Bidibidi-based 
refugees  

Refugees living in Bidibidi A priori 

Locals in 
Kampala 

The host community in 
Kampala 

A priori 

Locals in 
Bidibidi 

The host community in 
Bidibidi 

A priori 

 
Code Description Importance Subcodes Origin 

Location The location 
code was not 
applied to the 
transcripts in 
itself, but it was 
used to 
organize related 
subcodes. 

Coding for 
location allows the 
researcher to 
assess and 
compare the role of 
the environments 
in which the 
refugees live.  

Subcode Description  
A priori Kampala - 

Bidibidi - A priori 

South Sudan  - A priori – 
Based on 
systematic 
literature 
review 

 
 

Code Description Importance Subcodes Origin 
Time  The time code 

was not applied 
to the transcripts 
in itself, but it 
was used to 
organize related 
subcodes. 

Coding for time 
allows the 
researcher to 
compare and 
assess how the 
situation has 
evolved  

Subcode Description  
A priori Before the 

pandemic  
The situation as it is 
normally when there is no 
pandemic 

During the 
lockdown  

The situation in the period 
between March 2020 – June 
2020 

A priori 

After the 
lockdown  

The situation in the period of 
time since the lockdown was 
eased  

 
A priori 

Today  The situation today  A priori 
 

Code Description Importance Subcodes Origin 
Liveli-
hood 

The livelihood 
code was used 
as an umbrella 
code to organize 
more specific 
subcodes that 
are related to the 
concept.  

Coding for 
livelihoods 
allows the 
researcher to 
obtain a holistic 
understanding of 
different factors 
of importance to 
food security as 
outlined in the 
conceptual 
framework 

Subcode Description A priori – 
Based on 
Livelihood 
and Food 
Security 
Conceptual 
Framework 

Sources of 
income / 
income 
generating 
activities 

Set wages, remittances, cash 
transfers etc.  
 

Livelihood 
assets  

Productive assets, protective 
assets etc.  

A priori – 
Based on 
Livelihood 
and Food 
Security 
Conceptual 
Framework 
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Risk reduction 
strategies  

Income diversification, 
building protective assets 
etc.  

A priori – 
Based on 
Livelihood 
and Food 
Security 
Conceptual 
Framework 

Coping 
strategies / loss 
management 
strategies  

Erosive vs. non-erosive, 
food-based coping etc.  

A priori – 
Based on 
Livelihood 
and Food 
Security 
Conceptual 
Framework 

 
 

Code Description Importance Subcodes Origin 
Vulner-
ability  

The 
vulnerability 
code was used 
as an umbrella 
code to organize 
related 
subcodes. 

Coding for 
vulnerability 
allows the 
researcher to 
assess how 
exposed the 
refugees are to 
crises  

Subcode Description A priori – 
Based on 
Livelihood 
and Food 
Security 
Conceptual 
Framework  

 Resilience  The households’ adaptive 
capacity  

Sensitivity  The degree to which the 
household is affected by the 
pandemic  

A priori – 
Based on 
Livelihood 
and Food 
Security 
Conceptual 
Framework 

 
Code Description Importance Subcodes Origin 

COVID-
19 

The COVID-19 
code was used 
as an umbrella 
code to organize 
related 
subcodes.  

Coding for 
COVID-19 
allows the 
researcher to 
assess the direct 
and indirect 
impacts of the 
pandemic  

Subcode Description A priori – 
Based on 
background 
and 
systematic 
literature 
review 

 Direct impacts  Business closures due to 
disease etc.   

Indirect 
impacts  

Restrictions, preventive 
measures, curfews, food 
supply interruption, border 
closures etc. 

A priori – 
Based on 
background 
and 
systematic 
literature 
review 

 
 

Code Description Importance Subcodes Origin 
Food 
security 
outcomes  

The food 
security 
outcomes 
code was 
used as an 
umbrella 

Coding for food 
security 
outcomes allows 
the researcher to 
assess the 
nutritional 

Subcode Description A priori – 
Based on 
the four 
pillars of 
food 
security, 

 Dietary intake  
 

How many meals, what 
type of food, how often, 
quality of food etc.  
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code to 
organize 
related 
subcodes. 

vulnerability of 
refugees and 
examine the 
impacts of their 
coping strategies 

conceptual 
framework 

Food access How are the refugee 
households accessing the 
food  

A priori – 
Based on 
the four 
pillars of 
food 
security, 
conceptual 
framework 

Food availability  What food is available and 
how much? What types?  

A priori – 
Based on 
the four 
pillars of 
food 
security, 
conceptual 
framework 

Food utilization Intra-household distribution 
of food, food safety and 
hygiene, preparation, food 
storage and cooking  

A priori – 
Based on 
the four 
pillars of 
food 
security, 
conceptual 
framework 

 
 

Code Description Importance Subcodes Origin 
Food 
production  

The food 
production code 
was used as an 
umbrella code 
to organize 
related 
subcodes. 

Coding for food 
production 
allows the 
researcher to 
assess how much 
and what types 
of food refugees 
are able to 
produce 
themselves  

Subcode Description A priori – 
Based on 
background 
and 
systematic 
literature 
review  

Household 
production  

How much and what types 
of food the household is 
producing  

Agroecological 
conditions  

Soil fertility, plot size etc.  A priori – 
Based on 
background 
and 
systematic 
literature 
review 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 


