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    Determinant of Food Aid Access Among South Sudanese 

Refugees in Gambella Region, Ethiopia 

Abstract:  
The war in South Sudan escalated due to the lack of a professionalized and 

institutionalized army, leading to the organization of militia-based armed units along 

ethnic lines. Consequently, conflicts and crises often force people to leave their 

households in search of shelter and security in refugee camps or other countries. The 

primary aim of this study was to determine food aid access among South Sudanese 

refugees in the Gambella region. A mixed-methods approach was used. A purposive 

sampling method was used to select four refugee camps, like Jewi, Kule, Tierkidi, 

and Nguenyiel camps, from the seven refugee camps. The researchers used a 

systematic random sampling method to select households within each camp. This 

study used primary and secondary data sources. The data were analyzed using 

descriptive and inferential statistics and a binary logit model. The study found that 

food aid has an impact on refugees in terms of nutritional improvement (38%), 

(21%) for health improvement, (24%), socioeconomic stability, (6%), psychological 

well-being, and dependency syndrome (11%) of the sample respondents. Findings 

from the binary logit model show that market access positively influences refugees’ 

food aid access (p=0.041), and cultural dietary practices negatively influence 

refugees’ household food aid access (p=0.005). Non-governmental and international 

organizations should implement long-term strategies to ensure that refugees have 

the opportunity to thrive and contribute to society. These methods should include 

effective needs assessments, food distribution mechanisms, nutritional standards, 

dietary diversity, cultural sensitivity, community engagement, and monitoring and 

evaluation. 

Keywords: Ethiopia, Food aid access, Gambella region, Nutrition security, Refugees 

camps, South Sudanese 
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العوامل  المحددة  للوصول إلى  المساعدات الغذائية  بين  اللاجئين  من 

 جنوب السودان  في إقليم قمبيلا، إثيوبيا 

 

 ، *(1) بور تشوول

 2نوير يوهانس

  3لوال بال 

  4جوك خور

  5كوانق بول
 

 الملخص:

تصاعدت الحرب في  جنوب السودان نتيجة  لغياب جيش مهني ومؤسسي، مما أدى  إلى تشكيل وحدات 

مسلحة قائمة  على الميليشيات والانقسامات العرقية  .ونتيجة  لذلك،  أجبرت النزاعات والأزمات العديد 

من الناس على مغادرة منازلهم بحثًا عن المأوى والأمان في مخيمات اللاجئين أو في بلدان أخرى  .

يهدف  هذا  البحث  إلى تحديد العوامل المؤثرة  في الحصول  على المساعدات  الغذائية بين  اللاجئين  من 

جنوب السودان في إقليم قمبيلا .استخدم الباحثون منهجية مختلطة، حيث تم اختيار أربعة مخيمات 

لاجئين )جوي، كولي، تيركيدي، ونجوينيل (من بين سبعة مخيمات باستخدام أسلوب العينة القصدية  .

كما تم اعتماد أسلوب العينة العشوائية المنتظمة  لاختيار الأسر داخل  كل  مخيم .اعتمدت الدراسة على 

 .بيانات أولية وثانوية، وتم  تحليلها باستخدام الإحصاءات الوصفية والاستدلالية ونموذج  اللوغيت  الثنائي

أظهرت النتائج أن المساعدات الغذائية كان لها تأثير على اللاجئين من حيث تحسين التغذية )38(%، 

وتحسين الصحة )21(%، والاستقرار الاجتماعي والاقتصادي )24(%، والرفاه النفسي )6(%، ومتلازمة 

الاعتماد )11 (%من  بين المستجيبين .كما أظهر نموذج اللوغيت الثنائي أن الوصول إلى الأسواق يؤثر 

بينما تؤثر الممارسات الغذائية   ،(p=0.041) إيجاباً  على حصول  اللاجئين على المساعدات الغذائية

 .(p=0.005) الثقافية سلباً على حصول  الأسر اللاجئة  على المساعدات الغذائية

يوصي الباحثون بأن  تعمل المنظمات غير الحكومية والدولية على  تنفيذ استراتيجيات طويلة الأمد تضمن 

تمكين اللاجئين من الازدهار والمساهمة  في  المجتمع،  وذلك  من  خلال  تقييم  الاحتياجات بفعالية،  

وتحسين آليات توزيع  الغذاء،  ووضع معايير تغذوية، وتعزيز التنوع الغذائي، ومراعاة  الحساسية الثقافية، 

 .والمشاركة المجتمعية،  والمتابعة والتقييم المستمر

 

إثيوبيا،  الوصول إلى المساعدات الغذائية، إقليم قمبيلا، الأمن  الغذائي والتغذوي، : المفتاحيةالكلمات 

 مخيمات اللاجئين، جنوب  السودان 
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Introduction 

The South Sudanese civil war, which began in December 2013, arose from a 

confluence of factors beyond ethnic division. A significant contributor to the conflict 

was the absence of a professionalized and institutionalized military, which led to the 

formation of militia-based armed units organized along ethnic lines (Rolandsen, 

2015). This conflict has resulted in large-scale displacement, with many fleeing 

persecution, war, and violence. Although the reasons for displacement vary, conflicts 

frequently underpin refugee crises (Snedeker, 2019). These crises are often 

exacerbated by political instability, ethnic tension, religious persecution, and 

economic hardship. Consequently, many individuals are compelled to seek safety and 

security in refugee camps or other countries (Braithwaite et al., 2022). 

In Ethiopia’s Gambella region, refugee camps for South Sudanese were 

established and managed through partnerships between the United Nations High 

Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), non-governmental organizations (NGOs), and 

the Ethiopian government. These camp sites deliver vital facilities, such as shelter, 

food, medical care, and education, to thousands of refugees who fled conflict and 

violence in South Sudan (Gidron et al., 2021). 

Despite these efforts, South Sudanese refugees in Gambella face significant 

challenges, particularly food insecurity and malnutrition issues. A major factor 

contributing to this crisis is limited access to nutritious food in refugee camps. Poor 

infrastructure restricts the availability of fresh produce and balanced meals, while the 

high cost of food further exacerbates the issue (CERF, 2016; UNICEF, 2023). 

Consequently, malnutrition rates, particularly among children, continue to rise, 

threatening their health and well-being (Ghazal & Bozoğlu, 2022). This challenge 

underscores the vulnerability of South Sudanese refugees, who frequently struggle to 

meet their basic nutritional needs (Jemal & Haidar, 2014). 

Efforts to address these challenges involve collaboration between 

humanitarian organizations and local authorities. Initiatives such as food distribution 

centers and nutrition programs aim to provide refugees with regular access to 

balanced meals and educate them on proper nutrition (UNHCR, 2022). These 

interventions are crucial for improving access to adequate food and enhancing the 

balanced health of refugees (Taylor, 2016; UNHCR, 2019). Strengthening food aid 

and household nutritional security is vital for the survival and quality of life of 

refugees (Kussanga & Lunning, 2016). Adequate nutrition not only supports physical 

and mental health but also mitigates the potential for conflict over scarce resources, 

thereby fostering stability within camps (UNHCR et al., 2002; Save the Children 

2004). Furthermore, improved nutrition empowers refugees to engage in educational 

and economic activities, allowing them to recover and contribute to the development 

of the local population (USAID, 2022). 
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Few researchers have focused on the nutritional benefits of food aid programs 

for refugee populations (Axel et al., 2018; Tranchant et al., 2019). The lack of 

empirical evidence limits policymakers' and humanitarian organizations' ability to 

design targeted, evidence-based interventions that ensure sustainable food security. 

The central problem addressed in this study is the limited understanding of the 

factors influencing access to food aid among South Sudanese refugees in Gambella. 

To address this problem, this study formulated the following specific objectives: (i) to 

examine the impact of food aid on refugees and (ii) to identify the factors that 

influence refugees’ access to food aid in the study area. By achieving these 

objectives, this study will have significant implications for policymakers and 

humanitarian organizations in developing an effective food security model. A 

nuanced understanding of these determinants is essential for designing targeted and 

sustainable interventions to resolve the nutritional needs of this disadvantaged 

group. 

 

Research Method 
Study Area Description 

The Gambella region accommodates the highest number of refugees in 

Ethiopia, largely composed of South Sudanese refugees residing in seven refugee 

camps, with a small number living in local settlements. Due to the region's lack of 

self-sufficiency in cereals, alternative sources of income, such as fishing, play a 

crucial role in providing essential nutrition to the population. 

 

Research Design 

Using a cross-sectional design, this study applied a combination of qualitative 

and quantitative methods to holistically understand the determinants of food aid 

access among South Sudanese refugees in the Gambella region. Qualitative data 

were important for gathering rich, in-depth information on the factors influencing 

access to food aid by South Sudanese immigrants. Quantitative data were used for 

statistical analysis to identify the patterns and relationships between the variables. 

 

Sampling Technique and Size Determination 

A two-stage sampling technique was used to select the participants. In the 

first stage, a purposive sampling technique was employed to select four refugee 

camps within the Gambella region like Jewi, Kule, Tierkidi and Nguenyiel camps from 

the seven (7) refugee camps in the region. These camps were selected because of 

their large refugee sizes, demographic diversity, and unavailability of educational, 

food distribution, and health components, all of which represent an entire section of 

the region’s refugee community. Selecting camps with these characteristics ensured 

that the findings reflected a range of living conditions and challenges faced by 

refugees, thereby enhancing the external validity of the study. In the second stage, a 
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    systematic random sampling method was used to select respondents from each 

camp. This method was used to ensure that each participant had an equal probability 

of being selected, resulting in a more accurate sample selection. A crucial effort to 

overcome bias in systematic random sampling is to ensure that the starting point for 

household selection is random. This randomness reduces biases in the sample 

selection process. This involved creating a sampling frame by listing all households in 

each camp and then selecting a random starting point for every tenth household. 

This sampling technique helped ensure a symbolic subset of refugees in Gambella, 

enabling the research team to draw accurate conclusions regarding food aid and 

nutritional security in this region. 

The Yamane formula was used to compute the study sample size (Yamane, 

1967). The formula considers a 95% desired confidence level and a 5% sampling 

error to determine the correct sample size for this study. Using this formula, the 

researchers calculated the number of households that needed to be included in the 

sample to obtain consistent and accurate results. 

 

 

Sources and Methods of Data Collection 

This study incorporated data from both primary and secondary sources. The 

primary sources of data collection included in-depth interviews with key stakeholders, 

such as community leaders, healthcare providers, and representatives of non-

governmental organizations, who provided valuable insights into the current situation 

and potential interventions. Additionally, focus group discussions (FGD) were piloted 

with refugee populations to gain a nuanced understanding of the challenges they 

face and their perceptions of food security. Secondary data sources, such as the 

existing literature and reports, were reviewed to provide context and supplement the 

primary data. 

Methods of Data Analysis 

Data analysis was conducted using both descriptive and inferential statistical 

methods and an econometric model. Descriptive statistics, including frequency, 

percentage, mean, and standard deviation, were used. Qualitative and quantitative 

data were analyzed using chi-square and tests, respectively. The econometric model 

employed was a binary regression model using SPSS version 25. The choice of binary 

logistic regression over alternative models, such as probit or multinomial regression, 

is justified on theoretical and practical grounds. While probit models also handle 

dichotomous outcomes, the logistic regression model is preferred for its ease of 

interpretation, as the coefficients can be exponentiated to yield odds ratios that are 
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more intuitive for policymakers and practitioners. This study does not have a 

dependent variable with more than two categories; therefore, multinomial models 

are not appropriate (Muller, 2020; Kravets et al., 2024). Therefore, the binary logistic 

regression approach provides a robust, interpretable, and statistically appropriate 

framework for analyzing the determinants of food aid access among South Sudanese 

refugees residing in the Gambella region. This model was used because refugee food 

access has a dual response (0 = non-food aid access; 1= food aid access). 

Therefore, the mathematical expression for the model is shown below based on the 

binary logit framework (Gujarati, 1995; Greene, 2003). 

  

To simplify the presentation, we express Equation (2) as 

 

Where P (Yi=1) refers to the likelihood that refugees have access to food aid, 

Zi is the function of a vector comprising   independent variables, e^- stands for the 

base of the natural logarithm, and Equation (3) is the cumulative distribution 

function. If P (Yi=1) is the possibility that the refugee has food aid access, then 1-P 

(Yi=0) indicates the chance that refugee does not have access to food aid as shown 

below 

 

Therefore, we can write 

 

Equation (5) presents the odds ratio, defined as the proportion of the 

likelihood of refugees receiving food aid to the likelihood of not receiving it. By 

applying the natural logarithm to Equation (5), we get 

 

Here, Li represents the logarithm of the odds ratio, which exhibits linearity in 

both the independent variable and the parameter. Therefore, with the inclusion of a 

random error term ui, the logit model can be expressed as 
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    Here, β0 denotes the intercept, while β1, β2, β3…βn represent the coefficients 

associated with the model’s predictors. Xi denotes the vector of characteristics for 

each respondent. Zi refers to the logarithm of the odds ratio, which is linear in both 

independent variables and the corresponding parameters. The study’s dependent 

and independent variables are presented in Table 1. 

Table 1. Variable definition 

Variable Nature Measurement Expected 
outcome 

Dependent variable    

Food aid access Dummy 0=Non-food aid access, 
1=Food aid access 

-/+ 

Independent variable    

Age Continuous Number of year + 

Cultural dietary practice Dummy 0=Bad, 1=Good - 

Education level Dummy 0=Illiterate, 1=Literate + 

Family size Continuous Total family member + 

Gender Dummy 0=Male, 1=Female + 

Household incomes Continuous Ethiopian Birr + 

Marital status Categorical 0=Married, 1=Divorce, 
2=Window 

+ 

Market access Dummy 0=No, 1=Yes + 

Remittance access Dummy 0=No, 1=Yes + 

Source: Own Computation (2025). 
 

Findings 

Statistical Test for Categorical Variables 

A chi-square test was conducted to determine the relationship between 

marital status, gender, education level, access to markets, cultural dietary practices, 

remittance access, and food aid. 

Of the refugee households, 37% were male and 63% were female, suggesting 

a potential gender disparity in receiving food aid and in nutritional security. The chi-

square result indicated that refugee gender was not related to access to food aid (χ² 

= 0.029; p = 0.588). This indicates that gender plays no significant role in 

determining food aid access among refugees in the refugee camps. Similarly, 

previous research found no significant effect of the household head's gender on food 

security among rural Ugandan women (Durairaj et al., 2019). However, other studies 

have suggested that gender plays a significant role in determining refugees' food aid 

assistance, with women and children being particularly vulnerable (Hanmer et al., 

2018). 

Regarding the marital status of refugees, 32% were married, 17% were 

divorced, and 51% were widowed (χ² = 0.848; p = 0.654). The results showed no 

correlation between marital status and the dependent variables at any level of 
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significance. Thus, marital status did not influence refugees' access to food aid. This 

might be due to income level, education, and household size, which need to be 

investigated further to provide deeper insights into the possible predictors of access 

to food aid for refugees. A study on refugees' access to food aid revealed that 

marital status did not significantly affect access (Al-Kharabsheh et al., 2020). 

However, research has indicated that marital life and family breakup could influence 

refugees' quality of life, with the former particularly highlighting the function of social 

support and a sense of unity (Georgiadou et al., 2020). 

Regarding education level, 57% of the refugees were illiterate and 43% were 

literate. Similarly, the chi-squared test revealed no association between the 

education level of refugees and the dependent variable (χ² = 2.136; p = 0.128). This 

may be because education level was not a reliable predictor of access to food aid for 

refugees. Therefore, access to food aid did not significantly depend on whether a 

refugee was literate. Research has shown that the level of education may not 

influence refugee access to food aid (Hadley et al., 2010). However, some 

researchers have found that a lack of literacy is a common problem for food security 

among Burundian and Congolese refugee women in the US (McElrone et al., 2019). 

This suggests that a higher literacy level may be associated with better access to 

food assistance. 

Refugee access to the market showed that 51% of them had access to 

markets, while 49% did not have market accessibility. Chi-square tests revealed a 

high significance between market access and the dependent variable (χ² = 4.605; p 

= 0.05). This shows that market access is a strong predictor of refugees' access to 

food aid. This result supports previous research, which proved that market access 

influences refugees' access to food aid and stressed the complex determinants 

(MacPherson & Sterck, 2021; Nisbet et al., 2022). They highlighted the positive 

influence of development strategies, particularly cash transfers and small-scale 

farming, on food security. These findings suggest that access to the market may not 

be the only significant predictor of refugee access to food aid. Other research 

corroborates this and emphasizes the influence of cultural food and social factors in 

contributing to food security among refugees (Gingell et al., 2022). 

The dietary habits of refugees showed that 49% perceived their dietary habits 

as good, whereas the remaining 51% perceived their dietary habits as poor. The chi-

square test also indicated a relationship between cultural dietary practices and the 

dependent variable (χ² = 6.740; p = 0.01). This indicates that cultural dietary 

practices are a significant predictor of refugees' access to food aid. Moffat et al. 

(2017) and Alkharouf et al. (2023) agree with these findings, indicating that cultural 

dietary practices are a significant predictor of refugees' access to food aid. They 

argued that the food aid provided should align with culture-based practices and food 

choices of the refugee population to enhance its acceptability and utilization by the 

refugee population. Furthermore, it has been posited that even though cultural food 
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    consumption habits are not the sole determinant of the availability of food aid among 

refugees, they are a key variable in determining their food preferences and 

experiences (Peterman et al., 2011; Elshahat & Moffat, 2020). They reported that 

education, nutrition education, and family variables were correlated with the diets of 

refugee women. 

Remittance access among refugees indicated that 51% of the participants 

received remittances and 49% did not receive remittances. The results show no 

association between remittances and food aid accessibility (χ² = 0.806; p = 0.369). 

This may be because people spent remittances on other needs, such as shelter, 

healthcare, and school fees, rather than solely on food. It has been established that 

refugee remittances do not significantly contribute to food aid (Morris et al., 2009). 

However, as Ethiopian research suggests, remittances play an important role in 

determining refugees’ access to food (Abadi et al., 2018). This study highlights the 

significance of considering remittances in refugee food-aid programs. 
 

Table 2. Result of categorical variables (n=205) 

Variable Data set Frequency Percentage χ2 p-value 

Gender Male 76 37 0.294 0.588 

 Female 129 63   

Marital status Married 66 32 0.848 0.654 

 Divorce 35 17   

 Window 104 51   

Education level Illiterate 117 57 2.316 0.128 

 Literate 88 43   

Market access No 104 51 4.065 0.044** 

 Yes 101 49   

Cultural dietary 
practices 

Bad 104 51 6.740 0.009* 

 Good 101 49   

Remittance access No 115 56 0.806 0.369 

 Yes 90 44   

Source: Field Survey Data (2025). * & **, significant at 1% and 5% level of 

precision. 

Statistical Test for Continuous Variables 

The study employed a t-test to examine the variance in age, family size, 

landholding size, household income, and food aid access. 

The age of the family head was not significantly correlated with refugees’ 

access to food aid (t = -0.020; p = 0.309). This finding suggests that age did not 

play an important role in determining refugees’ access to food. This may be because 

age does not necessarily affect the ability of the household head to access food aid, 

as other factors, such as income and household size, may have a more significant 

impact. This idea was supported by previous findings, which showed that the age of 

the family head did not influence refugees' food aid access (Pieterse & Ismail, 2003). 
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However, factors such as income, household size, and acculturation play a significant 

role in food aid access (Hadley & Sellen, 2006). 

Access to food aid was significantly correlated with the family size of refugee 

households (t = 1.650; p = 0.099). This finding indicates that refugee household size 

influences access to food aid. A larger family size may have resulted in a greater 

need for food assistance, leading to increased food access for the family. This idea 

was supported by a study of refugee households, which found that larger families 

were more likely to receive food aid (Forsen et al., 2016). They found a positive 

correlation between household size and the amount of food aid received, suggesting 

that larger households were allocated more food assistance than smaller households. 

These findings highlight the importance of considering family size when determining 

eligibility and allocating food aid to refugees. Nevertheless, some researchers have 

noted the vital role of humanitarian food assistance and the potential benefits of a 

developmental approach (Guli et al., 2023). These studies collectively suggest that 

family size may not directly impact food aid access; various factors, including cultural 

considerations, policy interventions, and the nature of the aid itself, significantly 

shape refugee food security. 

The landholding size of refugee households was not significantly correlated 

with access to food aid (t = 0.463; p = 0.644). This suggests that landholding size 

does not play a significant role in determining refugees’ food access. This may be 

because food aid allocation was primarily based on household size rather than 

landholding size. Similarly, the size of landholdings of refugee households did not 

significantly impact their access to food aid, as food aid allocation was primarily 

based on household size (Hoddinott, 2004). Nonetheless, others opposed this finding 

by stating that landholding strongly influences household food and nutrition security 

in rural areas of Myanmar (Rammohan & Pritchard, 2014). Similarly, in rural Kenya, 

increased land size is linked to higher food consumption (Muraoka et al., 2018). 

Household income was not significantly correlated with access to food aid (t = 

-0.727; p = 0.468). This indicates that the revenue received by a refugee household 

does not directly impact their access to food aid. This may mean that other factors, 

such as food aid availability and distribution or refugee eligibility and application 

processes, were more influential in determining access to food aid. Some studies 

have also emphasized that food aid is influenced by non-economic factors, such as 

social and cultural institutions (Mallick & Rafi, 2010). However, research has found 

that monetary aid to refugees has a pivotal impact on the local economy, suggesting 

that higher household income may be linked to access to food aid (Taylor et al., 

2016; Alloush et al., 2017). 
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    Table 3. Result of continuous variables (n=205) 

Variable Mean 
difference 

Standard error 
difference 

t-test p-value 

Age 2.475 2.408 1.020 0.309 

Family size 0.072 0.837 1.650*** 0.099 

Landholding 
size 

0.435 0.939 0.463 0.644 

Household 
incomes 

-312.566 429.928 -0.727 0.468 

Source: Field Survey Data (2025). ***, mean different at 10% level of precision. 

Impact of Food Aid on Refugees 

The impact of food aid on refugees is an important aspect to consider when 

analyzing the overall well-being and survival of displaced populations. This study 

revealed that access to food aid positively influenced the majority of the sample 

respondents, with only a minority reporting a negative impact on their lives. The 

impact of food aid on nutritional improvement was 38% for sample respondents, 

21% for health improvement, 24% for socioeconomic stability, 6% for psychological 

well-being, and 11% for dependency syndrome (Philip et al., 2018; Kahsay & 

Lemma, 2021; Ejiohuo et al., 2024). 

 

Table 4. Food aid impact on refugee (n=205) 

Category Frequency Percentage 

Nutritional improvement 77 38 

Health improvement 43 21 

Socio-economic stability 50 24 

Psychological well-being 13 6 

Dependency syndrome 22 11 

Source: Field Survey Data (2025). 
 
Factors Influencing Refugee Food Aid Access 

The binary logit model revealed that only two of the ten (10) independent 

variables were statistically significant. The variables were market access and cultural 

dietary practices, which are described below. 

Refugee market access influences food-aid access. As expected, market 

access positively influenced refugees' access to food aid (p = 0.041). This means 

that when refugees had market access, their chances of accessing food aid increased 

by 1.910. This highlights that the availability and accessibility of markets play crucial 

roles in determining refugees' access to food aid (Eslami et al., 2023). 

Cultural dietary practices are also vital factors influencing refugees’ access to 

food. As expected, the cultural dietary practices of refugee households negatively 

influenced their access to food aid (P = 0.005). This indicates that when refugees 

strictly adhered to their cultural dietary practices, their chances of accessing food aid 

decreased by 0.415. Refugees who strongly adhere to their cultural diets are at a 
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disadvantage when it comes to food aid because the aid provided often does not 

match their dietary needs or preferences (Lee & Lee, 2024). 

 

Table 5. Result of binary logit model (n=205) 

Variable B Sig. Exp(B) 

Gender -.047 0.884 0.954 

Marital status .491 0.269 1.634 

Education level .397 0.207 1.487 

Market access .647 0.041** 1.910 

Cultural dietary practices -.880 0.005* 0.415 

Remittance access .065 0.840 1.067 

Age -.011 0.243 0.989 

Family size -.012 0.660 0.988 

Landholding size -.011 0.656 0.989 

Household incomes .000 0.680 1.000 

Source: Software Output (2025). * & **, significant at 1% and 5% level of precision. 

 

Discussion 

Food assistance is at the core of addressing malnutrition among refugees who 

have basic dietary requirements. The findings show that food aid significantly 

influences nutritional outcomes and thus serves the role of feeding vulnerable groups 

with nutritious items. This is consistent with other studies that have found similar 

positive impacts of targeted food assistance, which can reduce the negative impacts 

of food insecurity, especially when received in the context of displacement, and 

support overall health and development (Measham et al., 2014; Yachouh, 2018).  

 This, theoretically, highlights the role of humanitarian interventions in responding to 

immediate physiological requirements, as indicated in Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, 

with nutrition serving as the foundation upon which human development can occur. 

From a policy perspective, these results advocate for the sustained provision of 

organized and sufficiently funded food assistance programs within refugee contexts 

to support nutritional improvement. More generally than nutrition, food aid has been 

described as “enhancing health more broadly, strengthening physiological resistance, 

and decreasing susceptibility to disease.” Consistent access to and consumption of 

sufficient food positively affect the immune system and help prevent malnutrition-

related health issues (Riggs et al., 2016; Mastrorillo et al., 2022). This places 

humanitarian assistance and public health in a common sphere of concern, 

suggesting that food programs should be linked with health initiatives to maximize 

their public health impact. Practically, humanitarian services should integrate 

support, such as vaccination campaigns and health education, in conjunction with 

food assistance if we want to improve refugee well-being holistically. 
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    Food assistance also fuels socioeconomic stability by reducing immediate 

hunger and allowing people time and resources for productive activities. Refugees 

with sustainable food needs can transfer their energy away from these needs for 

education, vocational skills, or a micro-economy, helping to build family and 

community resilience. This effect reinforces the wider developmental view of 

humanitarian assistance and the belief that food programs can function as an 

enabling regime for social and economic empowerment (Clark & Taylor, 2001; Khuri 

et al., 2022). Thus, food assistance, along with skill-building and cash-based 

interventions to support self-sufficiency for resource-constrained families, must be 

considered by policymakers. Food aid also impacts psychological well-being by 

alleviating stress, anxiety, and worry related to food insecurity through access to 

adequate nutrition. Although not as directly observable as improved nutrition or 

health, its effects on psychological outcomes are noteworthy. This underscores the 

multi-faceted nature of food assistance benefits (Maharaj et al., 2017). Theoretically, 

this corresponds with those frameworks that foreground the psychosocial aspects of 

humanitarian assistance, which include the provision of security that food assistance 

can provide to emotional and mental well-being. In practice, the co-location of 

mental health support and food assistance programs could enhance these benefits 

and improve overall resilience. This study also suggests the risk of dependency 

syndrome, where prolonged reliance on food aid decreases self-sufficiency 

motivation. However, it poses a theoretical challenge to established humanitarian 

models, as dependency can affect long-term development and independence (Mabiso 

et al., 2014; Stark, 2021). From a policy perspective, these findings highlight the 

need for a blended strategy of food aid with empowerment-based strategies such as 

education, skills training, and access to income generation. Proactive interventions to 

address dependency can meet the immediate nutritional needs of refugees and 

promote long-term self-reliance. 

Access to markets is a crucial factor in food aid allocation. Refugees who could 

access local markets were more likely to receive food aid, providing evidence that 

infrastructure and local economic incorporation influenced the effectiveness of aid 

(Clemens et al., 2018). This illustrates the politics of humanitarianism within market 

contexts and identifies potential pathways to access and dietary diversity through 

market participation (MacPherson & Sterck, 2019). Policy measures should thus not 

only address market linkages but also include cash- or voucher-based support 

alongside in-kind food assistance. Furthermore, cultural dietary practices significantly 

influenced access to food aid. Refugees whose cultural or religious beliefs served as 

intractable principles in dietary choice were at a further disadvantage in terms of 

food access and support, suggesting that basic aid supplies might not always meet 

the needs of recipients (Soifoine, 2022). This points to the need for culturally 

sensitive programming and consideration of local food preferences within aid 

distribution (Tiedje, 2014). Theoretically, for the helped, and practically, culturally 
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normed assistance is culturally acceptable, being accepted and utilized, contributing 

to program implementation, targeting, and effectiveness in meeting the needs of 

refugees’ social context. 

 

Conclusion 

The study concluded that refugees reported a positive impact of food aid in 

terms of nutritional improvement, socio-economic well-being, and psychological well-

being, and a negative impact of dependency syndrome. The model results indicate 

that market access significantly improves refugee households' access to food aid, 

whereas refugee cultural dietary practices are significantly restricted in the selected 

camps. Therefore, non-governmental and international organizations should consider 

the importance of market access and cultural dietary practices when providing food 

assistance to refugees. This should ensure that the aid provided is effective and 

meets the specific needs of each refugee household in the long run. 

From a political and practical perspective, these findings highlight the need to 

shift humanitarian policy from a purely relief-oriented approach to one that 

integrates development-oriented strategies. Policymakers should prioritize 

strengthening infrastructure for market access, supporting culturally sensitive food 

programs, and combining in-kind aid with cash or voucher systems to enhance 

choice and agency. Addressing dependency syndrome requires embedding livelihood 

support, vocational training, and income-generating activities, alongside food 

assistance. Future research should expand this analysis to other refugee-hosting 

regions to test the generalizability of these results, compare contextual differences, 

and refine theoretical models of food aid access. Such efforts would not only improve 

the effectiveness of humanitarian programming but also contribute to broader 

debates on refugee self-reliance, resilience, and integration. 
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