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Summary 

Purpose and motivation 
This note seeks to sensitize analysts to the growing momentum of subjective methods and 
measures around, and eventually inside, the humanitarian field. It clarifies the nature of 
subjective measures and their place in humanitarian needs assessments. It weighs their 
strengths and challenges. It discusses, in considerable depth, a small number of instruments 
and methods that are ready, or have good potential, for humanitarian analysis. 
 
Post World War II culture and society have seen an acceleration of subjectivity in all 
institutional realms, although at variable paces. The sciences responded with considerable 
lag. They have created new methodologies – “mixed methods” (quantitative and 
qualitative), “subjective measures”, self-assessments of all kinds – that claim an equal 
playing field with distant, mechanical objectivity. For the period 2000-2012, using the 
search term “subjective measure”, Google Scholar returns around 600 references per year; 
for the period 2013 – fall 2017, the figure quintuples to 3,000. Since 2012, the United 
Nations has been publishing the annual World Happiness Report; its first edition discusses 
validity and reliability of subjective measures at length. 
 
Figure 1: Ngram timelines of "subjectivity" and "objectivity", 1945-2008 
 

 
Note: Proportions of all English-language books published 1945-2008 that feature those 
terms. Displayed as incidence ratios as shown in the legend. Three-year running means. 
Source: Google Books Ngram Viewer. 

 
Closer to the humanitarian domain, poverty measurement has increasingly appreciated 
subjective data. Humanitarian analysis is at the initial stages of feeling the change. Adding 
“AND humanitarian” to the above search term produces 8 references per year for the first 
period, and 40 for the second – a trickle, but undeniably an increase. Other searches confirm 
the intuition that something is happening below the surface; for instance, “mixed method 
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AND humanitarian” returns 110 per year in the first, and 640 in the second period – a 
growth similar to that of “subjective measures”. 
 
Still in some quarters subjectivity remains suspect. Language matters. Some collaborations 
on subjective measures have preferred billing them as “experience-based measures”. Who 
doubts experience? It is good salesmanship, but we stay with “subjective” unless the 
official name of the measure contains “experience”. 

What follows 

We proceed as follows: In the foundational part, we discuss the nature of, motivation for, 
and reservations against, subjective measures. We provide illustrations from poverty 
measurement and from food insecurity studies. In the second part, we present three tools – 
scales, vignettes and hypothetical questions – with generic pointers as well as with specific 
case studies. We conclude with recommendations and by noting instruments that we have 
not covered, but which are likely to grow more important in years to come. 

Foundations and examples  

What are subjective measures? 

Subjective information flows from private thoughts and feelings. Much of it is not 
immediately verifiable. The receiver of such communications may lack appropriate context; 
the risks of misinterpretation are high. Nevertheless, subjective information pervades 
everyday life; speakers and listeners alternate effortlessly between subjective and so-called 
objective information. Conversational norms give ample space to correct or specify. 
 
Only a small subset of subjective information imparts subjective measures, in the sense 
that they belong to a well-ordered set of alternatives or even have an in-built metric. Ratings 
and rankings rely on ordered sets, and quantitative estimates, however vague, obey metric 
axioms. Researchers, including during humanitarian assessments, actively elicit 
information that they can turn into measures. They do so chiefly by standardizing the 
format of conversations (aka questionnaire-based interviews) or by ex-post coding of less 
stringent ones (for instance, focus group discussions). It is with these results that we are 
concerned here – with subjective information that is sufficiently transformed and organized 
to supply data with consistent meanings. Such data are subjective measures. 
 
The term “subjective measure” is a misnomer if we assume that subjective measures are 
less reliable than so-called objective ones, in the sense that they would always carry larger 
errors. It is used here only because it holds a firm grip on certain schools of thought that 
are of interest to humanitarian analysts, particularly in poverty and deprivation assessment. 
There is no fundamental reason to assume lower quality per se. Every measurement 
involves an observer and entails institutions, effort and cost. This holds equally for 
subjective rankings of needs and for estimates of monetary values such as income and 
expenses. Real differences do exist; they are found chiefly in measurement levels (ordinal 
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vs. metric), institutional power (money is metric) and in the length of research traditions 
(more time to calibrate measures to gold standards). 

Why subjective measures? 

In fact, one of the motivations to use subjective measures is that, in certain circumstances, 
they may be more reliable than measures traditionally considered objective. Such 
circumstances are frequent, perhaps the rule rather than the exception, in humanitarian 
assessments. In turbulent environments, estimates of objective measures such as household 
consumption, income or assets are prone to significant error. Subjective proxies may be 
more trustworthy. 
 
A subjective measure may also be more valid. It can cover the scope of a broad concept 
like welfare or needs satisfaction while any of its objective counterparts may be restricted 
to a narrow dimension. Some methodologists have gone so far as to claim that good policy-
making requires subjectivity. This seems extreme, but is certainly true of situations in 
which market transactions do not reveal true preferences. These have to be uncovered by 
other methods, including subjective ones. 
 
There are other reasons to promote subjective measures in humanitarian assessments. In 
shared cultures, needs are readily understood and communicated, mostly in families and in 
local firms and markets. In disasters and crises, needs are communicated about larger 
groups and over wider cultural distances. Assessments need to reach across them. 
Subjective measures for this purpose may not yet be well developed or confidently used. 
But they can be borrowed in part from other traditions. Health and poverty measurement 
have long worked with such instruments. The key concept of “deprivation” overlaps with 
“unmet need” – which is what humanitarian assessments measure. Several of the methods 
discussed in this note borrow from those disciplines. 

Multidimensional deprivation 

Measures of multidimensional deprivation have become increasingly popular. In a sidebar, 
we sketch the evolution from a classic family of one-dimensional (income-based) poverty 
measures to the multi-dimensional ones that researchers at the Oxford Poverty and Human 
Development Initiative have been developing over the past ten years. We illustrate the so-
called two-cutoff model with subjective data from a recent assessment in Nigeria. We 
combine shortfalls in five needs domains into three deprivation measures: head count, 
depth and severity and compute the relative contributions by each domain. What makes 
this method particularly attractive to humanitarian analysts is its ability to incorporate 
ordinal indicators, i.e., sectorwise rankings or ratings of unmet needs. Some statistical 
applications (e.g., STATA) have published procedures to calculate the measures. Because 
many analysts would depend on an Excel add-in (we have found none yet), we limit the 
exposition to the logic of the multi-dimensional model and to this one illustration. 
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How do subjective measures work? 

To make this discussion more intuitive, we look at a tool that is widely used to measure 
subjective welfare or personal health. The “Cantril ladder”, named after psychologist A.H. 
Cantril (1906-69), is a visual aid to elicit ratings. Cantril invented it to measure personal 
satisfaction with life. Increasingly researchers have used it to gauge the position (the 
respondent’s own or his/her family’s) with regards to other concepts. A notable application 
is the measurement of socio-economic status vis-à-vis a reference group of interest. 
Concepts, reference groups, instructions and number of rungs vary with the research 
objectives; yet the idea of the most preferred state at the top, and of the least preferred at 
the bottom, remains. So does the expectation that the respondent is discerning enough to 
associate a particular rung with his/her subjectively evaluated situation. 
 
Figure 2: A subjective measurement tool - the Cantril ladder 
 

 
Source: Sawatzky et al. (e.g., 2010), http://www.hqlo.com/content/8/1/17 . Slightly modified. 
 

What does this tool suggest about the nature of subjective measures in general? A few 
characteristics are obvious; others have been discovered in experiments: 
 

�x The measure is open to all dimensions of the concept of interest. 
�x The interpretation of the concept (what does “best possible life” mean?) is left to the 

respondent. 
�x The respondent does not share the rationale for selecting a particular option unless 

questioned about it. 
�x Respondents may select the same response (e.g., the same rung of the Cantril 

ladder) while their objective circumstances differ. Conversely, respondents of 
similar circumstances may select different responses. 

�x Among respondents, standards of comparisons differ (comparing to one’s earlier 
condition, other people’s current condition, some normative standard, or to 
aspirations about the future); the enumerator / researcher may not know what they 
are, and which a given respondent activates. 
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�x The response is context-sensitive, depending on the expectations that the 
respondent formed as a result of the conversation up to this point (the high degree 
of context-dependency has shocked experimentalists). 

�x Ratings on scales and ladders produce ordinal data. Statistical options with such 
data are limited. Means and ratios are allowed only under strong assumptions 
(equidistance between all adjacent rungs, meaningful zero point). 

Uncontrolled interpretation and context dependency have kept doubts alive whether 
subjective measures can be trusted. Economists have tried out a number of data collection 
and analytic strategies to strengthen reliability. For example, subjective poverty lines can 
be estimated by comparing the respondent’s self-assessed position on the Cantril ladder to 
several absolutely minimal incomes – “What level of income would you consider: very 
bad, bad, not good, not bad, good, very good?” Even if such models take into account the 
characteristics of the respondents’ households, they presuppose an environment with a 
degree of stability (for example, a housing market with known prices for typical units). By 
contrast, humanitarian assessments struggle in turbulent environments. 

A success story 
Despite the well-founded methodological concerns, there have been success stories. A 
particularly remarkable one has played out in the humanitarian domain. The “Food 
Insecurity Experience Scale (FIES)” is a subjective measure developed out of the 
discontent with “objective” food insecurity and hunger measures. These used to be slow, 
expensive and hard to generalize. The development started, well before 1990, with 
ethnographic research into food-insecure households in the USA. What did such 
households actually experience as their conditions kept deteriorating? Insights into the 
micro-processes were subsequently translated into a simple measurement tool. This was 
tested, improved and validated over several years in a far-flung international research 
network. The key actors struck a partnership with the Gallup World Poll, which, in 2014, 
ran the scale, translated into 200 languages, as a module in its surveys in 146 countries. 
 
The Food Insecurity Experience Scale is an eight-question battery. Each question is 
conditioned on the same timeframe. The 12 months chosen for the World Poll would be 
too long for most humanitarian assessments, but there are no fundamental reasons why it 
cannot be shortened to a length appropriate to assessment concerns and crisis history. 
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Figure 3: The Food Insecurity Experience Scale 
 

 
Source: FAO (2016:7, Table 2-1), with a footnote: “It is essential to include a resource constraint in the 
questions as it contributes to define the construct of food insecurity as limited access to food. Enumerators 
are trained to emphasize the expression ‘because of a lack of money or other resources’ to avoid receiving 
positive responses due to fasting for religious reasons or dieting for health reasons. The ‘other resources’ 
notion has been tested in several contexts, to make it appropriate for respondents who normally acquire food 
in ways other than purchasing it with money”. 

 
With over 100,000 individuals covered in 146 countries, the FIES data have enabled 
researchers to see in much greater detail where the food-insecure are, and who they are in 
terms of individual and ambient characteristics. They found, for example, that the risk for 
women, relative to men, to be food-insecure is the highest in middle-income countries. 

A success story ending in a paradox 

The FIES is a success story for several reasons. It achieves higher resolution that traditional 
measures; its authors developed equivalence techniques that make findings comparable 
across countries; data arrive faster and at lower marginal cost. The level of food insecurity 
can be graded (broad vs. severe), by particular scale ranges, a property desirable in needs 
assessments. 
 
Two points stand out for humanitarians eager to experiment with similar scales: First, the 
FIES grew to maturity in a research effort that stretched over almost thirty years as well as 
over multiple countries, languages and pilots. This is in the starkest possible contrast to the 
improvising style forced upon humanitarian assessment teams, whom the specific concerns 
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of the crisis, short timeframes, and relative isolation leave with untested options. Second, 
even in a success story like FIES, eventually weaknesses are discovered, by researchers 
who find ways to compare subjective and objective measures. The FIES is only weakly 
correlated with objective measures like calorie consumption, dietary diversity, and 
anthropometric measures. Is the weakness to be blamed on poor validity – it does not really 
capture food insecurity – or on poor reliability – there is too much noise in the data – or on 
both? 
 
We generalize this point for the introduction on subjective measures with a paradox: They 
may be helpful, necessary and even unavoidable, but concerns about their reliability and 
validity will not go away. 

Instruments  for humanitarian assessments  
The note extensively discusses three types of instruments while omitting others. The three 
were selected because some variants of each have been tested and applied in multiple 
contexts. The main body devotes considerable space to their generic features and to one 
case study about each of them: 
 
Instrument Case study 
Scales The Humanitarian Emergency Settings Perceived Needs Scale 

 
Vignettes Validation of anchoring vignettes with household survey data 

 
Hypothetical questions Basic Necessities Surveys 

Scales 

General considerations 

“Scales” have a popular ring, not only for the social scientist, but nowadays also for the 
educated layperson. Yet, the term comprises two distinct meanings:  

�x Single-stimulus scales: In its first and simpler meaning, a scale is an ordinal 
measure that captures the response to one unified stimulus. Instruction and 
question may be somewhat complicated, but they make it clear that the respondent 
is to choose only one from a set of ordered options. The Cantril ladder shown above 
and the severity scale developed by ACAPS are good examples. 

 



ACAPS Note, Subjective measures in humanitarian analysis, January 2018 

13 

Figure 4: The severity scale used in Ukraine in 2015 
 

 
Source: Ukraine NGO Forum (2015, appendix, p.5). 

 
�x Multi-item scales: In its second, more technical meaning, a scale is a procedure 

for, as well as the result of, mapping the response to several stimuli onto one 
dimension. The stimuli typically are standardized interview questions. On the data 
side, the object of a question is known as an “item”; the respondents or the social 
groups that they represent are the “subjects”. The scale produces a “score” – an 
interval or ratio-level summary measure - for every subject with complete item data. 
Depending on the procedure, the scale uses external weights for items (e.g., in 
weighted indices) or produces and uses item weights and subject scores internally 
and simultaneously (e.g., factor analysis). 

 
Those two variants of scales do not completely cover the practice in humanitarian 
assessments, some of which mix qualitative and quantitative items that are selected, 
appraised and combined in a deliberative process. An excellent example is found in the 
“IPC Acute Food Insecurity Reference Table for Area Classification” (IPC Global Partners 
2012:32) 1 . The Table guides assessments of areas at five levels (“phases”) of food 
insecurity, from minimal stress to outright famine. The criteria are spread over two pages 
(the area classification ties in with household classifications), with critical ranges in each 
of several dimensions for the five levels. Since the area being assessed may be in one phase 
by one criterion, and in different phases by others, the final determination is the result of 
expert judgment rather than of a set algorithm. In technical terms of scale construction, 
such mixed forms are borderline, but they have several benefits. They are robust to 
moderate data gaps and, as long as the cases are few, invite effective deliberation. 
 
The type of scale that is of major interest in this note is the multi-item scale that aggregates 
item values into subject scores algorithmically, i.e. by executing a preset formula. 
Generally, such scales can be distinguished by their degree of previous validation. Many 
analysts will be familiar with exercises in which a scale is developed from scratch, by 
                                                 
1 IPC here stands for “Integrated Phase Classification”. 
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balancing the data requirements to measure the concept of interest (e.g., severity of disaster 
impact) with available information (indicators from recent assessments as well as from 
secondary datasets). The boundary with composite measures of all kinds is fluid; the 
resulting construct is rarely called a “scale”. It comes closest to common understandings 
of scales where, chiefly or wholly, ordinal measures (e.g., sectoral severity ratings) are 
thrown into the mix. 
 
In other cases, humanitarian assessments can rely on already validated scales. These are 
the fruits of previous research and testing, sometimes of long duration and originally far 
from humanitarian action. Mental health scales administered to disaster survivors 
exemplify this intellectual domain-crossing. The challenges are less daunting than in new 
scale developments and are limited primarily to intercultural adaptation and interviewer 
training. We present one such scale, the “Humanitarian Emergency Settings Perceived 
Needs Scale (HESPER)”. 

The HESPER Scale 

The scale measures “perceived needs”, a subjective state, in humanitarian emergencies. It 
helps assess needs of affected populations through representative samples and does so in a 
valid, reliable and rapid manner. While focused on universal needs, it can be adapted to 
local circumstances. The scale provides an excellent illustration of a subjective measure. 
 
The scale consists of 26 dichotomous items. Each item singles out an area of need that, if 
unmet, can create a “serious problem”. A typical question reads: “Do you have a serious 
problem because you do not have enough water that is safe for drinking or cooking?” In 
addition, the respondent determines the three most serious among the problems that he/she 
affirmed. The analysis focuses on the prevalence of needs (measured as the percentages of 
respondents who rate them as serious) and the priorities (as the percentages of respondents 
who designated a given need as one of their three most serious problems).  
 
The major strength of the HESPER scale lies in measuring the relative importance of the 
various unmet needs. In other words, the interest is in the items, not the respondents’ scores. 
In fact, no attempt is made to express the “neediness” of the respondents by the number of 
items (“serious problems”) that they affirmed. 
 
There is much to recommend the HESPER Scale: 

�x It has many of the qualities expected of a strong scale, including speed, reliability 
and validity across language communities and types of humanitarian crises. 

�x Its development took several years of work by the same dedicated researcher, with 
assistance from multiple experts, with a solid theoretical foundation and extensive 
testing across diverse contexts. 

�x It renders population-level estimates of intensity and priority in a wide spectrum of 
unmet needs.  

�x The conceptual demands on trainers, interviewers, respondents and analysts are 
modest and easily managed. The data can be analyzed in a spreadsheet program. 
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The Food Insecurity, Severity and HESPER Scales are exemplars from a growing, if barely 
known inventory of scales that have been designed, tested and used inside and outside the 
humanitarian sphere. Assessment designers who consider the need for some scale within 
their data collection tool should make a reasonable effort to find out what exists “out there”. 
Whether adapted from a well-regarded master or designed from scratch, scales need 
minimal testing in the field. The testing goes at least to the point that all options and items 
“work” in conversations, ideally also producing local evidence of validity and reliability. 

Vignettes 
Vignettes are devices for improving the comparability of subjective measures across 
respondents and social groups. The response to subjective questions may, and often does, 
produce bias when interviewer and respondents understand the meaning of a question (or 
of some or all of the response categories) differently. Bias occurs also when these 
understandings differ across respondents, individually or by socio-economic, cultural or 
language group. 
 
Vignettes are nutshell descriptions of hypothetical situations, individuals, groups, or events. 
The interviewers present them before, or after the first reading of, the question whose 
meaning they are to make more precise and uniform among researchers, interviewers and 
respondents. When the vignettes help respondents to place their personal (or family or 
community) situation on a single-stimulus scale, they are known as “anchoring vignettes”. 

An example from Tajikistan 

In this note, we discuss the use of anchoring vignettes in a study of measures of objective 
and subjective household welfare in Tajikistan. The scale on which respondents located 
their perceptions of the households’ socio-economic position was a six-rung Cantril ladder. 
In short, the respondent would place his/her family on the ladder, then learn details of four 
hypothetical families, place each of them on different rungs, reconsider his/her own 
position and, if inclined, revise it. To exemplify, this is Vignette #1: 
 

“Family A can only afford to eat meat on very special occasions. During the winter months, 
they are able to partially heat only one room of their home. They cannot afford for children 
to complete their secondary education because the children must work to help support the 
family. When the children are able to attend school, they must go in old clothing and worn 
shoes. There is not enough warm clothing for the family during cold months. The family 
does not own any farmland, only their household vegetable plot” (Source: Beegle, 
Himelein et al. 2012:569). 
 

Notice that each vignette involves five criteria on which the respondent must compare the 
hypothetical families: nutrition, winter heating, children’s education, dress, land ownership. 
For consistency, these are all strictly augmented from poorer to richer as we proceed from 
vignette #1 to 2, 3 and 4. 
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In the Tajikistan study, personal frames of reference were significant, but not a source of 
major bias. Thus, the vignettes were not indispensable for a valid subjective welfare 
measure. Yet other studies such as a nationally representative health survey in India found 
that questions were understood very differently across social groups and regions, and 
vignettes effectively narrowed down differences in meanings. 
 
The inventors of anchoring vignettes devised a clever recoding system in order to replace 
one’s absolute position on the Cantril ladder by the relative position vis-à-vis the vignette 
families. We demonstrate how analysts can emulate it in an Excel spreadsheet.  

When and how to use them 

Thus, while anchoring vignettes are technically manageable, to use them or not is a tough 
question for assessment designers. The basic objection is that they take up time and 
questionnaire space in interviews. They demand additional effort in training and 
supervision as well as in data entry and analysis. But anchoring vignettes should be used if 
there is reason to fear that un-anchored subjective measures produce incomparable and 
misleading data. Looking at the vignettes of the Tajikistan study, our intuition is to 
recommend simpler versions – shorter texts with fewer comparison criteria, and no more 
than three vignettes in the set, and the respondent placing him/herself on the ladder only 
once, after placing the vignettes. 

Hypothetical questions 
Hypothetical questions engage respondents in thought experiments. They appear chiefly as 
“What if?” questions, but can take other forms as well. Liminal experiences (“Have you 
ever almost been killed?”) and dispositional suppositions (“Is this building equipped with 
effective fire exits?”) are hypotheticals without if-clause. 

When to use them 

Survey methodologists discourage hypothetical questions, except in very few situations. 
Such questions prompt the respondent to mentally update the context – the world implied 
by the if-clause. Logically, this happens before he/she retrieves the elements needed to 
answer the consequent, the “then what?”-question. In theory, respondents at this point can 
request that interviewers clarify the if-clause. They can signal the inability to formulate a 
meaningful response. But in standardized conversations it is more likely that some 
substantive response is given while the cognitive processing of the if-clause remains 
invisible. 
 
Methodologists make two broad exceptions that justify hypothetical questions. Both can 
be challenged. But they refer to situations that are frequent in humanitarian assessments, 
which is why we include hypothetical questions as conducive to subjective measures: 
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�x Diverse population: The question topic is about a situation that is vastly diverse 
across the population of interest. Hypothetical questions then “represent an effort 
to standardize a stimulus because actual experiences range so widely, and the 
investigator does not know what set of experiences the respondent is bringing to 
the question” (ibd., 23).  

�x Revealed preferences: Hypothetical questions “can also be used in an effort to tie 
attitudes to some realistic contingencies. For example, people can be asked to 
imagine cost/benefit trade-offs. Would they favor such and such governmental 
program if it meant that their income tax would go up?” (ibd.). 

The diversity of backgrounds and experiences and the necessity to elicit preferences may 
make hypothetical questions unavoidable. Necessity does not reduce risk – the risk of 
invalid measures and unreliable measurements. It simply urges caution. 

An example from Nigeria 

In order to help assessment designers exercise informed caution, the main part of this note 
presents a typology of hypothetical questions. It shares insights that linguists and cognitive 
scientists have gained about what happens in the respondent’s mind when faced with a 
hypothetical question. To make this discussion more clearly relevant, we illustrate it with 
one of several hypothetical questions asked in a recent needs assessment in Nigeria. They 
were directed at displaced persons in incipient famine conditions: “If you were to receive 
X amount of additional income, how much of it would you spend on food?”  
 
We study the distribution of proportions allocated to food by 1,057 household heads who 
answered the question (as well as others about allocations to other needs). While virtually 
all of them allocated some amount to food purchases, the proportions revealed a bimodal 
distribution. However, on average, all of the other needs received allocations far lower than 
food. Relatively better-off households should, in theory, have lower marginal propensities 
for food, but we found that the relationship with reported total monthly expenses, adjusted 
for household size, was weak. More importantly, there was clear evidence of non-linear 
behavior, with the mean proportion allocated to food dropping abruptly above a critical 
monthly expenditure threshold. 
 
Why is the relationship with total household expenditure weak when we expect the 
proportion of additional income allocated to food to increase sharply with greater poverty? 
Even people on the survival edge experience multiple needs, and some can be more 
pressing than the need for food. This compromises the validity of this hypothetical question 
as a predictor of overall deprivation. The weak relationship may be the result also of low 
reliability. The expenditure estimates have high errors, and the response to the hypothetical 
question is not robust to the vagaries of interviewing. 
 
Either way, the example for Nigeria highlights a paradox. Hypothetical questions can be 
helpful, even necessary. In the aggregate, the “additional income” question valuably 
confirmed food as the greatest need then and there. At the same time, the quality of the 
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data is questionable. At the individual level, the expected relationship did not show. The 
real world is too complex to be adequately described through the lens of one hypothetical. 

Splitting the hypothetical question 

In an attempt to reconcile necessity and quality, we propose separating hypothetical 
questions into two questions. First, the if-clause is replaced by a question in a different 
mode, such as a normative question. Second, the consequent is replaced with an 
unconditional question, possibly of a factual kind. To illustrate again with the need for food, 
purely for the linguistic difference: “If you were to receive X amount of additional income, 
how much of it would you spend on food?” would be replaced with: “How much does it 
cost to feed a family the size of yours adequately?” and “How much did you spend on food 
this past month?” The size-adjusted adequate expenditure estimates in the respondent 
sample supply a statistic (e.g., the median) that can be interpreted as a normative standard. 
The comparison between the standard and the (equally size-adjusted) actual expenses 
provides a shortfall measure. Notice that the “adequately” question is equally hypothetical; 
what has changed is the mode, from counterfactual to normative. References to social 
norms and reports of factual behaviors likely reduce subjectivity and improve reliability. 
 
Successful methods have proceeded like that, without bothering about the subtleties of 
language philosophy. One of them we present in some detail – the Basic Necessities Survey. 

Basic Necessities Survey (BNS) 

The BNS measures poverty by collecting data on the presence vs. absence of items essential 
to a family’s well-being. It weights the items (see below) and computes a score based on 
the items that the household owns. It pursues a consensual definition of poverty drawn 
from the sample households themselves. 
 
The designers create a tentative list of basic necessities. During the household survey, 
respondents are asked three questions. The third is optional; it can be used to define a 
poverty line: 
 

�x “Which of these items do you think are basic necessities, things that everyone 
should be able to have and no one should have to go without?” 

�x “Which of these items does your household have?” 
�x “Compared to other people in [the survey] area, do you think your household is poor 

or not poor?” 

Items that more than half of the respondents think everyone should have are considered 
basic. The number of basic items that a household is lacking determine the depth of its 
poverty. In some versions, the missing items are weighted by the proportions of 
respondents who claim them as basic necessities. 
 
BNSs were pioneered in Britain and have since been conducted in several counties. They 
have been validated as a simple and straightforward method to combine subjective and 
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objective data in a measure of deprivation or poverty. In the main body, we report findings 
of a detailed validation study in Benin. 
 
For the purposes of this note, the BNS demonstrates that hypothetical questions can work 
well when they are converted to other forms such that the if-clause becomes invisible. 

Outlook  
The last section examines critically where we are on the road to subjective measures, what 
we are missing, and what may be beneficial next steps.  
 
We note the vast range of attitudes that researchers hold towards subjective measures, from 
deep suspicions about poor data quality to the promise of enlightened feedback from 
affected populations. We believe that humanitarian analysts should learn from both sides, 
practicing courage as well as caution. We also note that, not surprisingly, subjective 
measures have been applied mostly to situations of individuals and households whereas 
needs assessments in the early phases of the humanitarian response look at communities 
and social groups. It remains to be seen if subjective measures at levels above the household 
make sense and can be adequately formulated. 
 
Finally, all learning is selective. While humanitarians are latecomers to the world of 
subjective measures, this gives them the chance to leapfrog, to pick the best from the 
current menu, and even to experiment with novelty. At the same time, it is desirable that 
analysts command a common set of fundamentals. In theory, expertise and gold standard 
tests can be imported as and when needed; in practice, assessment teams often need to 
improvise and for that should be able to rely on formal methods and on substantive 
elements that are of intersectoral interest. 
 
For that reason, we have shoved to the waiting room some methods and techniques that are, 
in principle, powerful for the generation and analysis of subjective measures. A practical 
consideration is that spreadsheet templates must first become available, MS Excel still 
being the workhorse of most humanitarian analysts. But with the increasing popularity that 
they enjoy in neighboring disciplines, these candidates will return to knock at our doors. 
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Introduction 

Purpose  
This note seeks to clarify the nature of subjective measures and their place in humanitarian 
needs assessments. It defines this type of measures and discusses their strengths and 
challenges. It presents a small number of instruments and analysis methods. These have 
been selected for their successful applications or plausible applicability in humanitarian 
assessments. Each of them is extensively discussed. 

What are subjective measures?  
Subjective measures capture information that individuals – typically during interviews – 
share from their private thoughts and feelings. An outside observer – typically the 
interviewer – presents the stimulus – a question, invitation to elaborate on preceding 
conversation elements, or visual aid. Yet the response is such that this and other observers 
cannot immediately verify the content or understand the reasoning. Such measures are 
embedded in the surrounding flow of subjective information. In fact, only a small subset 
of subjective information imparts subjective measures, in the sense that they belong to a 
well-ordered set of alternatives or even have an in-built metric. 

Subjective measures in everyday life 

“How do you feel today?” and “I am better” is an exchange that we all understand. Whether 
it produces a measure depends on context and expectations. Conversational norms are such 
that, usually if not in every situation, follow-up probes are allowed or even desired. “So 
glad to hear that! What has changed since I last saw you?” will likely clarify how and why 
this person is feeling better. Witnesses – frequently a family member – may volunteer 
information that verifies or clarifies the response equivalently to interviewer probes. 
 
The follow-up may trigger so-called objective measurements as well, such as in medical 
practitioner-patient situations: “Then let’s take your blood pressure”. We presume that the 
blood pressure reading will be the same, no matter whether it is the nurse or the doctor who 
measures2. By contrast, “I am better”, darted at the receptionist or nurse with a smile, may 
suddenly be replaced by a less upbeat self-assessment once the patient is alone with the 
doctor.  
 
In measurement lingo, we expect the subjective “I am better” to have lower test-retest 
reliability than the objective blood pressure reading. On the other hand, for the doctor “I 
am not feeling that well” may be more informative than the blood pressure. She enquires 
out of politeness, but more so because this subjective expression sends her a valuable signal. 
Forget the blood pressure if the patient is a lonely senior, and his dog just died. His grief, 
at this moment, is the relevant piece; it may override an improved blood pressure for the 
                                                 
2 The reliability of blood pressure measurements at the hands of trained personnel was lower than laypersons 
commonly believed, at least until the adoption of computer-supported techniques (Hartland 1996).  
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prognosis and treatment that the doctor considers, given this new subjective information. 
Moreover, as a doctor, she knows that the blood pressure is not all that reliable either. 
Today’s reading may be better – but perhaps for the previous visit the patient walked all 
the way from home (which sent the pressure up) and today he came by taxi (which did not). 

A functional definition 

This artificial example helps us to gather a preliminary list of attributes that define 
subjective measures: 

�x They capture information that is not verifiable and not always understandable on its 
own. With additional information, we may understand and, sometimes, verify it. 

�x Chiefly – some would say: only – one source, the person concerned, holds the 
information. Other persons well acquainted with the source may have the same or 
similar information3. 

�x The information is a mix of factual, evaluative and emotive elements. Any of these 
may be the defining element(s) of the measure(s) into which the observer turns the 
information. 

�x Subjective measures are of interest because they complement, correct or replace 
objective measures. 

Are objective measures better? 

Contrary to what we may naively believe, and to what sometimes the literature suggests, 
there is no fundamental difference in terms of reliability and validity between subjective 
and objective measures. Depending on agent and context, objective measures may be 
ridden with levels of measurement error or with inter-temporal fluctuations that vastly 
exceed those affecting a counterpart subjective measure. A household’s monthly income 
per capita may be selected as one among several life satisfaction indicators, but if this 
household has substantial savings, income fluctuations may not register in satisfaction 
levels measured on a subjective rating scale. An index formed from several objective 
measures may not cover the full breadth of a concept that it is supposed to measure while 
a smaller number of subjective ones do cover it, at least on the face of what is known about 
its key dimensions. 

Measurements and power 

Ultimately, the difference between subjective and objective measures is a conventional 
fiction – with one important exception. It is fictional because every measurement involves 
an observer and, therefore, an element of subjectivity. Both types of measures are 
vulnerable to the evil trifecta – sampling, measurement and modeling errors. Both entail 
institutions, effort and cost. Both deliver information and thus reduce uncertainty. 
 
The exception arises from the fact that measures differ in so-called measurement levels and 
in degrees of institutional power:  
 
                                                 
3 But may also strategically misrepresent it. 
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�x Measures that are metric are likelier to be accepted as objective than non-metric 
measures. In particular, monetary measures are privileged by the double fortune 
that technically they are ratio-level, and socially they are widely understood beyond 
the economist profession. 

�x Measures that have emerged from long research traditions and have undergone 
multiple validations by a classic professional community are likelier to enjoy 
unquestioned acceptance than measures developed ad hoc or by occupational 
groups of lower or newer status. Subjective health measures are a case in point, 
backed by status and sheer research volume in the medical and allied (e.g. 
psychiatric) professions. 

�x Perhaps one should add, comparing the quasi-religious reverence for color maps 
to the distrust of statistical tables: Measures transported by a newer technology 
are more readily seen as objective. The usefulness and glamour of Geographical 
Information Systems (GIS) testify to it. 

The differences between objective and subjective measures are thus relative. But there are 
harder and softer, crispier and fuzzier measures, just as there are some calibrated to gold 
standards and others that, for good reasons, have been improvised. 

Subjective measures in needs assessments  
Needs, whether filled or not, are felt by individuals. They are also readily communicated; 
in shared cultures, norms and language define how we describe our own needs, how we 
understand others’ needs, and how we allocate attention and resources to mine and yours. 
The statement that “my bad tooth today is hurting much worse than yesterday” reflects my 
own sensation and, in that sense, is subjective. However, my family understands its 
meaning and, by observing whether I can still sleep, eat, work and enjoy my favorite TV 
show, etc. forms a composite judgment of the level of pain. This composite is closer to 
some objective measure than my single comparative statement, but obviously is captive to 
the emotions and knowledge of a very small group of people. 

Openness to subjective measures 

The same close interpenetration of psychic and social systems applies on a humanitarian 
scale. Only that the groups are larger, and the cultural distance wider. More people are in 
need; communications about needs become more formal; more institutions above the 
family aggregate them. Some of these institutions exercise power, of beneficial kinds or 
not, over those in need, and some, such as assessment teams sent from far-away offices, 
belong to outside cultural groups. They have the means to arrange communications about 
needs. What they take away from them – for example, from a focus group discussion – 
may be distorted, from both sides, by interest, ignorance or poor translation. Nonetheless, 
these observers understand some universal language of need, together with the devices that 
translate between the needy individual and the caring environment. As such, they are 
constitutionally open to subjective measures of need. 
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Sources of resistance .. 

Whether the humanitarian community actively elicits and uses such measures is a different 
matter. We believe, and may be wrong, that subjective measures in humanitarian needs 
assessments are neither well developed nor confidently used. The reasons are perceptual 
as well as institutional: 
 

�x The character of these measures is misunderstood. Subjective measures are 
presumed to be less valid, and the measurements less reliable, than so-called 
objective measures. “Subjective” is suspect; “objective” is desirable. Objective 
measures, therefore, seem preferable, even when admittedly in need of being 
complemented by subjective counterparts. 

�x The pressures of time and of immediate usefulness for response planners 
circumscribe the amount of testing and adjustment that needs assessments are 
afforded. This challenge affects the design and application of all types of measures, 
regardless of whether they are objective, subjective, or something else.  

�x Many familiar measures of the objective type rest on longer research traditions and 
are better calibrated than (many, though not all) subjective measures, some of 
which assessment teams may have to design “on the fly”. The principals may not 
give time for minimal, let alone adequate, testing. Improvisation is suspect. 

.. and of support 

This situation is not static. In the last ten to twenty years – we are not aware of any exact 
seminal event -, the differences in appreciation and sophistication between objective and 
subjective measurement have softened. The cosmic background radiation that has 
punctured more and more holes into old boundaries emanates from two sources. At the 
societal level, persons and values are mounting resistance against the dominance of roles 
and programs, with the result that subjectivity and ego expression gain cultural weight. 
Second, in terms of disciplinary boundaries, both the behavioral revolution in economics 
and the growth of so-called mixed methods in the social sciences at large are creating 
greater space for dialogue and exploration; the growth of statistical and text-analytic 
resources makes that space more productive. 

Overlap with poverty and health measurement – at what cost? 
There is an even more important source of encouragement for humanitarians to befriend 
subjective measures – poverty measurement. This has grown into a treasure house of tried 
and tested methods, incorporating both objective and subjective measures. Poor people are 
deprived of multiple “things”; deprivations, howsoever enumerated, come naturally as a 
bridging concept to “unmet needs”, which is what humanitarian assessments measure. 
Learning from the long tradition of poverty measurement thus seems to be a promising 
enterprise for the humanitarian needs assessment community. A similarly instructive 
partnership may be found in health measurement. This community has a longer tradition 
in subjective measurement, in the use of ordinal data and in well curated test inventories 
(see, e.g., McDowell 2006). 
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Borrowing concepts as well as tools 

On offer are both philosophical concepts and practical tools. For example, in poverty 
measurement Amartya Sen’s capabilities approach, with the core concepts of capability 
(the freedom to be and to do) and functioning (the actual achievement), has gained wide 
currency. It has also incurred criticism of various sorts (Hoffmann and Metz 2017, Wells 
Undated, for many others). On the practical side, Sen’s involvement in the design of the 
Human Development Index (Anand and Sen 1994), led to the adoption of so-called lp-
norms into the metrics of multidimensional poverty indices (Benini 2012:67-68), a 
technique potentially applicable to humanitarian impact measures. 
 
Figure 5: The core concepts of Amartya Sen's capabilities approach 

 
Source: Wells, op.cit. 
 
However, these borrowings are not entirely free. They import part of the complexity that 
the poverty and health measurement fields have accumulated. Notably, when some of their 
philosophical models are written into needs assessments, the measurement of needs is 
compounded with additional dimensions. Familiar concepts like “severity” or 
“vulnerability” have to negotiate distinctions between (unobserved) dispositions and 
(observed) behaviors as understood in those other fields. There will be pressure to 
demonstrate validity with statistical methods in which few humanitarian analysts have been 
trained. Notably, analysts will need greater agility with models that combine measured 
indicators and latent variables. 
 

[Sidebar:] Multidimensional deprivation with subjective data 
Needs assessments and poverty measurement overlap in the concept of deprivation. In this sense, 
a person is deprived when an essential need is not met. Since there are several essential needs, 
and levels of their fulfillment vary in the same individual, a multidimensional measure is desirable. 
It should supply an aggregate measure of deprivation across needs areas and for distinct groups 
of affected persons. It should also assess the contribution from each sector and each group to the 
aggregate score. 
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In this sidebar, we demonstrate the use of such a multidimensional method with subjective data, 
with only a modest amount of technicalities. This radar plot gives a first, vague idea of what follows, 
using deprivation statistics from a needs assessment in Nigeria, to illustrate the methodology. 

Figure 6: Deprivation profiles of three areas in Nigeria 

Classic one-dimensional measures 
For a long time, a set of one-dimensional measures – known as Foster-Greer-Thorbecke (FGT) 
poverty measures – has been dominant in poverty research (Foster, Greer et al. 1984) (over 6,000 
scientific papers cite this seminal article). FGT compares household income or expenditure, 
suitably adjusted for household size, to a poverty line. Its strength rests on meaningful definitions 
of three indices. The head count ratio – known as FGT0 - is the proportion of households below 
the poverty line (it is also known as the incidence of poverty). The depth of poverty – FGT1 – is the 
mean shortfall, normalized to the poverty line (also known as the poverty gap). The severity of 
poverty – FGT2 – is the normalized square of the shortfall (also known as the squared gap). 
Compared to FGT0, FGT1 and all the more so FGT2 give increasing weight to the poorest of the 
poor. The indices are versatile because they can be “additively decomposed” by social group, 
region or any other category set. This means that the index value for the total population is equal 
to the sum of the products of each subgroup’s index value and its population share. 

Multi -dimensional approach 
Several extensions to multi-dimensional metrics have been pursued (Foster, Greer et al. 2010). 
The multidimensional poverty measures that Sabina Alkire and her colleagues at the Oxford 
Poverty and Human Development Initiative have been developing over the past ten years are 
increasingly popular (Alkire, Foster et al. 2015). We bring them to attention for several reasons. 
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From the FGT family they inherit the additive decomposability, which is essential for needs 
assessments comparing groups on degrees of deprivation. They are viable also with dichotomous 
and ordinal data (albeit not for all indices). In other words, they work in situations where needs 
assessments depend on ratings or rankings. Recently, STATA published software to compute the 
Alkire-Foster indices, which removes a barrier from their rapid application to assessment data 
(Pacifico and Poege 2017). 
 
This methodology is no longer purely academic. Several national governments, including those of 
Mexico, Colombia and the Philippines, consult poverty reports that rely on it. The much talked-
about “Gross National Happiness Index” of Bhutan is an adapted version (Wikipedia 2017a). 

Subjective poverty lines 
Respondents can be asked to define poverty thresholds individually. When these subjective values 
are aggregated, by some method, to one common value, we have a “social subjective poverty line”. 
Methodologists have validated such lines for the unidimensional case, built on the so-called 
minimum income question: “What income level do you personally consider to be absolutely minimal? 
That is to say that with less you could not make ends meet” (Pradhan and Ravallion 2000). We 
extend this to several sectors, probed with the double question of “How much does your family 
spend on [X need, e.g. food] in a month?” and “What is the least amount that you would need to 
spend in order to meet that need adequately?” The relative shortfall is a measure of sectoral 
deprivation. The resulting data feed into the Alkire-Foster model. 

The two-threshold approach 
The Alkire-Foster model4 applies cut-offs twice in order to determine deprivation status:  
 

�x In each dimension, a cut-off point is set, identical for all units of interest (e.g, in the 
educational dimension: six years of completed schooling for the average of the adult family 
members). A unit (individual, household) that falls below the threshold is considered 
deprived (e.g., a family with three adults with 3, 4 and 7 years completed).  

�x Multidimensional: The dimensions can be weighted, by importance, with weights summing 
to one. If not, each receives a weight equal to (1 / number of dimensions). A unit deprived 
in dimension X receives score points equal to the weight of X if deprived, or zero otherwise. 
The unit’s sum of points determines its overall deprivation status. To do this, a second cut-
off is defined. If the point sum is above it, the unit is considered “overall deprived” or, in the 
original language of Alkire et al., “multidimensionally poor”. 

In the head count ratio (the analog to FGT0), an adjustment is made to give greater weight to units 
deprived in more dimensions than needed to minimally pass the second cut-off. The adjusted head 
count ratio is obtained by multiplying the raw ratio by the average intensity of multidimensional 
poverty. The average intensity is the sum of all deprivation scores of the poor divided by the number 
of the poor (only the poor). The adjusted head count ratio is key to the Alkire-Foster approach 
because it involves the multidimensional intensity in the aggregation5. 
 

                                                 
4 For an excellent didactic introduction, graphically illustrated with a family in Ecuador, see Alkire and 
Robles (2017), available at http://www.ophi.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/B47_Global_MPI_2017.pdf . 
5 Alkire, Foster, et al., op.cit., make the Adjusted Headcount Ratio the focus of their entire Chapter 5. They 
interpret it as “proportion of deprivations that poor people in a society experience, as a share of the 
deprivations that would be experienced if all persons were poor and deprived in all dimensions of poverty” 
(ibd., 184). In particular, this index works validly also with ordinal indicators.  
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Furthermore, in analogy to FGT1 and FGT2, indices are formulated to measure the depth and 
severity of the overall deprivation. The complex calculations are the major obstacle to popularizing 
these measures in the Excel user community. 

Data and data preparation 
Our data come from a basic needs assessment that Okular Analytics facilitated in and around IDP 
camps in Borno State, in the region affected by armed conflict in northeastern Nigeria, in June 2017 
(Okular Analytics 2017). As part of the data collection, field teams interviewed the heads of 1,161 
households using a standardized questionnaire. We use estimated monthly expenses in eight 
needs areas and the corresponding minimum amounts that the respondents considered necessary 
to meet the needs of their families. These needs areas are the dimensions in the Alkire-Foster 
model. 

On 1,135 of the households, we have suitable data, which we prepare in three steps: 

�x For each household, we divide the estimated actuals and minima by the adult equivalents,
for which we take the square root of the number of members (Solt 2016). This neutralizes
the effect of household size.

�x For each needs area, we calculate a social deprivation cut-off, by taking the median of
the size-adjusted minimum amounts (excluding zeros, which appear to function as
missings). This approximates a social norm of what is required.

�x In the adjusted actual expenses, we treat – in this dataset! - zeros as missing and replace
them with the values of the social deprivation cut-offs, thus treating the households as not
deprived in the areas with zero actuals. This minimizes loss of observations. It may create
some bias, underestimating deprivation levels.

We assign different weights to the needs areas. These weights emphasize the differences that 
thirty-two community-level focus groups representing IDPs and residents made in rating the 
importance of the needs areas (the ratings were aggregated by Okular Analytics). This table lists 
the areas and their weights, the cut-off points and the proportions of households considered 
deprived in each area. Some needs areas are put in common “domains” (humanitarian sectors) 
while remaining analytically distinct. 
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Table 1: Deprivation in eight needs areas 
 

 
Note: In June 2017, the exchange rate fluctuated around US$ 1 = NGN 320. 

 
For this exercise, we set the second cut-off at 0.39. The idea is that a household deprived of food 
and of health care ought to be considered overall deprived even if not deprived in any other needs 
areas. Such a household would have a point sum of 0.20 + 0.20 = 0.40 > 0.39. By contrast, a 
household deprived of adequate shelter, water and sanitation, but with no other deprivations, would 
score 3 * 0.10 = 0.30 < 0.39, and as such would not be considered overall deprived. 
 
The STATA module supplies the deprivation indices that correspond to FGT0, 1 and 2. For this 
sample and these weights, 80.6 percent are deemed overall deprived. The adjusted head count is 
57.5 percent. The total-sample values for depth and severity are of interest only in comparative 
perspective. We report two breakdowns. First, we want to see how the needs areas contribute to 
the overall deprivation. Second, the assessment covered three Local Government Areas; how 
much do they differ in the three indices? 

Threshold (*)
Sample 
households 
deprived

Domain 1
Food 0.20 6,666 74.5%
Energy (**) 0.15 1,341 51.7%
Domain 2
Health care 0.20 2,610 63.0%
Domain 3
Shelter 0.10 5,303 47.3%
Household items 0.10 1,788 59.4%
Domain 4
Water 0.10 1,060 48.5%
Sanitation and hygiene 0.10 2,500 74.4%
Domain 5
Transport and 
communications

0.05 2,449 70.2%

Total weigths 1.00
(*)   Expenses per month and adult equivalent considered necessary to meet 
household needs, in Nigeria Naira.
(**) Assumed chiefly for firewood for cooking.

Needs area Weight

Deprivation
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Sources of deprivation 
Table 2: Contributions by needs areas to overall deprivation 

One notices right away that the contributions are similar to the weights. This hints at a potential 
weakness of the multisectoral deprivation approach in terms of actual and minimum required 
expenses. This distribution may arise when respondents estimate the required amounts by 
multiplying their actuals by similar factors across needs areas. Households balance their expenses, 
limited by total income, across needs areas; therefore respondents may feel that what they can 
afford falls short to similar degrees in most areas. Not surprisingly, the contributions from sanitation 
and hygiene are clearly higher than from potable water although both areas are equally weighted. 
Water is the more vital of the two; thus households tend to deprive themselves more of sanitation 
and hygiene. 

Detecting interesting differences – are they real? 
The regional differences are likely more genuine. On all deprivation indices, values in Jere LGA 
are lower than in Konduga and MMC. The absolute differences may appear minor. Yet in a small 
number of tests, they were significant. One is tempted to infer that people in Konduga and MMC 
face greater difficulties filling their essential needs than those in Jere. However, such tests assume 
random samples drawn from all households in the three LGAs, an assumption that is not plausible 
in this conflict region. The finding is only valid if prices of goods and services do not differ much 
between Jere and the other two LGAs. 

Needs area
Adjusted head 
count

Depth of 
deprivation

Severity of 
deprivation

Domain 1
Food 0.24 0.23 0.22
Energy 0.13 0.12 0.12
Domain 2
Health care 0.21 0.22 0.23
Domain 3
Shelter 0.08 0.08 0.08
Household items 0.10 0.10 0.10
Domain 4
Water 0.08 0.07 0.07
Sanitation and hygiene 0.12 0.12 0.13
Domain 5
Transport and 
communications

0.05 0.06 0.06

Total contributions 1.00 1.00 1.00
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Table 3: Deprivation indices, by region 

Deprivation vs. total expenses 
The STATA module produces for each unit a dummy variable indicating whether it is overall 
deprived or not. It also returns the deprivation score, which we remember is the sum of the weights 
of needs areas in which the unit is deprived. Its range is [0, 1]. We regress the scores of the sample 
households on the total monthly expenses and find a decreasing relationship, as expected. It 
accelerates slightly in the magnitude of the expenses, then slightly decelerates. This is at best a 
partial validation of a multidimensional deprivation score based on expenses in various needs areas. 
It is partial because the information contents between score and total monthly expenses overlap 
considerably. 

LGA
Share of sample 
households

Raw head count
Adjusted head
count

Depth of 
deprivation

Severity of 
deprivation

Jere 47.8% 0.761 0.539 0.349 0.261

Konduga 27.3% 0.871 0.620 0.408 0.310

MMC 24.8% 0.823 0.595 0.403 0.306

Total 100.0% 0.806 0.575 0.379 0.286

Overall deprivationLocal Government Areas
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Figure 7: Multidimensional deprivation score vs. total monthly expenses 

The great variability of the relationship is noteworthy. The total expenses account for only half of 
the variance in the deprivation scores. Even among households that are well-off by what they can 
buy in a month (log(expenses) = 5), the mean score is still around 0.20. One can be deprived 
despite a handsome income. This may be the case, for instance, of households in which high 
medical costs compress the ability to meet other needs. 

Please handle with care 
Multidimensional deprivation analysis can describe such variability in the detail needed. This 
versatility may make it the friend or the enemy of the humanitarian analyst. The affinity to 
multisectoral assessments is attractive; the ability to incorporate binary and ordinal variables 
advances the scope of what the analyst can do validly with these data types. And, although our 
demonstration with expenditure data from Nigeria does not incorporate any non-monetary 
indicators, multidimensional deprivation analysis handles them on the same footing as monetary 
ones. 

The downsides, too, must be noted. There are many bells and whistles. Users may find it difficult 
to understand the head count adjustment (which impacts also the depth and severity indices). As 
Alkire and Foster themselves underline (op.cit., 144), 

“many key decisions are left to the user. These include the selection of the measure’s 
purpose, space, unit of analysis, dimensions, deprivation cut-offs (to determine when a 
person is deprived in a dimension), weights or values (to indicate the relative importance 
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of the different deprivations), and poverty cut-off (to determine when a person has enough 
deprivations to be considered poor)”.  

 
The assessment designers and the analyst must make many choices. Are these always well-
informed? Even if so, it may be difficult to ensure comparability across assessments when choices 
differ substantially. As the World Bank economist Martin Ravallion quipped, back in 2010 when 
Alkire-Foster was in its infancy: “Your new composite index has arrived: Please handle with care”6. 
 

More on the nature of subjective measures  
We return to the question “What are subjective measures?”, this time by way of example.  
We describe a measure that has been used widely and with good success, then discuss the 
rationale for subjective measures. 

Scaling subjectivity on a ladder 

The so-called Cantril Ladder (Cantril 1965) asks interviewees to place themselves in an 
imaginary vertical dimension:  
 

“Please imagine a ladder with steps numbered from zero at the bottom to 10 at the 
top. The top of the ladder represents the best possible life for you and the bottom of 
the ladder represents the worst possible life for you. On which step of the ladder 
would you say you personally feel you stand at this time?”  

 
This version, quoted by Cojocaru and Diagne (2013:5, footnote 12), leaves it entirely to 
the respondent to imagine what might be best possible and worst possible personal 
situations. For this reason, it is considered a “self-anchoring scale”. This may be difficult 
for some interviewees; the ladder endpoints can therefore be exemplified with contextually 
appropriate social positions, such as “the king” on top, and “a beggar” at the bottom. In the 
"Economic Ladder Question (ELQ)" version (Ravallion 2012:7), 
 

“Imagine six steps, where on the bottom, the first step, stand the poorest people, 
and on the highest step, the sixth, stand the rich (show a picture of the steps). On 
which step are you today?” 

 
the endpoints are denoted with two commonly understood wealth-related attributes, “rich” 
and “poorest”. 

Aspects of subjectivity 

We will return to the anchoring problem later. At this point, we only want to note: 
 

                                                 
6 http://voxeu.org/article/your-new-composite-index-has-arrived-please-handle-care . 
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�x Subjective: The Cantril ladder is a subjective measure. Even versions that interpret 
the endpoints (e.g., “king vs. beggar”) leave it to the respondents to map their 
personal or family situations to the ladder steps that are most appropriate in their 
own minds. 

�x Not self-explanatory: The respondent does not share the rationale for the self-
placement on a particular step unless made to elaborate, such as in response to 
follow-up questions. 

�x Open to all welfare dimensions: By implication, the reasons why two respondents 
place themselves on the same step may be entirely different. For example, one may 
be motivated chiefly by comparing his wealth to that of other persons, another by 
her health career. 

�x Objective circumstances vary: For the same reason (the rationale is not 
observed), respondents who place themselves on the same step may differ, 
sometimes widely, on “objective” welfare measures such as wealth and income. 

�x Standards of comparison differ: A respondent may compare her current situation 
to what it used to be in the past. Another compares it to the equally current situation 
of other persons or to a social norm. A third respondent evaluates it in the light of 
her ambition to achieve certain goals in some point in the future.  

�x Context-sensitive: The respondent faces the ladder question in the context of a 
wider interview. Research has demonstrated that subjective measures are highly 
sensitive to context. For example, in the USA, the Gallup Healthways Well-Being 
survey used the Cantril ladder. In this randomized study, some versions asked 
respondents political questions before introducing the ladder; others did not. The 
former versions had “a very large downward effect on their assessment of their own 
lives .., comparable to that associated with becoming unemployed” (reported in 
National Research Council 2014:81-82) 

�x Measurement level: The Cantril ladder is an ordinal measure. The distances 
between rungs cannot be compared without some transformation to a higher 
measurement level, for which additional assumptions and possibly external 
information are needed. 

�x Visual: The ladder metaphor lends itself to visual representation. The interviewee 
looks at the outline of a ladder with X steps, equally spaced. He may simply point 
to a higher or lower step as the one capturing his felt situation best and leave the 
exact step number to the interviewer to read. 

 
Not all subjective measures have every one of those characteristics. Some are in a grey 
zone between subjective and objective. A question like “In the past week, on how many 
days did your family rely on unusual foods in order to have a meal?”, part of a (fictitious) 
nutritional-stress inventory, asks for a count. As such, it is a ratio-level measure. The 
interpretation of “unusual” is entirely subjective. Family A reports that during three days 
they had to make do with nothing but catfish from the nearby creek; family B dug for 
mussels to tide themselves over for one hungry day. The mere number of days is hardly a 
valid measure of current food insecurity. 
 
Contrast that with a question that would be appropriate in Niger during lean seasons: “In 
the past week, did your family collect millet from termite mounds?” (a famine food listed 
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in Muller and Almedom 2008:603). We are inclined to consider this an objective indicator, 
albeit one certainly in need to be complemented with several more specific indicators of 
acute food insecurity. However, as these authors detail statistically, the people of their 
study village lack “a cohesive definition of the ‘famine food’ cultural domain and .. 
incorporat[e ..] many ‘famine foods’ into the other categories” of foods (ibd., 602). We are 
back to subjectivity. 

Why subjective measures? 
With all the suspicions about the validity and reliability of subjective data, why are such 
measures still being used?  

Scope of meaning 

Chiefly because objective measures such as household income may not sufficiently cover 
the full range of the concept to which the ultimate question of interest points. If it is 
happiness, then persons of higher income find it easier to procure the goods and services 
that, typically, are associated with a happier life. But not all rich people are happy. No one 
model fully specifies the conditions of happiness; therefore, a broad subjective question 
such as “How happy are you at present with your life as a whole?” covers more than any 
specific set of objective happiness indicators does. 

Objective measures may fall short 

The case for subjective measures is somewhat made stronger by unavailable or unreliable 
objective measures. In rapid assessments, welfare measures such as monthly household 
expenditure are hard to estimate reliably 7 . Income measurement poses even greater 
difficulty. “Typical values” for a period of several months may be meaningless because of 
fast changing circumstances. Even in more stable situations, such as those resulting from 
long-term displacement, such measures are complex. People sell and buy durable assets, 
by disposing, say, of jewelry or investing in small business equipment. Thus, from a 
consumption welfare viewpoint, changes in assets and liabilities would have to be 
monitored as well. The family may not have enough to eat this month because a heavy loan 
payment on the sewing machine falls due. A “households as corporate firms” approach to 
welfare measurement (Samphantharak and Townsend 2010) may be viable in economic 
development research, but rarely for rapid assessments.  
 
Instead, a modest approach to objective measurement may produce sufficiently reliable 
data and valid proxy measures for some partial, yet important welfare components of 
interest. Scales based on the presence of durable household items come to mind (Filmer 

                                                 
7  On the reliability of such estimates in well established household surveys in generally more placid 
environments, see Xu et al. (2009). Cope et al. (2012) provide a rare study of the reliability of expenditure 
estimates in a population of humanitarian interest, Iraqis displaced to Syria and Jordan. However, their focus 
is chiefly on the question whether expenditure estimates are a viable proxy of income estimates; the reliability 
of the former is not sufficiently answered by models relating them to health indicators. 
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and Pritchett 2001, Filmer and Scott 2008). These less ambitious indices may then be 
complemented with subjective measures in order to produce a well-rounded welfare index. 

Arguments and fallacies 
Arguments for subjective measures have been made by many. But not all of them stand in 
the flame of close inspection. Veenhoven (2001) exemplifies this mixed advocacy. She 
seeks to clarify the relationship between subjective and objective measures by 
distinguishing their positions on two dimensions.  
 

�x Substance: Measures are subjective or objective by virtue of their substance. 
“Objective indicators are concerned with things which exist independently of 
subjective awareness. For instance, someone can be ill in an objective sense 
because a tumor is spreading in the body, without that person knowing” (op.cit., 4). 
Subjective measures cover states of which the person concerned is aware. 

�x Assessment method: “Objective measurement is based on explicit criteria and 
performed by external observers. Illness can be measured objectively by the 
presence of antigens in the blood, and class membership by possession of means 
of production. Given these operational definitions, any impartial observer will come 
to the same conclusion. Yet, subjective measurement involves self-reports based 
on implicit criteria. The ignorant cancer patient who reports to feel in good health 
may have based that appraisal on many cues and will not be really able to say how 
he came to that appraisal” (ibd.).  

It is not as simple as that 

However, those distinctions, while well-meaning, do not hold water. Measurement takes 
place in institutional contexts; in many of these, the self-aware and intentional participation 
of the persons subject to measurement is necessary. Thus, in hospital emergency rooms, it 
is not uncommon for multiple specialists to see a freshly admitted patient in short 
succession. Apart from looking at the objective vitals, these observers will invariably 
enquire about the level and location of pain “now” and “before you received the pain 
medication”. Although pain is a subjective sensation, conscious patients will likely repeat 
the description of their “pain before” in similar or even identical terms. To that extent, 
doctors and nurses will register this symptom consistently while they interpret it each in 
the perspective of a medical specialization or hospital hierarchy. 
 
This delicate interweaving of objectivity and subjectivity is more common than naïve 
assumptions about scientific methods admit. The weather forecasting industry, a paragon 
of objective measures, favors automated observation and numerical prediction. Yet it has 
found it necessary to embed human personnel locally “to push past the interpretive 
limitations of prediction models” (Daipha 2015:53). It exemplifies the kind of modern 
objectivity that “combines the ethos of a late twentieth-century scientist with the device 
orientation of an industrial engineer and the authorial ambition of an artist” (Daston and 
Galison 2007:414, quoted by Daipha, op.cit., 454). 
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Good policy needs subjectivity 

Despite the flaws in her conceptual approach, Veenhoven enumerates a number of good 
reasons why “policy makers need subjective indicators”. Coming from a quality-of-life 
research background, she lists five main ones: 
 

1. “Social policy is never limited to merely material matters; it is also aimed at matters 
of mentality. These substantially subjective goals require subjective indicators.  

2. Progress in material goals cannot always be measured objectively. Subjective mea- 
surement often is better.  

3. Inclusive measurement is problematic with objective substance. Current sum 
scores make little sense. Using subjective satisfaction better indicates 
comprehensive quality of life.  

4. Objective indicators do little to inform policy makers about public preferences. Since 
the political process also does not reflect public preferences too well, policy makers 
need additional information from opinion polls.  

5. Policy makers have to distinguish between ‘wants’ and ‘needs’. Needs are not 
observable as such, but their gratification materialises in the length and happiness 
of peoples’ lives. This final output criterion requires assessment of subjective 
appreciation of life as a whole” (op.cit.:1). 

Most humanitarian analysts will disagree that needs are not observable and would rather 
focus on how they can be observed. But this is less important than the case the author 
makes to rely on subjective measures. We demonstrate this for humanitarians with a 
success story from the food security sector.  

Case study: The Food Insecurity Experience Scale (FIES) 

Discontent with objective measures 

So far, our exposition has been static, living in a momentary episode of designing or 
administering a subjective measure. However, time matters, also for the growth of 
measurement traditions. Subject-matter organizations and networks often take 
considerable time – years or decades – to replace or complement time-honored measures 
with novel ones. While there may be almost universal dissatisfaction with the old, 
nevertheless the development and adoption of new tools may meet with opposition from 
older researchers, from those doubting their relevance, validity or reliability as well as from 
consumers who may initially not understand intent or applicability. 
 
The emergence and establishment of the Food Insecurity Experience Scale (FIES) as a 
subjective measure of food insecurity is a success story in this regard. Hunger and food 
insecurity have been measured in a variety of ways. These include indices at the country 
level such as FAO’s Prevalence of Undernourishment (Pérez-Escamilla, Gubert et al. 2017) 
and the Global Hunger Index (Von Grebmer, Saltzman et al. 2016), as well as measures at 
the individual and household levels. At the fine-grained local level, measures based on 
individual food consumption and diversity as well as on household budgets are typical. 
National and local approaches were both considered “objective”, but they often were 
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resource-intensive or slow, with considerable time elapsing between data collection and 
sharing of results. Lower-level samples were patchy, and results hard to generalize. 
National estimates relied on far-reaching model assumptions. 

First, look at micro-processes .. 

Moreover, as undernutrition decreased in many countries, overweight among the less 
affluent was increasingly noticed as a new problem. It challenged traditional assumptions 
about poverty and hunger. Ballard et al. (2013) retrace the evolution of alternative 
approaches, beginning with  
 

“ethnographic research carried out in the USA to understand the lived experience 
of  hunger [that] revealed it to be a process characterized initially by worry about 
having enough food, followed  by dietary changes to make limited food resources 
last, and finally, decreased consumption of food in  the household” (ibd., 3). 

.. and hence develop a novel measure 

This led to the adoption, in 1995, of the Household Food Security Survey Module in US 
government research agencies, with food insecurity measurement centered on people’s 
access to food in a 4-layer model that connects determinants and consequences: 
 
Figure 8: Determinants and consequences of food insecurity at the individual level 
 

 
Source: op.cit., 6, Figure 2. 

 
The corresponding scale resulted from a collection of dichotomous questions about access 
to food. It provided a  
 

“simple, timely and less costly method .. based on data collected at the household 
or individual level. [Such scales do] not provide specific information on actual food 
consumption, diet quality and food expenditures like household expenditure surveys 
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and individual food intake surveys might do, but rather focus more broadly on 
reported food-related behaviors associated with the experience of food insecurity 
due to limited access to food. They should therefore not be seen as substitutes for 
but rather as complements to these other important measures” (ibd., 5). 

A measure with global reach 

Increasingly this research drew international attention, with a major symposium held at 
FAO headquarters in 2002 and a stock-taking of research in a 2006 supplement to the 
Journal of Nutrition. This publication noted three major conceptual developments in food 
insecurity measurement: 
 

1. “a shift from using measures of food availability and utilization to measuring 
‘inadequate access’; 

2. a shift from a focus on objective to subjective measures; and 
3. a growing emphasis on fundamental measurement as opposed to reliance on distal, 

proxy measures” (quoted in op.cit.: 7). 

 
In the first decade of the 2000s, considerable research was conducted also in Latin America 
and the Caribbean. Eventually, it was the FAO’s Voices of the Hungry project that took 
research efforts to a global scale. In 2013, the FAO conducted pilot studies into the Food 
Insecurity Experience Scale in Angola, Ethiopia, Malawi and Niger; in 2014 it finalized 
the instrument and translated it into 200 languages. Methods were found to make the scale 
comparable across languages, cultures and countries (Nord, Cafiero et al. 2016). This 
paved the way to graded measures of both the food-insecure (the broad measure) and the 
severely food-insecure.  

Who are the food-insecure? 

In the same year, the application of the Food Insecurity Experience Scale Survey Module 
sky-rocketed in a partnership with the Gallup World Poll. Gallup collected so much data –
over 100,000 individuals in 146 countries - that the question “Who are the World’s Food 
Insecure?” could be answered with much greater accuracy. The FAO Technical Report No. 
1 in the series “Voices of the Hungry” provided countrywise prevalence estimates as well 
as an exceptionally thorough methodological account8. 
 
Regarding the determinants of food insecurity, Smith et al. (2017) were among the first to 
report detailed results. They analyzed common determinants in 134 countries: 
 

“The five characteristics associated with the largest increase in the likelihood of 
experiencing food insecurity around the world are: having low levels of education, 

                                                 
8 With most detail given to scale formation and estimation under a statistical approach known the Item 
Response Theory (IRT, “Rasch model”) (Wikipedia 2013). 
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weak social networks, less social capital, low household income, and being 
unemployed” (ibd., 402, with usable data on 123,732 individuals). 

 
Smith’s team also investigated how the determinants of food insecurity differed across 
levels of economic development (based on country rankings by the World Bank). 
Descriptively, the proportions of broad and severe food insecurity are as follows: 
 
Figure 9: Food insecurity - Prevalence by economic development ranking   
 

 
Source: op.cit., 405, Table 1. 

As the economy grows, the causes change 

Some of the interesting findings along the economic development dimension include: 
 

�x Decreasing association with national economic development: For low-income 
countries, the largest effect on food insecurity is from GDP per capita. “A 10% 
increase in GDP per capita ($142 per capita on average) is associated with a 2.7 
percentage point lower probability of experiencing food insecurity” (ibd., 408). But 
this effect is no longer statistically significant for lower middle- and upper-middle-
income countries. This implies that, as countries get richer, further growth in GDP 
per capita is less and less closely associated with reductions in food insecurity9. 
From this we might further conclude (although the authors don’t say so) that 
programs that aid the remaining food-insecure need to be more specific and more 
closely targeted. 

�x Severe food insecurity has its own determinants: The five most powerful “come 
from the social capital, elementary education, social network, log household 
income, and separated, widowed, or divorced characteristics, respectively. For 
example, holding all other characteristics constant, a high level of social capital is 
associated with a 6.7 percentage point lower probability of experiencing severe food 
insecurity. Having only an elementary education is associated with a 6.3 percentage 
point higher probability of experiencing severe food insecurity, compared to having 
a college degree” (ibd., 408).  

                                                 
9 It should be pointed out that this argument is based on cross-sectional data. 
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