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Abstract

Rural households in northern Ethiopia face chronic exposure to climate and market
shocks, compounded by the 2020–22 civil war that displaced many and depleted their as-
sets. This study draws on baseline household survey data under the Regreening Africa II
programme collected in 2025 to examine the household level capacities that buffer against
shocks and food insecurity. We also assess whether these capacities differ between house-
holds in rain fed highlands and pastoral lowlands.

The survey covered 1,008 rural households across five woredas in Tigray (n = 908) and
one woreda in Afar (n = 100). We build indices of absorptive, adaptive and transformative
resilience capacity from the survey items and estimate how each interacts with shock expo-
sure in predicting the Food Insecurity Experience Scale (FIES) and a Household Dietary
Diversity Score (HDDS), with kebele fixed effects and kebele-clustered standard errors.

Our result shows that households in Afar report three times as many shocks and hold
ten times more livestock per household than Tigray households, yet food-security outcomes
are similar in the two regions. We find that resilience capacity reduces the shock cost but
does not eliminate food insecurity. Splitting shocks into covariate events (those that affect
many households at once) and idiosyncratic ones (affecting individual households) clarifies
the mechanism: absorptive capacity lowers the FIES cost of a covariate shock but not
of an idiosyncratic one. Communities can pool idiosyncratic risk; covariate risk must be
absorbed at the household level.

The implication of our findings is that programmes operating in similar settings should
priorities investments in absorptive capacity, particularly savings, informal safety nets, and
psycho-social agency. A follow-up survey with a cluster-randomised design will support cau-
sal identification of the programme at endline, including both average and heterogeneous
treatment effects.
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