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ABSTRACT             ARTICLE INFORMATION         
 

Background: Vulnerability assessment and analysis have gained increasing significance as 
they provide essential data to guide governments on food insecurity issues. Aims: This review 
was aimed at establishing the use and influence of food and nutrition security vulnerability 
assessment and analysis data and reports in Zimbabwe. Methods: A total of 18 databases and 
search engines were explored. The inclusion criteria were English articles published after 31 
December 2016 to 15 February 2022. Results: A final list of 65 scientific publications and 
32 grey literature documents was found from the literature search. From the academic 
publications citing the Zimbabwe Vulnerability Assessment Committee (ZimVAC) reports 
or products, the most popular thematic areas were food and nutrition security (36%, 24/67), 
climate change 18% (12/65), Nutrition 9% (6/65), Resilience 9% (6/65) and Livelihoods 
9% (6/65). Regarding grey literature documents citing ZimVAC products, most were 
humanitarian response appeals by the United Nations Representative Office in Zimbabwe 
and the Government of Zimbabwe. In scientific literature there was use of ZimVAC 
information for both conceptual and symbolic purposes and in grey literature it was used 
mainly for instrumental and symbolic purposes. The results also revealed that several food 
and nutrition security programs in Zimbabwe have been informed by VAA information 
presented in the ZimVAC products. Conclusion: The findings in this paper show that VAA 
data and products are well-cited in both scientific and grey literature. However, as food and 
nutrition security appear to be the most important theme informed by ZimVAC data, 
ZimVAC needs to speak to a wider spectrum of policymakers and programmers by 
illuminating other themes, such as risk reduction and resilience. VAA tools must be adaptable 
and take into consideration topical issues such as pandemics with evidence generated for 
policy and programming in real-time.  

Keywords: Food security; livelihood assessment; vulnerability assessment; Zimbabwe 

 
 

1 Introduction 
There is a high prevalence of food insecurity in Southern 
Africa leading to high rates of malnutrition and disease 
burden. The continuous increase in the incidence and 
frequency of shocks, (floods, droughts, unemployment, and 
price) are exacerbating food insecurity and a threat to 
livelihoods. The vulnerability of a household or community 
is determined by its ability to withstand such shocks 1. 

According to Dilley and Boudreau (2001) 1, vulnerability is 
the risk that the household's entitlements would fail to buffer 
against hunger, famine, dislocation, or other losses. In 
addition, vulnerability as a complex phenomenon is a 
function of the interaction of multiple causal factors all 
working together or in combination with the resultant 
negative effect on household livelihoods 2. 
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Vulnerability assessment is the monitoring of individual, 
household, and community food security and livelihood 
indicators in order to inform policy 3. Assessment of the 
extent and nature of vulnerability is important for many 
reasons 4. Vulnerability Assessment Analysis (VAA) serves as 
a necessary process to design interventions that prevent food 
insecurity at all levels. It provides baseline information that 
can serve as a comparison between normal and non-normal 
situations 5. VAA must give rise to data that can predict future 
situations and inform measures to avert, respond to, or 
recover from an adverse situation 6. VAA thus generates 
valuable information that can be used at all levels from local 
to national, to regional. This can ensure the implementation 
of appropriate measures to decrease susceptibility and increase 
the coping capacity of the vulnerable 7. 

Framework for vulnerability assessment in Zimbabwe 

In Zimbabwe, the Zimbabwe Vulnerability Assessment 
Committee (ZimVAC) is a government-led consortium of 
Ministries, United Nations (UN) agencies, Non-
Governmental Organizations (NGOs), and Academia 
established in 2002 as part of the SADC’s VAA system. The 
ZimVAC regularly contributes towards updating 
Government and its Development Partners on the food 
security situation through baselines, assessments, and 
monitoring exercises, complementing other information 
sources such as the Ministry of Agriculture’s “Crop and 
Livestock Assessments”, Zimbabwe Demographic and Health 
Survey (ZDHS), “Poverty Income, Consumption, and 
Expenditure Survey” (PICES) and Multiple Indicator Cluster 
Survey (MICS). ZimVAC was formally brought into 
Government structures by the Government of Zimbabwe 
Cabinet Decision of 25 May 2005.  

ZimVAC is chaired and administratively run by the Food and 
Nutrition Council (FNC), a Department in the Office of the 
President and Cabinet. The Government of Zimbabwe has 
put in place mechanisms to ensure the effective 
institutionalization of ZimVAC by providing personnel 
within the FNC to run the operations of ZimVAC. This has 
been further supported by coming up with the legal structures 
that govern the work of ZimVAC. As of December 2021, 
ZimVAC had successfully carried out nine (9) urban 
livelihood assessments (ULAs) and 21 rural livelihood 
assessments (RLAs) since its inception. Through these 
assessments, ZimVAC collects and synthesizes data on the 
food and nutrition security situation in a timely manner. The 
assessments provide updates on the following parameters: 
demographics, child, and women of reproduction health 
(WRA) nutrition and diet quality, child morbidity 
prevalence, water sanitation and hygiene, gender violence, 
social protection, coping strategies, and shocks. 

Although the ZimVAC has successfully conducted nine (9) 
ULAs and 21 RLAs and produced several reports and policy 
briefs (see http://fnc.org.zw/documents/), no study has been 
conducted yet to establish the use and influence of the 
vulnerability assessment information. Citation can be 
considered as a quality indicator. It reflects the significance, 
influence, and reach of a document (MacRoberts & 
MacRoberts, 1989). Therefore, this citation analysis was 
aimed at establishing the frequency of citation, use of VAA 
information; the nature of the reference to VAA information 
including a description of the major documents, 
governmental or non-governmental organizations that have 
used VAA information; the main categories of users of VAA 
information; as well as decisions and actions informed by 
VAA information between 2017 to 2022. 

2 Methods 

2.1 Citation analysis-academic literature 

The following common databases and search engines were 
explored, Google Scholar, Scopus, Google, Web of Science, 
Yahoo and PUBMED, Biomed Central; BioOne; BIOSIS; 
CINAHL; EBSCOHost; JSTOR; ProQuest; SAGE 
Reference Online; ScienceDirect; SpringerLink; Taylor & 
Francis; and Wiley Online. Search terms were built from 
thematic areas of interest. These thematic areas were Food 
and Nutrition security, Climate change, social protection, 
Resilience, Gender, Agriculture and Livelihoods, and Disaster 
Risk reduction. The following search terms made up the 
search query; Zimbabwe AND Vulnerability AND 
Assessment AND Committee, Zimbabwe AND 
Vulnerability AND Assessment AND Committee AND 
Food and Nutrition Security, Zimbabwe AND Vulnerability 
AND Assessment AND Committee AND chronic poverty, 
Zimbabwe AND Vulnerability AND Assessment AND 
Committee AND social protection, Zimbabwe AND 
Vulnerability AND Assessment AND Committee AND 
climate change, Zimbabwe AND Vulnerability AND 
Assessment AND Committee AND resilience, Zimbabwe 
AND Vulnerability AND  assessment AND committee AND 
emergency response strategy AND disaster management. The 
inclusion criteria were English articles published after 31 
December 2016 to 15 February 2022. The cut-off period was 
decided based on the fact that another citation analysis ending 
2016 had been done (unpublished report). 

2.2 Citation analysis grey literature and 
key informant interviews 

Citation analysis for grey literature was conducted through an 
online search of institutional websites/ repositories known to 
the researchers. Noting the limitations of a web-based citation 
analysis, the research team collected the following additional 
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data through key informant interviews with ZIMVAC 
members and selected users. To obtain information likely to 
have no digital footprint for example national development 
plans, sectoral policies, strategies, white papers, evaluations, 
and short interviews were solicited from focal people 
belonging to the Scaling up Nutrition (SUN) network. Using 
the Scaling Up Nutrition Network ensured broad coverage 
and maximum representation by all sectors likely to use and 
cite ZIMVAC products. The networks were Government 
network, which included all relevant ministries and 
departments, e.g., the ministry responsible for health and 
childcare, the ministry responsible for agriculture, etc., and 
NGO network, e.g., WFP, UNICEF, FAO, Donor network, 
e.g., USAID, Civil Society network, Business network and, 
the Academia and research network. From these networks, 
focal persons were interviewed then using a snowballing 
sampling approach we interviewed other potential data users 
who were willing to participate. The interview questions were 
What kind of documents have you produced that have cited 
ZIMVAC products for the period 2017-2022? Who are your 
target users for the documents mentioned above? What 
decisions and actions have been informed by VAA 
information? Copies of any mentioned documents were then 
requested. All relevant information was recorded onto an 
extraction template. 

2.3 Data analysis 

A data extraction template was designed and used to harvest 
detailed information from each relevant downloaded source. 
The extraction categories were author, year, target group, 
nature of reference, and theme. All information conforming 
to the extraction categories was downloaded onto the data 
extraction template and was validated by two reviewers. 
Content analysis in Excel was conducted to identify the 
patterns, trends, and typologies. Where possible there was a 
determination of the frequency of patterns, trends, and 
typologies using descriptive statistics. Lastly, there was the 
generation of narrative and numerical summaries and 
synthesis of analyzed findings.  

3 Results  

3.1 Citations in academic publications 

For the period under review (2017 – 2022), a total of 65 
scientific publications were found. Of these 65 publications, 
one was an undergraduate dissertation, one MSc dissertation, 
and one doctorate (PhD) dissertation (Table 1). The 
remaining 62 publications were all refereed scientific 
publications. Figure 1 shows the different thematic areas 
covered by the 65 scientific publications. The graph shows 
that publications on food and nutrition security (36%, 
24/65) dominated, followed by the thematic areas of climate 

change 18% (12/65). Only two publications were on the 
thematic area of Agriculture production (3%). 

There was more usage of the ZIMVAC products in the 
background section of resources citing it. At least 84.6% 
(55/65) of the publications cited ZimVAC products in the 
background section of the paper, 6.0% (4/65) in the 
methodology section, and 1.5% (1/65) in the result section. 
Five (7.7%) of the publications consisted of secondary 
analysis of ZimVAC data. 

3.2 Citations in grey literature 

The ZimVAC documents were also cited in grey literature 
though not as high as in scientific publications these have 
been divided into policy documents and reports from non-
governmental organizations. 

3.3 Citations in policy documents 

Table 2 presents the various policy documents/reports that 
have cited ZimVAC products. An analysis of the documents 
reveals that in the period between 2017 and 2022 11 policy 
documents made reference to ZIMVAC data.  These policy 
documents included policy briefs, humanitarian response 
appeals by the United Nations Representative Office in 
Zimbabwe, and Ministry of Finance budgets. All the 
documents were on food and nutrition security, livelihoods, 
and social protection. 

3.4 Citations in reports by non-
governmental organizations 

The ZimVAC products were well cited by non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs) reports. Figure 2 and Table 3 show 
that a total of 23 documents from NGOs cited ZimVAC 
products during the period under review. Eleven (50%) of the 
documents were reports on the humanitarian situation in 
Zimbabwe, six (27.3%) were annual reports, and three 
(13.6%) of the documents were early warning reports. At least 
10 of the 11 (90.9%) humanitarian situation reports were 
mainly from UNICEF, while the early warning reports were 
from FAO. 

3.5 Nature of use of VAA Information 
The use of information was defined as either conceptual, 
symbolic, or instrumental. In the scientific literature, there 
was the use of VAA information for both conceptual purposes 
e.g., in Murendo et al 2021 “Assessments in Zimbabwe have 
shown that only 54 % of the population consumes acceptable 
diets and there is lack of protein-rich foods in the diets” and 
symbolic purposes e.g., in Butaumocho et al 2017, “The 
study obtained primary household level data for the two 
selected rural provinces from the 2014 ZimVAC rural 
livelihood assessment survey data set”. 
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In grey literature, VAA information from ZimVAC 
documents has been used mainly for instrumental purposes 
for example in a Humanitarian report by UNICEF 2020 it is 
reported: “ZIMVAC 2020 showed that the global acute 
malnutrition (GAM) prevalence had increased to 4.5% from 
the 3.6% in 2019 with severe acute malnutrition (SAM) 
reported at 2%”. However, there are cases of symbolic usage 
where the information has been used to confirm choices e.g., 
in justifying selection of vulnerable communities, and 
conceptual used to shed more light on food insecurity 
problems e.g., in the Ministry of Finance budget report (GoZ 
2021): “More than 6 million people are seeking food 
assistance in rural areas and an additional 2.2 million in urban 
areas according to the ZIMVAC reports”. 

3.6 Characterization of main users of 
ZimVAC information 

The organizations citing VAA information or ZimVAC 
documents in scientific literature comprised mostly local, 
regional, and international universities (n=41). Examples of 
regional and international universities included the 
University of Zimbabwe, the University of the Free State 
South Africa, and Bournemouth University, Bournemouth, 
United Kingdom respectively. These affiliate institutions 
comprised multi-country research collaborations, multi-

organization collaborations, and research consortiums, e.g., 
African Economic Research Consortium as well as other 
research organizations, e.g., International Crops Research 
Institute for the Semi-Arid Tropics ICRISAT (n=2), 
government departments (n=3), USAID (n=1) and lastly 
standalone research organizations (n=4). Grey literature was 
cited mainly by government departments and ministries e.g., 
Ministry of Finance (n=12), UN Resident Coordinator 
Humanitarian Office (n=4), FAO (n=5), WFP (n=3), 
UNICEF (n=13) and other (n=1) that is the Community 
Technology Development Organization. 

3.7 Evidence of program and policy 
influence 

The organizations citing VAA information or ZimVAC 
documents in scientific literature comprised mostly local, 

In Zimbabwe, several government programs have been 
informed by ZimVAC data. Specific examples are as follows: 
 
i. The Pfumvudza/ Intwasa cropping program by the 

Ministry of Lands Agriculture Water and Rural 
Resettlement was adopted by the Government of 
Zimbabwe in the 2020-2021 and 2021-2022 
cropping season as a measure to address the 

 

Figure 1. Thematic areas from academic literature 
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problems of poor agricultural outputs as 
recommended in the 2019 ZimVAC Rural 
Livelihoods Assessment Report. The Pfumvudza/ 
Intwasa cropping program aims at improving food 
security at the household level with subsequent 
improvements in nutrition security in livelihoods in 
general. 

ii. The diversification of agricultural input support to 
also include legumes pulses and traditional grains as 
compared to the maize seed only was informed by 
the ZimVAC reports (2017-2019) which indicated 
that government support had been for energy-dense 
cereals and there was a need going forth to diversify 
the form of support to promote micronutrient 
dense diet. 

iii. Most of the social protection programs in 
Zimbabwe, mainly for food aid, are programmed 
based on annual ZimVAC reports. The food 
insecurity figures and projection and geographic 
location, which are part of every ZimVAC report 
are used by both the Government of Zimbabwe, 
Donors, and Development partners in their 
planning for social protection. This information is 
vital for targeting and budgetary purposes for the 
various food and other aid programs. A case in 
point is the Ministry of Public Service Labour and 
Social Welfare program called The Food Deficit 
Mitigation Strategy which was initially called the 
Drought Relief Programme. Targeting of 
beneficiaries based in VAA is done in order to 
ensure that only the most vulnerable are assisted. 

iv. The 2020 National Budget of Zimbabwe was also 
informed by the 2019 ZimVAC Rural and Urban 
Livelihoods Reports, particularly the social 
protection budget allocation. The 2017, 2018, and 
2019 joint humanitarian appeals by the 
Government of Zimbabwe and the development 
partners were based on the food insecurity figures 
projected and reported in the respective ZimVAC 
reports. 

v. Nutrition intervention programs by the Ministry of 
Health and Child Care, such as the school feeding 
programs are informed by the ZimVAC data and 
response strategies.  A specific example from the 
Ministry of Health and Child Care was the 
Development of a Response Strategy of 2018. 
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4 Discussion 
This study set out to investigate the use and influence of 
vulnerability assessment data and resultant ZIMVAC 
products in Zimbabwe. Though results show more usage in 
academic literature than grey literature, use in the latter is in 
the highest national policy-making instruments.  Users of 
ZimVAC products consist of government departments, 
academia, the NGO sector, donor network, and civic society 
The popularity of the food and nutrition security theme can 
be explained by the fact that VACs were established with a 
mandate of emergency response and disaster management in 
food and nutrition insecurity. Though they have diversified 
on thematic focus, it has taken a long to break out of this 
initial mandate. This finding is substantiated by global trends 
in the developmental sector where most programs are focused 
on food and nutrition security, with some components on 
climate change and resilience building. 

With respect to geographical coverage, except for the 
publication by van Wesenbeeck and Sarpong (2020) 29 and 
Mapedza et al. (2019) 35, all other publications are in 
Zimbabwe. The main use of ZimVAC products in the 
background sections means it is mainly used to provide 
context. Zimbabwe has infrequent surveys conducted at the 
national level.  The national vulnerability assessment which is 
conducted yearly has been relied on for national-level data on 
food insecurity status and other indicators to inform the 
design and conduction of research. 

The results revealed that ZimVAC products were cited in the 
country’s highest strategic documents, such as the National 
Development Strategy 1, which directs Zimbabwe’s 
aspirations to be a middle-income country by 2030. More 
importantly, the national budget documents since 2017 have 
cited ZimVAC products, indicating that ZimVAC products 
are instrumental in generating evidence-based policies and 
informing national budgets. In addition, the results indicate 
the confidence the government and development partners 
have in the quality of information produced by the ZimVAC. 
These results corroborate with findings by Pronk et al. (2017) 
7 that vulnerability assessments have consequences for the 
insights and information that enter the process of 
policymaking and policy implementation. More so, the same 
authors concluded that vulnerability assessments provide 
powerful data useful for all stages of the policy and project 
cycle.  

Policy Implications 

It is interesting and commendable to notice that VAA 
information and products can provide evidence to influence 
a country’s national budget and national strategic goals. It is 
therefore important to strengthen tools used for VAA such 
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that the VAA products and information can provide enough 
evidence to influence policy and programming of social 
protection and food and nutrition security interventions, 
among others. Regarding the conduction of vulnerability 
assessments, national VACS must broaden the scope of 
geographical coverage of the VAA program at the country 
level to accommodate demand at the subnational level. One 
way would be to invest in more advanced analytical 
techniques such as small area estimation to provide lower-
level estimates and thus increase relevance to stakeholders at 
the local level. In addition, VAA tools should take into 
consideration topical issues such that these are captured, and 
evidence generated for policy and programming. For 
example, this study revealed that climate change is a key 
thematic area dominating in literature citing ZimVAC 
products, hence, data on climate change indicators needs to 
be collected during vulnerability assessments. More so, the 
vulnerability assessments should also collect data on resilience 
building as this is a key component of adaptation to the 
various shocks being faced by both urban and rural 
communities. Such data can help inform policy and 
programming. Topical issues must be incorporated into the 
surveys in a timely manner such as disease incidence 
(pandemics) and effects thereof in order to influence policy 
and programming in a more urgent manner as dictated by 
circumstances.  

Although there is extensive use of ZimVAC products in both 
academic and grey literature, we recommend the systematic 
introduction of recommended citations in ZIMVAC 
products and sensitization on citation among users. We 
recommend investment in targeted and innovative 
dissemination and advocacy strategies, which will strengthen 
the policy and programming influencing ability of ZimVAC. 
The Food and Nutrition Council of Zimbabwe must 
undertake steps to document the ZimVAC program/policy 
influence in real-time as well as to incorporate diversified 
information needs from various stakeholders. Realizing that 
food and nutrition security appears to be the most important 
theme informed by ZimVAC data, ZimVAC needs to speak 
to a wider spectrum of policymakers and programmers by 
illuminating other themes, such as risk reduction and 
resilience. There is therefore a need to intentionally 
disseminate VAA products much more broadly to different 
sectors that may make use of this information under diverse 
themes such as climate change. 

Our study had some strengths. Citation analysis is a method 
widely used to investigate the extent of use and influence of 
literature resources. It is a quick method and based on the 
assumption that authors have cited sources due to ‘usefullness’ 
of a source it can be used to judge the importance of the cited 
source, the validity and reproducibility of the methods used, 
and confidence in the process in this case vulnerability 

assessment 74. It however has some limitations e.g.; this 
method captures formal levels of scientific communication 
and resources with a digital footprint 75. We therefore tried to 
harvest as much ‘grey literature’ as possible through key 
informant interviews using a framework (Scaling Up 
Nutrition network) plus the snowballing sampling approach. 

5 Conclusion 
In conclusion, the use of VAA information (ZimVAC) by 
academia, researchers, and other information providers in 
Zimbabwe is significant and growing in importance. Users of 
ZimVAC products consist of government departments, 
academia, the NGO sector, donor networks, and civic society. 
The most common theme informed by ZimVAC was food 
and nutrition security. ZimVAC needs to find more relevance 
to policymakers and programmers by illuminating other 
themes and being responsive to topical issues such as 
pandemics. 
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