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 1. INTRODUCTION 
Vulnerability is an elusive concept. Its definition varies across disciplines, ranging from engineering to 
psychology to economics. In the development community, vulnerability has become an important concept 
used to guide the design, evaluation, and targeting of programs. In southern Africa, for instance, 
governments, NGOs, UN agencies, and other groups formed country-level Vulnerability Assessment 
Committees starting in 1999 to harmonize and improve methods of assessing vulnerability, with a focus on 
food aid (Frankenberger, Mock, & Jere, 2005). Since then, practitioners have given greater emphasis to the 
multidimensionality of vulnerability, working with a variety of measures to capture the complexity of the 
concept. For the purposes of this review, we use the broad and established definition of vulnerability in 
sustainability science as “the degree to which a system, subsystem, or system component is likely to 
experience harm due to exposure to a hazard, either a perturbation or stress/stressor” (Turner et al., 2003, p. 
74). This literature review provides an overview of the tools and methods used to measure vulnerability, as 
pertains to development interventions focused on economic strengthening, at the population level as well as 
the household and individual level. 

1.1 Levels of Analysis 
Vulnerability assessment methodology is determined by the overarching conceptual framework chosen, 
including a definition of vulnerability that specifies risks for measurement. It also depends on the intended 
use of the assessment results, which may range from an intention to inform international policy or to spur 
community-level action. As such, this review distinguishes between methods focused at the population level 
and those at the household or individual level.  

This distinction is key, as methods applicable at one level may not be appropriate at another. At the 
population level, this review includes approaches that can be considered macro and meso level methods. 
Macro level interventions typically include measures at the country level, with international and regional 
policy applications. Meso level measures include subnational measures, usually comprising quantitative 
measures based on census data or statistical sampling. At the individual and household, or micro level, 
however, vulnerability is more frequently assessed using participative and qualitative measures for the purpose 
of program targeting. Though each level possesses unique requirements for analysis, they intersect in 
important ways, and the literature consistently recommends use of mixed methods. 

1.2 Method 
The scope of this review is limited to methodologies relevant to interventions that fall under a broad 
definition of economic strengthening, including interventions that mitigate economic vulnerability and 
enhance beneficiaries’ ability to cope with shocks (Wolfe, 2011). Sources include seminal pieces of published 
literature and their references, gray literature found on development program websites, and interviews with 
practitioners. 

2. THEORIES OF VULNERABILITY 
Given the diversity of uses and definitions applied to the concept of vulnerability, it is useful to trace its 
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epistemological origins by discipline. Alwang, Siegel and Jørgensen (2001) identify the following strands of 
literature on the topic: disaster management; environmental; economics, including poverty dynamics, asset-
based approaches, sustainable livelihoods, and food security; anthropology/sociology; and health/nutrition. 
The theories that align most with vulnerability as conceptualized for the purposes of economic strengthening 
interventions include frameworks that originate in the economics and anthropology/sociology literature. We 
also discuss disaster management literature, which has had a profound influence on the literature in general 
and comprises an important component in vulnerability assessments performed by development and relief 
agencies. We exclude the environmental literature, as its focus on environmental rather than social impact is 
not compatible with the aims of this review. We also exclude the literature on health and nutrition because 
their focus is too narrow for our purposes. 

2.1 Perspectives on Vulnerability By Discipline 
2.1.1 Disaster Management, Ecology, and Hazards Perspectives 
A strong element in the literature on vulnerability assessment comes from the disaster management, ecology, 
and hazards literature, especially as related to climate change. The literature on hazards and vulnerability from 
the 70s and 80s has had an important influence on the broader literature on vulnerability (Prowse, 2003) and 
can be divided into two schools of thought: that under the behavioral paradigm, and that under the 
structuralist paradigm (Adger, 2006). The behavioral paradigm conceptualized hazards as resulting from 
overwhelming forces of nature and attributes a failure to cope with “poor perception of hazards and risk” 
(Burton et al., 1993 as cited in Adger, 2006). On the other hand, the structuralist paradigm conceived of the 
hazardous effects of natural disasters as attributable to the social and economic conditions that create 
vulnerability. This latter approach has fostered a succeeding literature focused on greater cross-disciplinary 
integration and assessment of vulnerability based on multiple factors rather than a single stressor such as a 
natural disaster. The succeeding literature frequently incorporates the sustainable livelihoods/entitlement 
approaches introduced by economist Amartya Sen. 

2.1.2 Anthropology/Sociology Perspectives 
One distinctive feature of the anthropology and sociology literature is the conceptual distinction it creates 
between social vulnerability and economic vulnerability (Alwang et al., 2001). The concept of social 
vulnerability has been incorporated into both the hazards and economic literature. Literature from this 
perspective focuses on the multidimensionality of poverty and encourages the use of participatory methods to 
understand the qualitative features of poverty, going beyond common economic methodologies of measuring 
proxies for poverty levels such as consumption. This literature analyzes the roles of social institutions and 
power in creating vulnerability. On the flip side, it also examines the ability to cope, or resilience, as 
connected to assets such as social capital. Alwang (2001) traces the origins of this asset-based perspective 
most strongly with the economics literature on vulnerability, as discussed below. 

2.1.3 Economics Perspectives 
Alwang (2001) identifies three strands within the economics literature that conceptualize vulnerability in 
terms of either poverty dynamics, food security, or sustainable livelihoods, specifying that the “literature 
rarely separates risk response into its reduction, mitigating and coping components (p. 5). The poverty 
dynamics literature is concerned primarily with the risk of falling into poverty or deeper into poverty. Some 
writers, such as Prowse (2003), emphasize the importance of measures that factor in risk rather than using 
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static poverty measures.  One trope within the literature is a discussion of the external and internal sides of 
vulnerability, external referring to risk, and internal referring to individual capacities for coping (Chambers 
1989, Moser 1998, as cited in Alwang 2001).  

This movement toward dynamic measures reflects an overall shift in the literature favoring what has come to 
be known as the Sustainable Livelihoods approach. Chambers and Conway’s oft-cited definition is that “a 
livelihood comprises the capabilities, assets (stores, resources, claims and access) and activities required for a 
means of living: a livelihood is sustainable which can cope with and recover from stress and shocks, maintain 
or enhance its capabilities and assets, and provide sustainable livelihood opportunities for the next generation; 
and which contributes net benefits to their livelihoods at the local and global levels and in the short and long 
term" (1991:6).  This literature draws on the work of economist Amartya Sen, whose conception of 
“entitlements” laid the ground-work for asset-based analysis focused on livelihoods (Alwang 2001). Assets 
include items such as labor, human capital, housing, household relations, and social capital (Moser 1998), and 
they contribute to resilience. Although Alwang (2001) locates the sustainable livelihoods perspective in the 
literature on economics, it is cross-disciplinary and features in the sociology/anthropology as well as disaster 
management literature. 

The third strand of literature within the economics literature is that of food security. Food security is useful as 
a proxy for measuring poverty, as income can be notoriously tricky to measure, but it also receives attention 
for reflecting the most basic capacity for survival. The World Food Program has developed a number of 
indices to measure food security, and the Vulnerability Assessment Committees established in southern 
African countries were set up with a strong emphasis on food security, although they have since moved 
toward a greater focus on examining the underlying causes of poverty.     

2.2 Vulnerability in Economic Strengthening 
In development, much of the discussion on vulnerability emerges from the disaster management sector, 
drawing upon its eponymous theoretical framework. This conception of vulnerability is both overlapping and 
in tension with how it is used by practitioners in the social protection or economic strengthening sectors of 
development, which draw more heavily upon economics and anthropology/sociology literature. This review 
focuses on vulnerability as understood and used in practice in the latter sector.  

We use the broad term of “economic strengthening” as used in the gray literature generated by USAID and 
development practitioner organizations. This can refer to a range of activities focusing on topics such as food 
security, social protection and social safety nets, transfer programs, social capital and civil society 
organizations, access to finance, savings, income-generation, and value chain interventions (The SEEP 
Network, 2013). This section highlights some conceptions of vulnerability as used in practice in this sector 
and discusses how they intersect with concepts of poverty and resilience. 

2.2.1 Vulnerability vs. Poverty 
Economic strengthening programs seek to reduce poverty, so targeting beneficiaries according to poverty 
level seems intuitive. Poverty levels, however, can fluctuate, and people on the cusp of the poverty line may 
be more vulnerable to shocks than those who are already deemed poor. The consensus in the literature agrees 
that poverty cannot be conflated with vulnerability, and that vulnerability analysis requires forward-looking 
information including indicators of risk (Naudé, Santos-Paulino, & McGillivray, 2009b; O’Brien, Quinlan, & 
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Ziervogel, 2009; Prowse, 2003). Understanding vulnerability helps practitioners better understand future 
trajectories for different groups, and thus design and target interventions more effectively. 

2.2.2 Vulnerability as Multiple Stressors 
Vulnerability is obscure as a stand-alone concept and only serves a practical purpose once we ask the 
question, vulnerability to what? The tendency in answering this question is to isolate a single cause of 
vulnerability. However, the literature has moved away from this approach to a more systemic perspective, in 
recognition of the complexity of vulnerability and the interaction of various causes and effects of 
vulnerability. As Adger (2006) notes, more recent work on the topic now “emphasizes multiple stressors and 
multiple pathways of vulnerability” (p. 268). This also suggests that the perspectives listed above are 
increasingly influenced by one another, taking natural hazards, social vulnerability, and economic vulnerability 
into consideration with varying degrees of emphasis. As such, measures of vulnerability continue to vary and 
operate according to different definitions and purposes. 

2.2.3 Vulnerability vs. Resilience 
In recent years, the concept of resilience has been featured very strongly in the language of the development 
community, referring to “the ability of groups or communities to cope with external stresses and disturbances 
as a result of social, political and environmental change” (Adger 2000, as cited in FAO 2010).  Where 
vulnerability is focused on risk, resilience is concerned with coping. Given the attention directed to resilience, 
we would like to state from the beginning of this review that though a “sibling” concept to vulnerability 
(Béné, Wood, Newsham, & Davies, 2012), resilience remains a distinct concept  and draws upon a different 
literature. Its importance should neither be understated nor allowed to eclipse that of vulnerability, which we 
argue remains key to economic strengthening activities. 

Although the Food and Agriculture Organization of the UN (2010) notes vulnerability and resilience are 
complementary concepts, it warns that the tendency of vulnerability measures to focus on a single shock can 
oversimplify measurement. This is echoed in Bene et al.(2012), who note that the literature on resilience, 
which tends to be more focused on ecology, features a more systemic perspective than much of the literature 
on vulnerability, but it is limited by its lack of engagement concerns of power and agency. They go on to warn 
that if “resilience ‘goes to scale’ as a development narrative,” it may risk co-optation and dilution, much like 
the concept of “sustainable development,” noting that in this case, “using vulnerability perspectives to enrich 
resilience thinking has to be centre stage” (p. 17).   Following this, they recommend that development 
practitioners draw upon frameworks that create a pathway from vulnerability to resilience. In our review of 
vulnerability assessment methods, we highlight comprehensive vulnerability analysis, such as the Household 
Vulnerability Index discussed below, which includes discussion of both risk and coping. 

3. VULNERABILITY ASSESSMENT APPROACHES 

3.1 Principles of Vulnerability Assessment 
Despite the range of approaches to measuring vulnerability, several best practices in vulnerability assessment 
emerge. Most of the literature adheres to some variation of a basic formula recurrent  throughout the 
literature: Risk + Response = Vulnerability, or, as articulated in Holzmann et al.’s guidelines on the 
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Household Economy Approach (2008), “Baseline + Hazard + Response = Outcome (v).” Part of measuring 
the response include incorporating a sustainable livelihoods perspective to assess capabilities and assets that 
contribute to resilience (Naudé, Santos-Paulino, & McGillivray, 2009a).   

Vulnerability assessments should have a predictive function (Naudé et al., 2009a)  that “define[s] vulnerability 
in relation to a socially acceptable level of outcome” and evaluates both idiosyncratic (individual) and 
covariate (systemic) risk in addition to a “system’s ways and means of coping” (Naude et al., 2009: 185).  
Frankenberger (2005) suggests that “vulnerability assessment data should be easily aggregated and 
disaggregated from the household to the regional level” (p. iv). In reality, this level of disaggregation is only 
feasible when utilizing quantitative household measures. 

Hoddinott and Quisumbing (2003) pose five questions that a vulnerability assessment should answer (p. 46). 
First, “What is the extent of vulnerability?” and “Who is vulnerable?” In a stable environment without 
shocks, vulnerability to poverty is a good enough measure, but if there are shocks, an assessment should 
examine which households will move in and out of poverty. Next, the authors asks, “What are the sources of 
vulnerability? How do households respond to shocks?” and “What gaps exist between risks and risk 
management mechanisms?” Answering these questions requires multiple data collection methods and 
additional data, including the identification of “proximate causes of vulnerability as they relate to structural 
poverty and consumption volatility” (Chaudhuri and Christiaensen 2002, cited in Hoddinott and Quisumbing 
2003: 37). They also require data on response to shocks as well as private and public responses to risk. 

A final key feature of vulnerability assessment is the inclusion of community perceptions of vulnerability into 
the assessment design and definition of vulnerability (Kalibala, Schenkb, Weissc, & Elsond, 2012). 
Participatory methods, such as Participatory Rapid Appraisal (PRA), are considered a best practice. In their 
study on targeting the ultra-poor for intervention in India, Banerjee et al.(2007) found that PRA results 
followed by surveys yielded more accurate targeting than the quantitative approaches then used by the Indian 
government at the time. 

In selecting methods, there are several factors to consider, including the time and resources available to 
undertake the study. Data constraints are an especially important consideration when working in developing 
countries (Naudé et al., 2009a). USAID recommends selecting tools and indicators by scoring their relative 
levels of “feasibility, reliability, and utility” (2013b) according to a given scope. Below, we discuss a number of 
population level as well as individual and household level measures that can be used to assess vulnerability, 
including their uses, benefits, and drawbacks. 

3.2  Comprehensive Livelihoods Frameworks: Macro to Micro Level 
Measures 
This section features vulnerability assessment approaches used to create a comprehensive baseline for 
analysis. They provide overall guidelines for assessing vulnerability from the macro to micro levels, for both 
segmenting the population by levels of vulnerability and targeting individuals or households. They employ 
mixed methods and tend to be resource intensive, requiring large amounts of data in order to capture the 
complexity of vulnerability. 
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In Practice… 

The SAVI framework was used to assess 
vulnerability for parents and their children in 
the Child Future Study, conducted by the 
International Food Policy Research Institute 
(IFPRI), the University of Cape Town, 
HEARD at the University of KwaZulu-Natal, 
and the Institute for Policy Research and 
Social Empowerment (IPRSE) in Malawi 
between January 2006 and March 2007 
(Casale et al., 2010). The study was 
conducted across three sites, two in South 
Africa and one in Malawi, using interview 
conducted over five months to understand 
vulnerability at the individual, household, and 
community levels. Participants were 
identified via purposive sampling, including 
ten caregivers at each site. Data included in-
depth semi-structured interview, 
observations, and key informant interviews. 
Several rounds of interviews were conducted 
in an iterative fashion, with each module 
based on responses aggregated from all 
sites from the previous interview. Questions 
were designed to examine “livelihood 
capitals,”  livelihood strategies, key 
stressors, external interventions (p. 161). 
The research team used this information to 
identify themes suggesting region-wide 
symptoms of vulnerability. 
 

3.2.1 Southern Africa Vulnerability Initiative (SAVI) Framework 
The Southern Africa Vulnerability Initiative 
(SAVI) framework is a conceptual approach that 
emphasizes interconnections of multiple 
stressors, including HIV/AIDS, that was 
developed by group of scientists in 2004 (O’Brien 
et al., 2009). It draws on the vulnerability 
literature originating in the disciplines of 
anthropology/sociology, economics, and disaster 
management. Though it does not provide a 
toolkit or instructions for the selection of 
instruments for measuring vulnerability, the 
SAVI framework provides a set of research 
questions that can be used to drive the 
development of an assessment.  

The framework’s focus on the interaction of 
multiple stressors is based on the premise that 
ignoring these interactions hides certain 
vulnerabilities (O’Brien et al., 2009).  Instead of 
conceiving of vulnerability as an “end-point” of 
an assessment, as many assessments in the 
hazards literature, the SAVI approach encourages 
examination of the dynamism of vulnerability, 
including how coping mechanisms and responses 
change vulnerability (Casale, Drimie, Quinlan, & 
Ziervogel, 2010, p. 159). Casale and colleagues 
explain how sites for development interventions 
“can be described as ‘entangled crises’ in which 
different stressors, people’s responses and 
development interventions become entwined. 
Development efforts to disentangle one thread or 
another of the knot all too easily do not succeed. 
Equally, assessments of the problem in terms of 
vulnerability do little more than justify interventions if the concept is used simply as a synonym for poverty” 
(p. 166).  
 
The SAVI framework can be used to guide the development of a comprehensive vulnerability assessment 
aimed at understanding the context of vulnerability at different levels, providing insight on the secondary data 
required for analysis, and which data collection methods and tools might be most appropriate. Case studies 
using the framework include examples of employing micro-level qualitative methods in different regions to 
identify multiple stressors (on larger scale) and how they interact in specific context to distinguish 
idiosyncratic as well as covariate risks. The framework offers the benefit of resisting over-simplification by 
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uncovering “hidden” vulnerabilities through deep and context-specific evaluation. However, it is not a tool 
and does not serve as a monitoring instrument. Because it focuses on root causes, assessments utilizing the 
SAVI framework will be more complicated and resource-intensive than those using a single-stressor 
approach. 

 

 
Figure 1 Representation of SAVI Framework from Casale et al.2010, p. 160 

 
3.3.2 Household Economy Approach (HEA) 
The Household Economy Approach is an livelihoods-based analytical framework  developed by Save the 
Children UK in the early 90s designed to obtain information on how people access food and cash based on 
multi-level analysis (Lawrence et al., 2008). Its draws from anthropology and sociology, disaster management, 
and the sustainable livelihoods and food security strand of the economics literature. HEA is primarily used to 
predict the impact of national-level shocks and disasters across different wealth groups, seeking to answer the 
following questions: “Where is assistance needed, and of what type? Who needs it? How much is needed, 
when and for how long?” (Lawrence et al., 2008, ch. 1 p.2). Amartya Sen’s work on famines is a strong 
influence on the framework (Sen, 1981). Sen argued that famines do not emerge simply from food shortages, 
but that underlying systems of inequality prevent certain groups from accessing food. The HEA seeks to 
understand these systems and set a baseline measure for livelihoods under normal conditions to better predict 
how they are affected by shocks.  
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Like SAVI, HEA is not a field tool, but a framework with discrete steps to follow to answer this set of 
research questions.  It was initially developed to “provide large-scale (e.g. national) predictions of food 
emergencies,” but has since been adapted to assess an array of shocks (Petty & Seaman, 2004, p. 10) and is 
used by most National Vulnerability Assessment Committees in southern Africa (SADC FANR Vulnerability 
Committee, 2004).  HEA uses mixed methods, which can include analysis of secondary data, quantitative 
primary data, and participatory and qualitative approaches.  

HEA can be used to create a comprehensive baseline for vulnerability analysis at the population level or can 
be combined with other frameworks and tools, such as political economy analysis, to create a four-way wealth 
breakdown and predict the impact of shocks. It can also be disaggregated to be useful at the individual and 

household level using the Individual Household Model described below. There are a number of free available 
tools, resources, and methodological guidance made available by Save the Children UK and other 

Figure 2 From Lawrence et al., 2008, ch.1, p.7 
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organizations on HEA. It is a fairly commonly-used framework and has been adapted according to the needs 
of various interventions.  

 
Figure 3 From Lawrence et al., 2008, ch. 1, p. 3 

There are some limitations to the HEA, however. As discussed, HEA analysis, unless disaggregated, does not 
reach to the individual or household level. HEA’s use of purposive sampling generates “a simplified data set, 
with only one 'typical' household defined in each wealth group,” which limits its power to predict household 
vulnerability with a high degree of granularity (Petty & Seaman, 2004, p. 10). Finally, generating a baseline can 
be expensive and requires higher levels of skill among staff than standard household surveys (Holzmann et 
al., 2008).  

3.2.2.1 Individual Household Model (IHM)  
The Individual Household Model (IHM) is a disaggregated version of HEA designed to provide more 
detailed vulnerability analysis at the household level (Holzmann et al., 2008).  Though it operates according to 
the same framework as HEA, IHM employs different field methods. Instead of interviewing individual 
households as representatives of a larger wealth group, IHM utilizes semi-structured interviews with 
individual households selected using statistical sampling methods. Another difference is that the results of 
IHM analysis are expressed in terms of household disposable income rather than access to food  and other 
resources (Petty & Seaman, 2004).  
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In Practice… 

In addition to program planning and 
targeting, the HLSA can be used for 
program monitoring and evaluation. The 
objective of CARE’s 2009 HLSA in 
Zimbabwe was to understand the current 
livelihood security status of households, 
how it has changed, and the impact of 
CARE interventions by comparing the 2009 
HLSA to HLSAs from 2006 and 2007 
(Mazzeo, 2009).  An HLSA questionnaire 
was administered to 6,393 households in 
CARE’s operating area and identified using 
stratified random sampling (p. 7). HLS 
indicators were then  

“…combined into an index with 
weights chosen using factor 
analysis. Factor analysis is a 
statistical procedure that chooses 
index weights based on how 
indicators relate to one another, 
that is, on the intercorrelations 
among the indicators. The result is 
an index that optimally weights 
each indicator based on the 
strength of its association with the 
overall index. To create an index of 
livelihood security, the indices 
calculated for its four sub-
components are combined, again 
using factor analysis” (56-57).  

 
Results from the survey showed positive 
results for households involved in CARE 
intervention, particularly those involved in 
multiple interventions. 
 
 

3.2.3 Household Livelihood Security Analysis 
(HLSA) 

Like HEA, Household Livelihood Security Analysis 
(HLSA) is rooted in the sustainable livelihoods tradition 
of the economics and anthropology and sociology 
literature. Introduced in 1994, a Household Livelihood 
Security (HLS) approach  has “become CARE’s basic 
framework for program analysis, design, monitoring and 
evaluation” (Frankenberger, Luther, Becht, & McCaston, 
2002, p. 1). It is an asset-based, multidisciplinary 
framework with the intention of better understanding the 
broader systems that affect livelihoods based on gathering 
three types of data: quantitative, qualitative, and analytic 
(causal) (Cannon, Twigg, & Rowell, 2005).  It looks 
specifically at the dimensions of economic security, food 
security, health security, educational security and 
empowerment (Lindenberg, 2002). HLSA was originally a 
primarily participatory method used to inform program 
design, drawing on both Participatory Rapid Appraisal 
(PRA) and Rural Rapid Appraisal (RRA) techniques, 
which can incorporate ranking exercises for household 
targeting. An alternative approach is to use the same 
conceptual framework of Household Livelihood Security 
(HLS) to develop quantitative surveys for population level 
segmentation.  

HLSA begins with exploratory study months before 
implementing the full analysis. The process continues 
with institutional profile mapping, stakeholder 
identification and participation, and site selection.  The 
next step is to generate livelihood profiles tailored to 
individual communities. The approach uses macro level information to examine the broader context of the 
area of interest, then proceeds to investigating at the community, household, and intra-household levels, 
inventorying livelihood resources, such as “natural capital, financial capital, physical capital, human capital, 
social capital, political capital” (2002, p. 50).  There are two levels of analysis in this process. Level I analysis 
includes inventorying hazards/risks, risk management mechanisms, and livelihood outcomes. Level II analysis 
involves identifying vulnerable individuals and groups, distinguishing between chronic and temporary 
poverty, and conducting an opportunity analysis (Frankenberger et al., 2002, p. 50). 

Several variations on this approach have been developed. Lindenberg (2002) follows CARE’s HLSA toolkit in 
using rapid appraisal in select households to develop a composite HLS index. This involves teams of 10-12 
conducting household surveys to generate a qualitative index. However, Rahman and Akter (2010) question 
the generalizability and reliability of survey data from select households. Instead, they construct a quantitative 
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HLS index drawing upon the Livelihood Security Index used by Hahn et al.(2009) to investigate livelihoods 
dimensions of climate vulnerability, using an in-depth quantitative questionnaire. This approach uses pre-
selected indicators for each dimension of household livelihood security as discussed by Frankenberger and 
colleagues (2002). 

Like other comprehensive assessments, conducting a HLSA can be resource-intensive. Qualitative HLSAs 
conducted via PRA and RRA are not generalizable, and require intensive labor resources, but are useful for 
rapidly responding to community needs. Quantitative surveys can be developed based on the livelihood 
dimensions discussed above for more generalizable data, but they should include indicators on risk to be 
considered useful for assessing vulnerability. We recommend using qualitative approaches to inform the 
development of quantitative surveys, as shown in Figure 4 below. 

 Figure 4 From Fankenberger 2002, Annex IV 



 
15 Figure 5 HLSA Framework, from Frankenberger 2005, p. 48 
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3.3 Population Level Measures 
Assessments that aim to segment a given population into different levels of vulnerability tend to emphasize 
quantitative measures according to a given definition of vulnerability. Commonly available sources of 
secondary data can be useful at both the macro (country) and meso (subnational) levels. For example, 
UNICEF’s Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey (MICS) data is particularly relevant to vulnerability as 
understood through the lens of “health, education, child protection and HIV/AIDS” (UNICEF, 2012). 
Another useful source of secondary data is the World Bank’s Living Standards Measurement Survey (LSMS), 
which includes survey data at community and household levels, including information on pricing and 
consumption to provide information on living standards. Similarly, the Common Wealth Indicator 
Questionnaire (CWIQ) examines living standards indicators through a nation-wide household survey, with a 
focus on service delivery (Ajayi, 2006). 

Other international surveys can be consulted for further population level information depending on the 
indicators for vulnerability selected and desired geographic level of analysis. The measures discussed below 
include methods for gathering information on poverty and subnational regional vulnerability associated with 
spatial poverty traps, but, again, other surveys can be compiled according to desired vulnerability indicators. 

3.3.1 Poverty Measures: PPI and PAT 
Though poverty measurements capture only one dimension of vulnerability and lack a predictive function, 
poverty remains highly correlated with vulnerability and can be useful, in addition to other measures, to an 
assessment. Poverty Assessment Tools and the Progress out of Poverty Index are simple tools designed to 
help microfinance institutions (MFIs) target poor or extremely poor clients in response to congressional 
requirements for poverty targeting. Among poverty assessments used by MFIs, only PAT and PPI “are 
directly derived from international or national poverty lines, have known levels of accuracy, and are relatively 
simple to administer” (The SEEP Network Social Performance Working Group, 2008, p. 181).  

Poverty Assessment Tools (PAT) were developed by the IRIS Center at the University of Maryland for 
USAID. They “are short household questionnaires with 16 to 33 questions on topics ranging from consumer 
durables ownership to educational attainment. The individual questions have been chosen to balance 
practicality of implementation and the accuracy of aggregate poverty predictions” (The SEEP Network Social 
Performance Working Group, 2008, p. 181). So far, there are 37 countries with developed PATs.  

The Progress out of Poverty Index was developed by the Grameen Foundation with funding from CGAP 
and the Ford Foundation. The PPI consists of a scorecard based on answers to ten questions about 
household characteristics and asset ownership. Scores are then interpreted in terms of the likelihood that an 
individual falls below the poverty line. The score itself is not a measure of poverty, but a measure of poverty 
likelihood. PPIs are available for 46 countries (Grameen Foundation, 2013). 

To be useful in vulnerability assessment, the PPI and PAT should be used to complement other vulnerability 
measures. The accuracy of a given tool depends on quality of national survey and “spatial differences in 
underlying poverty relationships” (Ford Foundation, CGAP, & Social Performance Task Force, 2010, p. 16).  
They can both be used to segment populations by poverty level.  Also, though both generate poverty scores 
at the individual or household level, their use for individual targeting is contested (Ford Foundation et al., 
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2010). PAT was not designed for the purpose of stand-alone use for poverty targeting.  “PATs are calibrated 
to be accurate at the aggregate level and household-level misclassifications are expected ... However, when 
used in conjunction with other measurements related to poverty, income, assets or other targeting criteria, 
some organizations have used HH level PAT expenditure calculations for analysis” (USAID, 2013a).  On the 
other hand, while also not designed for targeting, the developer of PPI has suggested that individual level 
scorecards can be used for this purpose (The SEEP Network Social Performance Working Group, 2008). It 
is generally not recommended to use either tool for targeting, as the design of the tools is only statistically 
accurate at a group level (Ford Foundation et al., 2010). 

Both PPI and PAT are simple to use, tested tools for assessing poverty incidence. However, they only 
measure poverty ex post, rather than examining ex ante vulnerability. PPI and PAT measures have been 
developed for a limited number of countries, not all of which have updated measures. Finally, they do not 
distinguish “between urban and rural households, which will likely have different poverty characteristics” 
(The SEEP Network Social Performance Working Group, 2008, p. 182).  

Distinctions between PPI and PAT may determine selection of one or the other, as described in the table 
below: 
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Figure 6 From the SEEP Network Social Performance Working Group 2008, p.183-184 

3.3.2 Local Vulnerability Index (LVI) 
The Local Vulnerability Index was designed by Naude, McGillivray, and Roussouw (2008) to address a gap in 
vulnerability assessment methodologies, which tended to either focus on the household or country levels, but 
not in between. Defining vulnerability as “the risk that a ‘system’, such as a household, region or country 
would be negatively affected by ‘specific perturbations that impinge on the system’ or to the probability of a 
‘system’ undergoing a negative change due to a perturbation (Gallopin 2006: 294, cited in Naude et al., 2008, 
p. 1), LVI measures can be placed firmly within the poverty dynamics strand of the economics literature.  The 
LVI examines subnational regional vulnerability to identify “spatial poverty traps” which can explain much 
household poverty in the form of covariate risk in a given area.  
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In Practice… 

Naude et al.(2008) created a 
Local Vulnerability Index using a 
subnational dataset on 354 
magisterial districts in South 
Africa. Averages across 10 
selected variables from 1995 to 
2005 were calculated and 
ranked across a nine-point 
index. An income-conditioned 
version of the LVI, the 
Vulnerability Intervention Index 
(VII), was then generated to 
highlight locations where 
increases in per capita income 
were not considered likely to 
decrease vulnerability. The 
results demonstrate significantly 
lower vulnerability to shocks in 
urban than rural areas. The 
index shed light on the 
vulnerability of place, particularly 
as it relates to environmental 
and geographic factors. 
 

Noting the importance of subnational level and geographic variation 
in assessments of vulnerability,  “Günther and Klasen (2007:3) 
recognize that one problem is due to the fact that ‘equal incomes do 
not translate into equal  outcomes for all ... different people are 
faced with different environments for translating income gains into 
non-income wellbeing gains’” (as quoted in Naude et al., 2008, p. 3).  
The LVI uses principal components analysis “to extract the 
common factors from a number of domains influencing the 
vulnerability of a place,” which resulted in the following variables: 
the size and structure of the local economy, international trade 
capacity, peripherality, income volatility, demography and health, 
environment and geography, and the financial system (Naude et, al, 
2008, p. 8-9). In Naude et al’s study, each variable was then 
weighted, and each district given a score. Most data was collected 
from Global Insight’s Regional Economic Focus (REF) (see 
www.globalinsight.co.za), a website that compiles official statistics.  

The LVI is especially useful for generating regional public policy. 
There is no published guidance or toolkit for the construction of an 
LVI, though Naude et al.(2008) provide an overview of how it is 
accomplished. The index can help identify larger scale stressors 
beyond the household level and can be combined with individual 
and household level measures to understand how those stressors 
interact. The major benefit of the index is the insight it yields on 
spatial poverty traps and covariate risks. However, analysis is still bound by district or other subnational level 
boundaries, depending on available data, which may not capture how individual stressors cross boundaries. It 
also works within the parameters of an a priori definition of vulnerability, which may not match how 
individuals understand and experience vulnerability.  

3.3.3 Household Vulnerability Index (HVI) 
The Household Vulnerability Index (HVI) is a statistical index developed by the Food, Agriculture and 
Natural Resources Policy Analysis Network (FANRPAN) in 2004 to measure household vulnerability. The 
index is part of the sustainable livelihoods and food security traditions of the economics literature on 
vulnerability. As a product of southern Africa, the index examines household vulnerability through the lens of 
the influence of “HIV and AIDS pandemic on household agriculture and food security” (FANRPAN, 2011). 
The HVI is concerned with the following two questions: “How can the ‘most vulnerable’ be identified and 
assisted?” and “How can the impact of the epidemic on household food security be monitored and evaluated 
over time?” (Kureya, 2013a, p. 5). It defines vulnerability as the “presence of factors that place households at 
risk of becoming food insecure or malnourished, “which is assessed on the levels of “‘external vulnerability,’ 
which refers to exposure to external shocks or hazards; and ‘internal vulnerability,’ which refers to the 
capacity to cope with or withstand those shocks (resilience)” (2013a, p. 6).  
 
The HVI instrument examines 15 “impact areas” of vulnerability, to which various indicators can be assigned. 
Most data is collected via semi-structure household interviews. FANRPAN has developed a generic  

http://www.globalinsight.co.za/
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In Practice… 

The HVI was used in Swaziland to assess the effects of HIV/AIDS on food security and to quantify 
the vulnerability of farming households to the disease, filling a gap in data on the effects of 
HIV/AIDS across demographics (Masuku & Sithole, 2009).  A Household Vulnerability Index was 
developed using questionnaire data gathered from 847 household interviews and validated using 
focus groups.  
 
This information allowed researchers to classify households according to vulnerability level, 
defined as coping households (CLH), acute level households (ALH), or emergency level 
households. The results follow: 
 
 

 
 
Results showed a major effect of HIV/AIDS on livestock, as families tend sell their livestock for 
cash needed to cope with the illness. Other effects show exacerbated vulnerability due to a 
diversion of labor to tending to the sick, at the expense of crop production. However, most 
households demonstrate an ability to cope on a basic level. 

 
questionnaire which can be modified. Primary household data is supplemented by secondary data. A pre-
programmed HVI database is used to calculate the index, and an online portal allows for both sharing and 
online calculation of the index. Using sampling methods, the HVI can be used for population level analysis. It 
can also be used as a census-type instrument for either population level analysis or individual and household  
level monitoring and targeting. FANRPAN estimates that the resources required to undertake an HVI survey 
is comparable to other baselines (2013).  
 
The HVI offers several benefits. It accords with current best practices by using a sustainable livelihoods focus 
to analyze the dimensions of both vulnerability and coping. Additionally, it can be used for targeting purposes 
as well as population level analysis. However, its focus on food security may not be universally appropriate. 
Further, though the model invites community participation as a possibility, current published guidelines do 



 
21 

not emphasize it.   

3.3.4 Econometric Measures: VEP, VEU, and VER 
In the poverty dynamics strand of the economics literature on vulnerability, three econometric measures 
appear repeatedly: the Vulnerability as Expected Poverty (VEP), Vulnerability as Expected Utility (VEU), and 
Vulnerability as Uninsured Exposure to Risk (VER) measures all provide models to assess vulnerability to 
poverty (Hoddinott & Quisumbing, 2003; Naudé et al., 2009b). VEP and VEU produce individual level 
measures which can be aggregated to the population level (Hoddinott & Quisumbing, 2003, p. 12). Like PPI 
and PAT, although it is possible but not recommended to use VEP and VEU for the purposes of individual 
level targeting, as these measures are much less accurate than when used at the aggregate level (Bérgolo, 
Cruces, & Ham, 2012). Although panel data are recommended to generate the most accurate results using 
econometric methods, it is often difficult to access in developing countries (Jha & Dang, 2009).  

The Vulnerability as Expected Poverty (VEP) metric creates a benchmark for consumption and the 
probability for falling below it at an individual level. It is calculated using indicators on household 
characteristics related to poverty, shocks, and risks (Shubham Chaudhuri, Jalan, & Suryahadi, 2002). It is easy 
to calculate and particularly useful when only cross-sectional, rather than panel data is available (Jha & Dang, 
2009). Though results using this measure can be similar to ex post poverty measures, VEP has the power for 
a finer level of discrimination than measures like PPI or PAT and can be particularly useful in situations 
where a large portion of the population is just above the poverty line (Hoddinott & Quisumbing, 2003).  
Ultimately, Jha and Dang consider VEP a “second-best solution” (2009, p. 10) when panel data is unavailable. 
The figures below demonstrate survey questions used to develop indicators on risks and shocks to calculate 
VEP. 

 

  Figure 7 "How to ask about risks?" from Waibel 2013 



 
22 

The Vulnerability as Expected Low Utility (VEU) measure is based on a definition of vulnerability as “as the 
utility lost due to risk, as the difference between the expected household consumption and the certainty-
equivalent consumption,” or consumption that would have occurred in a situation of certainty (Jha & Dang, 
2009, p. 46). This measure has the benefit of disaggregating vulnerability due to poverty and vulnerability due 
to uninsured risk. Although considered a stronger measure or vulnerability than VEP, VEU is difficult to 
calculate and reliant upon difficult-to-acquire panel data. 

Vulnerability as Uninsured Exposure to Risk (VER) is not a predictive tool, but instead measures actual 
changes in welfare due to a given risk. It is easy to calculate and can attribute welfare loss to either 
idiosyncratic or covariate risks. 

Hoddinott and Quisimbung (2003) point out that all three measures can be mixed and matched, and that the 
definition of risk in terms of consumption or income can be replaced by health, education or other indicators 
of wellbeing. Additionally, there is no one method for using these tools, and the literature contains various 
approaches.  Data can be acquired from questionnaires at the individual, household, and community levels, 
such as the World Bank’s LSMS (Jha & Dang, 2009). Each measure has its relative advantages: VEU 
examines poverty and risk, where VEP provides less insight on risk and can actually lead to perverse policy 
outcomes that increase risk for households (Hoddinott & Quisumbing, 2003). However, VEP can be 
measured using cross-sectional data, where VEU’s reliance on panel data makes it difficult to calculate. 
Additionally, as quantitative tools, each of these measurements relies on a predetermined definition of 
vulnerability, which may or may not line up with perceptions of vulnerability at the community level. The 
richness of these measures can be enhanced when combined with qualitative methods. 

3.4.5 Participatory Vulnerability Analysis (PVA) and Participatory Vulnerability and 
Capacity Analysis (PVCA) 
Participatory Vulnerability Analysis (PVA) and Participatory Vulnerability and Capacity Analysis (PVCA) are 
based on PRA methods specialized to assess vulnerability. In addition to the sustainable livelihoods literature, 
they are both influenced by the disaster management literature and were originally developed for the intended 
use in natural disaster contexts, although both also assess other types of shocks. The strength of these 
approaches lie in the power of the community to identify its own definitions for vulnerability. 

PVA is a rights-based approach developed by Action Aid in 2000 with a focus on action-planning (Chiwaka 
& Yates, 2004). Like other participatory methods, it mobilizes community information about vulnerability 

Figure 8 "How to ask about shocks?" from Waibel 2013 
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and facilitates the process of making plans to address it. It distinguishes itself as a “multi-level, multi-
stakeholder approach,” whereby long-term action planning flows up from the community level all the way to 
international level policy. PVA can be used to complement a baseline analysis or to gather information for 
targeting, with three specific uses: 

“1) to diagnose vulnerability as well as its causes (this may be done as a baseline that takes a broad 
view of vulnerable situations) 
2) to focus on specific vulnerable groups, hazards or locations or 
3) to inform better emergency preparedness, mitigation and response as well as better development 
work (this may be for a new or existing programme or overall strategy)” (Chiwaka & Yates, 2004, p. 
15). 

PVCA is a similar, action-oriented approach to vulnerability assessment, developed by Christian Aid. The 
additional letter in its acronym signals a greater focus on understanding the capacity of a target population, 
also called coping or resilience.  PVCA includes additional provisions regarding the potential for scale-up, 
which includes activities such as assessing the capacity of Christian Aid’s local NGO partners and mapping 
existing initiatives and baseline studies (Christian Aid, 2011). Christian Aid advises against using the PVCA to 
conduct a large-scale research project, although it can inform one. It also notes that it should not be used as 
“an extractive research method,” but rather as an action-planning tool (p. 5). It should not be used in conflict 
situations.  

Both PVC and PVCA use participatory methods to define vulnerability to gain a more nuanced 
understanding of how it is experienced locally. This information can be particularly valuable in informing 
more quantitative measures of vulnerability, and, by incorporating ranking exercises, can facilitate individual 
and household targeting. However, participatory methods require time and financial investment and can be 
biased by community power dynamics or facilitator input. Participant disappointment is a risk mentioned by 
Christian Aid, as many participants will expect interventions that can address the problem they express 
following a participatory exercise. Again, these exercises should be attached to action, and are not appropriate 
for “extractive” research. 

3.4 Individual and Household Measures and Targeting 
External targeting measures can cause stigma, so the World Bank recommends using community-based 
approaches for individual and household level targeting (n.d.-a). Participatory approaches, like PRA, have 
shown to yield greater accuracy in individual targeting than external approaches (Banerjee et al., 2007). 
Whereas PVC and PVCA are PRA-influenced approaches, the Participatory Wealth Ranking (PWR) is a 
specific exercise that can be used in a PRA. Numerous such exercises might be employed in a PRA, but PWR 
is included here for its utility in targeting according to community definitions of relative poverty or 
vulnerability (CGAP Microfinance Gateway, 2013). Community ranking exercises are considered a best 
practice for individual level targeting, and thus PWR is the only tool we discuss in this section of the review. 
PWR can be conducted as a public exercise or with key informants. 

Generally, PWR involves facilitation of a discussion with community members to come up with a definition 
of the topic of analysis (Simanowitz & Nkuna, 1998). Though the exercise was originally used for wealth 
ranking, conceptions of wealth can be extended to vulnerability, with the facilitator ensuring that both risk 
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In Practice… 

For CARE’s Zimbabwe 
interventions , beneficiaries were 
selected using a three-step 
participatory process involving 
PWR methods. First, 
representatives of the 
community rank households by 
vulnerability level and creates a 
list of potential beneficiaries 
based on CARE’s targeting 
criteria. Then, a public meeting 
is held to verify the information. 
Finally, CARE visits 5% of the 
selected households to verify 
that they meet the criteria 
(Mazzeo, 2009, p. 76). 

and coping mechanisms are considered by participants in their 
criteria for vulnerability. Next, a process of community mapping 
and ranking of individual households is facilitated. This can 
involve defining levels or wealth or vulnerability. The entire 
process is often repeated with reference groups as well to 
compare findings and ensure consistency.  

When participants define levels, they are asked to “discuss the 
characteristics of each category of wealth (such as happiness, 
hunger, health, number of children, relationship to important 
people, ownership of land/livestock)” (World Bank, n.d.-b). The 
broad conceptions of wealth that emerge from these discussions 
explain why PWR sometimes called Participatory Well-Being 
Ranking (VENRO, 2011).  

Several variations on this method exist, including alternative 
statistical methods for calculating wealth scores (Lekshmi, 
Vungopalan, & K, 2008) and either defining criteria and 
categories a priori or allowing participants to create these 
definitions. “There is a potential trade-off between making the results easier to analysis [sic] statistically, by, 
for example, predetermining the number and criteria of the wealth strata used by the informants, and allowing 
the informants to categorise as they wished… to discover more about aspects of wealth and poverty and the 
people’s perceptions” (Jeffries, Warburton, Oppong-Nkrumah, & Antoh, 2000, p. 15).    

PWR is a standard part of a set of PRA exercises. Some authors recommend against conducting the ranking 
as a public exercise, given the potential for stigmatization (Rennie & Singh, 1995). In order to successfully 
conduct a PWR, participants should “know the assets and situation of the units which will be ranked” (World 
Bank, n.d.-b), making it difficult to conduct with pastoral groups. 

There are several benefits associated with using PWR. First, community developed indicators for wealth 
ranking provide insight into perceptions of poverty that goes beyond measures of income or consumption. 
Second, it is useful for targeting, as it is difficult to determine relative poverty levels without community 
participation. PWR tends to be accurate and generally corresponds with measures of absolute poverty, 
matching LSMS scores 70-79% of the time (Zeller, Feulefack, & Neef, 2006).  However, participants can be 
resistant to the exercise, particularly when done publicly (Rennie & Singh, 1995). Moreover, for some 
interventions, targeting at this level is simply unnecessary, and it will be preferable to target beneficiaries by 
using population-level categories. 
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3.5 Summary Table 
Type Level Origins in 

Literature 
Tool Purpose How to Use Strengths Weaknesses References 

Tool Macro, 
Meso, 
Micro 

Economics 
(poverty 
dynamics) 

Vulnerability 
as Expected 
Poverty 
(VEP)  

Econometric 
method for 
analyzing 
vulnerability to 
expected poverty 

Ex ante quantitative 
measurement of 
vulnerability based on 
concept of vulnerability 
to expected poverty at 
individual level 

Easy to 
calculate 

Can lead to 
perverse policy 
recommendation
s 

(Hoddinott & 
Quisumbing, 
2003); 
Chaudhuri 2002; 
Jha and Dang 
2009 

Tool Macro, 
Meso, 
Micro 

Economics 
(poverty 
dynamics) 

Vulnerability 
as Expected 
Low Utility 
(VEU) 

Econometric 
method for 
analyzing 
vulnerability to 
poverty as 
expected utility 

Ex ante quantitative 
measurement of 
vulnerability based on 
concept of vulnerability 
to expected low utility at 
individual level 

Disaggregate
s between 
vulnerability 
due to 
poverty and 
vulnerability 
due to 
uninsured 
risk 

Difficult to 
calculate 

(Hoddinott & 
Quisumbing, 
2003);  Jha and 
Dang 2009 

Tool Macro, 
Meso, 
Micro 

Economics 
(poverty 
dynamics) 

Vulnerability 
as Uninsured 
Exposure to 
Risk (VER)  

Econometric 
method for 
analyzing 
vulnerability to 
poverty as 
uninsured exposure 
to risk 

Ex post quantitative 
measurement of 
vulnerability to 
uninsured exposure to 
risk; measures actually 
changes in welfare due 
to a given risk 

Can attribute 
welfare loss 
to either 
idiosyncratic 
or covariate 
risks, easy to 
calculate 

Ex post, not 
predictive 

(Hoddinott & 
Quisumbing, 
2003) 

Tool Meso Economics 
(poverty 
dynamics) 

Progress out 
of Poverty 
Index (PPI) 

Poverty 
measurement tool 
for organizations 
and businesses 
with a mission to 
serve the poor, 
country-specific 10 
question survey 

Household survey 
compared to national 
poverty line to measure 
poverty level. Can be 
used for targeting. 

Simple, easy 
to use.  

Not available for 
all countries; ex 
post, not 
predictive 

(The SEEP 
Network Social 
Performance 
Working Group, 
2008); Ford 
Foundation, 
CGAP, & Social 
Performance 
Task Force, 
2010; Grameen 
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2013; USAID 
2013a 

Tool Meso Economics 
(poverty 
dynamics) 

Poverty 
Assessment 
Tools (PAT) 

Measures the 
percentage of 
population below 
national poverty 
line 

Household survey 
compared to national 
poverty line to measure 
poverty level. Not 
recommended by 
developers for 
targeting. 

Simple, easy 
to use 

Not available for 
all countries; ex 
post, not 
predictive 

(The SEEP 
Network Social 
Performance 
Working Group, 
2008); Ford 
Foundation, 
CGAP, & Social 
Performance 
Task Force, 
2010; Grameen 
2013; USAID 
2013a 

Tool Micro Economics 
(poverty 
dynamics, 
sustainable 
livelihoods)
, 
Anthropolo
gy/Sociolog
y 

Participatory 
Wealth 
Ranking 
(PWR) 

Participatory 
assessment allows 
community to 
define poverty and 
segment itself 
accordingly 

Participatory tool used 
for targeting 

Increased 
accuracy by 
allowing 
community to 
define levels 
of 
poverty/vulne
rability rather 
than using 
external 
definitions 

Can be 
stigmatizing, 
seen as 
intrusive 

Simanowitz & 
Nkuna, 1998; 
World Bank n.d.-
b; VENRO 2011; 
Jeffries et 
al.2000; 
Lekshmi et 
al.2008 

Frame
work 

Micro Economics, 
Anthropolo
gy/Sociolog
y, Disaster 
Manageme
nt 

 Household 
Economic 
Approach 

“livelihoods-based 
framework for 
analysing the way 
people obtain 
access to the 
things they need to 
survive and 
prosper” (Lawrence 
et al.2008, p.2) 

This is a framework, 
including a range of 
tools for information 
collection 

Focus on 
vulnerability, 
comprehensi
ve 

Resource 
intensive 

Lawrence et 
al.2008, 
Holzmann et 
al.2008, Petty & 
Seaman 2004 
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Metho
d 

Micro Anthrpolog
y/Sociology 

Participatory 
Rapid 
Appraisal 
(PRA) 

Participatory 
community 
assessment of 
vulnerability 

This is an information 
collection tool – specific 
questions and activities 
must be designed 
according to purpose of 
project. Can be used to 
define concepts and 
select indicators for 
quantitative 
assessments. 

Community 
engagement 
reduces 
stigma/conflic
t associated 
with 
targeting; 
useful for 
understandin
g community 
perceptions 
of 
vulnerability  

Can reinforce 
marginalization 
of  some groups 

Banerjee et 
al.2007 

Frame
work 

Meso/
Micro 

Economics 
(sustainabl
e 
livelihoods, 
food 
security), 
Anthropolo
gy/Sociolog
y, Disaster 
Manageme
nt 

SAVI 
Framework 

Southern Africa 
Vulnerability 
Initiative framework 
for vulnerability 
analysis 

This is a framework, 
including a range of 
tools for information 
collection 

Accounts for 
multiple 
stressors that 
contribute to 
vulnerability 

Not a toolkit; 
comprehensive 
nature demands 
complex and 
long-term 
research 

O’Brien et 
al.2009, Casale 
et al.2010 

Tool Meso Economics 
(poverty 
dynamics, 
sustainable 
livelihoods)  

Local 
Vulnerability 
Index (LVI) 

Measure 
vulnerability on 
sub-national, 
regional level 

Ranks regions, create  
income-conditioned 
vulnerability 
intervention index 
(bigger differences 
mean interventions 
focused on income 
won’t be as successful 
in reducing 
vulnerability) 

Regional/sub
national data 
good for 
policy-making 

Not appropriate 
for more 
localized 
interventions 

Naude et 
al.2008; 
Ballesteros 2012 
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Tool Meso 
and 
Micro 

Economics 
(food 
security, 
sustainable 
livelihoods)
, 
Anthropolo
gy/Sociolog
y 

Household 
Vulnerability 
Index (HVI) 

Impact of HIV and 
AIDS on Agric & 
Food Security 

Statistical measure of 
vulnerability to shocks 
like natural disasters, 
disease, and poverty, 
by assessing 5 sets of 
assets according to 
Sustainable Livelihoods 
Approach: ideally 
conducted through 
census, but can use 
sampling methods 

Considers 
risk and 
coping 
mechanisms; 
tools and 
resources 
available 

Focus on food 
security not 
appropriate for 
all interventions 

Sibanda et al; 
FANRPAN 2011 

Frame
work 

Macro, 
Meso, 
Micro 

Economics 
(sustainabl
e 
livelihoods)
, 
Anthropolo
gy/Sociolog
y, Disaster 
Manageme
nt 

Participatory 
Vulnerability 
Analysis 
(PVA) 

PVA is a 
systematic process 
that involves 
communities and 
other stakeholders 
in an in-depth 
examination of their 
vulnerability, and at 
the same time 
empowers or 
motivates them to 
take appropriate 
actions. The overall 
aim of PVA is to 
link disaster 
preparedness and 
response to long-
term development. 

Community identifies 
vulnerabilities and 
responses 

Multi-level 
framework 
with 
emphasis on 
participation 
elicits 
community 
perceptions 
of 
vulnerability 

Not 
generalizable 

Chiwaka and 
Yates 2004 
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Frame
work 

Micro Economics 
(sustainabl
e 
livelihoods)
, 
Anthropolo
gy/Sociolog
y, Disaster 
Manageme
nt 

Participatory 
Vulnerability 
and Capacity 
Analysis 
(PVCA) 

Disaster-risk-
reduction tool to be 
used for designing 
livelihoods or 
poverty-reduction 
projects. 
As understanding 
of the short-, 
medium- and long-
term impacts of 
climate change 
increases, the 
importance of 
applying PVCA to a 
wider set of 
livelihood risks 
grows. 

Community identifies 
vulnerabilities and 
responses – designed 
with follow-up 
intervention in mind, not 
for pure research 

Multi-level 
framework 
with 
emphasis on 
participation 
elicits 
community 
perceptions 
of 
vulnerability 

Not 
generalizable 

Christian Aid 
2013 

Frame
work 

Macro, 
Meso, 
Micro 

Economics 
(sustainabl
e 
livelihoods, 
food 
security), 
Anthropolo
gy/Sociolog
y 

Household 
Livelihood 
Security 
Analysis 
(HLSA) 

HLSA is 
multidisciplinary, 
systems approach, 
understand broader 
systems that affect 
livelihoods, used by 
CARE 
by CARE 
  
  

Framework provides 
guidance for analysis of 
quantitative, qualitative, 
and analytical (causal) 
information. Used to 
identify vulnerable 
households by 
understanding context 
on holistic level.  In-
depth assessment 
takes 4 – 6 weeks  

Useful in 
creating 
comprehensi
ve baseline, 
incorporates 
mixed 
methods, 
including 
participatory 
methods 

Criticized for not 
being useful in 
situations of 
chronic conflict. 
Qualitative 
approach not 
generalizable.  

Frankenberger 
et al.2002; 
Frankenberger 
2005; Jaspars 
and Shoham 
2002; 
Lindenberg 
2002; Cannon, 
Twigg, and 
Rowell 2005; 
Rahman and 
Aketer 2010 
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4. ADAPTING APPROACHES TO INTERVENTION NEEDS 
The methods discussed in this review are only a handful of the tools available to conduct a vulnerability 
assessment for economic strengthening interventions. The analytical frameworks discussed, such as HEA, 
SAVI, and HLSA, offer insight in how to combine these tools in a conceptually coherent way. These 
approaches can and should be mixed and matched according to intervention objectives, resource availability, 
and the intended use of data acquired.  

Mixing qualitative and quantitative methods is highly recommended to enhance the accuracy of the 
assessment (Frankenberger et al., 2005). It is key to leverage secondary data, and recommended to use 
qualitative data to inform quantitative measures, such as informing the indicators used to develop a 
vulnerability index. Some qualitative methods include case studies, participatory methods, participant 
observation, and life history interviews (Chronic Poverty Research Centre, n.d.). 

Tools should never be used “off-the-shelf,” but should be carefully adapted to a specific context and level of 
analysis. However, researchers should be aware of the data and sampling requirements of tools for them to 
remain accurate. For example, PAT should not be used to measure individual vulnerability, so no attempts to 
adapt these tools to such purposes should be attempted. It is recommended to work with the developer of a 
given tool in order to appropriately adapt it to intervention needs.   

4.1 Case Studies 
There are several factors that shape the development of a vulnerability assessment methodology, including 
funder specifications for M&E, data constraints, and time and resource constraints. The examples below 
demonstrate how vulnerability analysis has been incorporated into recent economic strengthening 
interventions and adapted according to these constraints.  

4.1.1 IMARISHA 
Development Alternatives Incorporated (DAI)’s IMARISHA Project (2011-2015), an economic 
strengthening technical assistance project in Tanzania, adapted HEA in conjunction with developing its own 
vulnerability and resilience indices (Green, 2013).  As a technical assistance project, IMARISHA’s objective in 
collecting HEA data was “to help international and local organizations and the Tanzanian government deliver 
more targeted and effective socioeconomic assistance to communities in order to empower HIV/AIDS-
affected families” (Green, 2013).   

Based on Save the Children UK’s Household Economy Approach, DAI’s Household Economic Assessment 
survey is an abbreviated, targeted version of HEA designed for the context of Tanzania.  DAI adjusted the 
HEA according to insights gathered from focus groups and informal discussions with project partners, which 
revealed the key importance of food security in the Tanzanian context. DAI compared results to secondary 
data sources such as the Demographic and Health Survey, the FinScopes survey on financial access, and the 
National Household Budget Survey in Tanzania. DAI used frequencies and bivariate analysis to analyze the 
data, with a focus on examining trends linking household hunger to other key indicators in order to identify 
entry points of intervention. 
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Respondents were selected via randomized sample of the HIV-affected population, including households 
receiving or scheduled to receive PEPFAR assistance. A targeted sample, rather than a sample of the general 
population, was selected due to financial restraints. Surveys were completed in “34 districts in eight regions of 
Tanzania—Dar es Salaam, Dodoma, Morogoro, Mbeya, Mwanza, Iringa, Singida, and Shinyanga. Qualitative 
focus-group discussions in 15 districts corroborated the findings” (Green, 2013). Reaching about 1,300 
households, surveys were completed by partner organizations, not professional enumerators. Although this 
was a decision based on cost, it came with several benefits, such as “helping to further the dialogue with local 
partners around how to target beneficiaries, how to better understand and address household economic 
vulnerability and to consider economic vulnerability in the context of program design of 
interventions”(Mgaramo, 2013).    

IMARISHA also developed an Economic Vulnerability Index to look at indicators determined to be of 
importance to the project goal of economic strengthening, including “household hunger, household size, 
presence of an orphan or vulnerable child, number of earners, ability to pay for medical treatment, access to 
transport, and savings” (Green, 2013). IMARISHA also developed a complementary tool to measure 
resilience, called the Economic Resilience Index, to measure “productive behaviors such as smart post-
harvest handling and bulking; participation in savings; engagement with the formal sector (especially the 
financial sector); and perceptions of control of economic future, household food situation, and community 
economic situation.”  

DAI experienced some challenges coordinating with a large number of partners. It was also challenging to 
work with paper rather than electronic data collection methods. The results were eventually used to provide 
partners with recommendations to enhance their program design and targeting methods. 

IMARISHA’s adaptation of the HEA methodology responded to the project’s objectives and financial and 
time constraints. Importantly, DAI utilized qualitative methods to corroborate its quantitative findings. 
However, it is likely that quantitative indicators could have benefited from more qualitative input from the 
beginning of the project. Sampling was conducted according to funder interests and project needs, as well as 
financial constraints. Interestingly, survey implementation proved to be an opportunity to both enhance 
relationships with and educate partner organizations.  Finally, DAI’s use of both a vulnerability index and a 
resilience index provided an extra dimension to their analysis,  which could be used in support of 
recommendations in the literature that interventions generate a pathway from vulnerability to resilience (Béné 
et al., 2012).  

4.1.2 SCORE 
The Sustainable, Comprehensive Responses for Vulnerable Children and their Families (SCORE) Project 
(2011-2015) in Uganda is a household economic strengthening project focused on vulnerable children led by 
Association of Volunteers in International Service (AVSI) and a consortium of partners, including FHI 360, 
TPO Uganda, and CARE. SCORE used vulnerability assessment for both targeting and project monitoring 
and evaluation.  

SCORE developed a quantitative Vulnerability Assessment Tool (VAT) based on the national core 
programming areas (CPAs) for Orphans and Vulnerable Children (OVC) program provided by the Ministry 
of Gender and Social Development of Uganda (MGSD) (Walugembe, 2013). In addition to variables relating 
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to the CPAs, the VAT included vulnerability criteria used by technical advisors and consortium members. 
SCORE operates through over 50 implementing partners, who were responsible for actually carrying out the 
VAT survey (SCORE, 2013). 

SCORE identified potential beneficiary households through referrals made by community-based entities. 
These included various actors in each community, such as HIV/AIDS intervention organizations or 
community-based organizations serving the vulnerable. In some communities, local government bodies called 
District Community Development Offices worked in conjunction with another USAID project to provide a 
list of vulnerable families to SCORE. In other cases, implementing partners held community meetings to 
identify vulnerable community members (Lowicki-Zucca, 2013).Once potential beneficiary populations were 
identified, the VAT was used to segment them into vulnerability brackets decide whether they would be 
enrolled in the program. The cut-off for enrollment was determined by a numerical target that had already 
been set based on a situation analysis conducted by Population Council and the MGSD.  

Then, SCORE utilized a separate questionnaire to assess the needs of enrolled beneficiary households and 
develop tailored intervention plans. The VAT was reintroduced at roughly one-year intervals to assess impact.  
In the first two years of implementation, SCORE reached over 22,000 beneficiary households, with roughly 
half moving to a lower level of vulnerability (SCORE 2013). 

Although using implementing partners to conduct the survey allowed SCORE to reach a large number of 
households, the complexity of the process presented challenges. In addition to ensuring that enumerators are 
well trained and that guidance is available for VAT implementation, Chief of Party Massimo Zucca has 
emphasized the importance of checking the completed surveys for accuracy before submitting them to 
headquarters for analysis (2013). He also notes that there is a trade-off between survey length and potential 
for error, and that sometimes a series of questions evoking vulnerability “red flags”  are enough for simple 
program enrollment. However, he emphasizes the importance of tailoring the assessment tool according to its 
desired use and output, requiring specific questions according to use for purposes of monitoring and 
evaluation or enrolment.  

The VAT used by SCORE is a quantitative instrument with a heavy focus on income. Indicators based on 
government and project priorities, and targeting was based on a variety of methods. Though this approach is 
very pragmatic and benefits from building on work previously completed, it does not represent a systematic 
approach to understanding vulnerability. Additionally, the same VAT was used across very different regions 
to generate a quantitative measure of vulnerability without tailoring it to local perceptions. This was 
ameliorated to some degree by community-based methods of generating a pool of participants, but suggests 
that the VAT’s utility for segmenting the larger population into vulnerability brackets may be limited. Finally, 
though VAT questions might serve as a good indication of ex post well-being, it is unclear if they are truly 
indicative of risk, as discussion of the VAT in SCORE’s annual report makes no mention of risk at all (2013). 
SCORE’s successfully reached its goals for vulnerability assessment as a tool for program enrollment and 
evaluation. The VAT, however, is not a tool meant to identify the causes of vulnerability, and would therefore 
be inappropriate for program design, for which a separate needs assessment was conducted. 
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4.2 Discussion 
These examples demonstrate the challenges of using assessments to gain a holistic understanding of 
vulnerability when faced with constraints such as funder objectives as well as limited time and financial 
resources. In analyzing them, we return to the principles of vulnerability assessment discussed earlier in this 
paper to determine if these assessments answer the questions posed by Hoddinott and Quisumbing (2003):  
“What is the extent of vulnerability?...Who is vulnerable?...What are the sources of vulnerability?...How do 
households respond to shocks?” and “What gaps exist between risks and risk management mechanisms?” We 
also examine whether community input on the subjective experience of vulnerability was sought. 

Both IMARISHA and SCORE relied heavily upon quantitative assessment tools, and both emphasize the 
simplicity of these tools. This makes sense to the degree that both projects were operating within the 
boundaries of pre-determined definitions of vulnerability and specific funder objectives. Though both 
projects incorporate qualitative data at some level, it is likely that a lack of a more thorough qualitative 
analysis resulted in missing information about the subjective experience of vulnerability, as well as the 
“hidden” vulnerabilities generated by interacting stressors (O’Brien et al., 2009). Neither IMARISHA nor 
SCORE demonstrate significant community input on the subjective experience of vulnerability. 

SCORE’s vulnerability assessment, as a tool for determining beneficiary eligibility for the program, based its 
cut-off score, and therefore its definition of vulnerability, based on pre-defined numerical objectives. In other 
words, it fit the concept of vulnerability according to what it could accomplish as an intervention with finite 
resources. This information, therefore, cannot be considered generalizable, but it does answer the question of 
“what is the extent of vulnerability?” and “who is vulnerable?” It also identifies the sources of vulnerability 
among pre-determined options. The VAT does not, however, address the question of how households 
respond to shocks or assess the gaps between risk and risk management (see Appendix XI). IMARISHA’s 
HEA, on the other hand, does explicitly examine risk as well as coping mechanisms. It also utilizes largely 
pre-determined concepts of vulnerability to assess the extent of vulnerability and who is vulnerable.  

These examples demonstrate how the intended use and purpose of a vulnerability assessment affects its 
design. IMARISHA’s vulnerability assessment was intended to provide partner organizations with insight on 
program design and targeting as well as its own monitoring and evaluation, while SCORE’s assessment was 
used for just program enrolment and monitoring and evaluation. The assessments differ accordingly. 
IMARISHA’s HEA survey included questions related to household access to resources, risk, and coping to 
provide greater insight for partner organizations on beneficiary populations’ areas of vulnerability, providing 
vulnerability and resilience indexes to segment the population by level of vulnerability.  SCORE used the 
VAT to segment the population of pre-determined potential beneficiaries based on a set of vulnerability 
indicators, with less attention to risk or coping. It was re-administered at regular intervals to monitor 
progress. It is notable that points of entry for intervention were assessed according to a needs assessment 
rather than a vulnerability assessment. 

Results of both assessments certainly shed light on aspects of vulnerability and identify groups that suffer 
from it. The pre-definition of vulnerability was built into the design of both projects, limiting the scope of 
assessment according to that definition. However, a more comprehensive conceptualization of vulnerability, 
informed by qualitative data could have benefited project design.  
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5. CONCLUSION 
Vulnerability assessments can be used for monitoring and evaluation, intervention design, and targeting in 
economic strengthening interventions. The assessment methods most relevant to economic strengthening are 
influenced by the literature on vulnerability from several disciplines, most notably economics, disaster 
management, and anthropology/sociology. Best practices emergent in the literature emphasize using a 
livelihoods perspective to examine multiple stressors of vulnerability. Vulnerability assessments should be 
informed by a strong conceptual framework, including parameters for defining vulnerability, and accounting 
for both risk and coping mechanisms. Vulnerability measures should be predictive, making full use of 
available secondary data and employing mixed methods. The vulnerability tools discussed in this review are a 
sample of available methodologies. They are designed to be mixed, matched, and adapted to intervention 
needs, though they should be adapted carefully to maintain their integrity. 
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APENDIX I. HOUSEHOLD LIVELIHOOD SECURITY ANALYSIS 

From Mazzeo, 2009 

Factor Analysis Output Example from CARE Zimbabwe 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 9 From Mazzeo 2009,  p. 110-111 
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Targeting Guide Example from CARE Zimbabwe 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 



 
42 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 10 From Mazzeo 2009, p. 106-107 
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HLSA Questionnaire 
(Mazzeo 2009, p. 95-105) 
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APPENDIX II. HOUSEHOLD VULNERABILITY INDEX TECHNICAL 
INFORMATION 

From Kureya, 2013 

Theoretic Framework  

 
The HVI tool uses fuzzy logic on 15 variable classes (which we call dimensions) to explore the 
relationships between vulnerability and a household’s access to and use of five capital assets (natural, 
social, physical, human and financial). These assets are:  

• natural capital (2 dimensions); 
• physical capital(6 dimensions);  
• financial capital (2 dimensions);  
• human capital (3 dimensions); 
• Social capital (2 dimensions).  

Households are classified into three categories based on their statistical HVI score (between 0-100). The HVI has 
both internal and external vulnerability components employed. External vulnerability is assessed separately and 
used to adjust weights on the household’s access to the five capitals. Each of the 15 dimensions measures internal 
vulnerability.   
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HVI Equation 
The construction of the HVI uses a multidimensional approach to quantitatively 
determine the impact of a shock on a household1 using Fussy logic: 

• For the population (N) made up of n households (hh) (N={hh1, hh2, hh3 …}), V is a subset of 
v households with some degree of vulnerability  (internal vulnerability). Thus v≤n and v=0 

                                            
1 Costa, M. (2002) A Multidimensional Approach to the Measurement of Poverty: An Integrated Research 
Infrastructure in the Socio-Economic Sciences IRISS Working Paper Series No. 2002-05; and Costa, M. (2003). A 
Comparison Between One-dimensional and Multidimensional Approaches to the Measurement of Poverty An 
Integrated Research Infrastructure in the Socio-Economic Sciences IRISS Working Paper Series No. 2003-02. 
 

 

Financial 
Capital 

Natural 
Capital 

Impact of HIV 
and AIDS on 

Agriculture and 
Food Security 
(Household Level) 

Human 
Capital 

Changes in household demographic 
structure 
-dependency ratio     -number of sick members 
-household size 

Gender implications 
-female headed hhlds  -child headed hhlds 

Mobility of household members 
- household disintegration due to sickness 
and/or death 

Environmental degradation 
-use of forest products 
-household access to water resources 
 
Changes in household natural capital 
base 
- access to land 
    

 

Social 
Capital 

Social Networks 
-type and $ value of support from government, 
community and NGOs 

Access to behavioral change information 
-sources and quality of information on HIV and 
AIDS  and Agriculture 

Physical 
Capital 

Changes in household physical assets 
-livestock index 
-number of farm implements 

Changes in optimal farm-hhld production 
decisions  -% cash cropping 
-changes in fertilizer application rates 
 

Agricultural extension services 
-absenteeism due to illness 
-access to extension services 

Changes in household  income and 
expenditure patterns 
- % expenditure of health care 
- % expenditure on food 

 
Changes in household food and nutrition 
security  
-no. of food safety nets   -nutrition diversity 
index 

   

Impact of household market access 
-net revenue from asset transactions 
-crop marketing 

Changes in household financial assets 
- amount of savings (withdrawals, deposits) 
- amount of credit loans received 

Changes in household investment choices 
-farm equipment purchases/sales 
-livestock purchases/sales 
-land purchases/improvements 
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implies that there are no vulnerable households whereas v=n implies that all households 
are vulnerable. 

• Break down the vulnerability (X) into specific dimensions of impact (m), and give a 
corresponding weight (wi, i=1,…, m) to each dimension.  The weights can be predetermined, 
or developed using an appropriate function. The weights correspond to the external 
component of vulnerability. 

• The vulnerability of any given household (hhi i=1…n) to the dimension of impact (jth 
j=1,…m) can be expressed as Xij, and given a value between 0 and 1 such that 0=no impact 
and 1=full impact. A specific formula for calculating Xij is discussed separately, and is 
largely based on the variable’s probability distribution function. Each Xij denotes the degree 
of vulnerability of household i to the jth dimension of impact, and Xijwi will be the 
corresponding weighted vulnerability. 

• The sum of the weighted vulnerabilities across all dimensions will give the particular 
household’s total vulnerability (Vhh) to a specific shock, that is: 

   
ij VhhwX

m

j
wj

m

j
=∑∑

== 11
/

this is the HVI for that household, a number that lies 
between 0 and 100.   

• An assumption is that households exist in a fairly homogenous context, and the sum of the 
weights are made such that: 

    
100

1
=∑

=

m

j
jw

 where 0 represents no vulnerability while 100 represents full 
impact. 
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The Three HVI Categories 
The HVI categorises households into three classes according to their level of vulnerability as follows: 1.    Low Vulnerability – Coping or resilient 2.    
Moderate Vulnerability – Can cope after receiving assistance 3.    High Vulnerability – Tragic (point of no return – require special intervention)  

Capital  Low vulnerability  (Category 1) Moderate vulnerability (Category 2) High Vulnerability (Category 3) 

Human  
   
   

• Household is headed by an economically 
active household member 

• Dependency ratio is low, less sick household 
members and no orphans. 

• More economically active household members 
than dependants.  

 Household is headed by an economically  
active, elderly or child 

 Dependency ratio is high, more orphans 
and sick household members. 

 Economically active household members 
are few.  

 Household is headed by an 
economically  inactive, elderly or 
child 

 Dependency ratio is high, more 
orphans and sick household 
members. 

 No economically active 
members.  

Natural   
   
   

• Household use both inorganic and organic 
fertilizers 

• Sustainable agriculture activity 
• Utilize all available land for subsistence or 

commercial farming 
• Household has extra labour and time to 

manage the environment  

 Organic fertilizers  are the main sources of 
fertilizers 

 Low agriculture activity 
 Utilize  less land for subsistence farming 
 Household cannot manage the 

environment well  

 Organic fertilizers  are the main 
sources of fertilizers 

 Very low or no agriculture activity 
 Utilises very little land  for 

subsistence farming 
 They cannot manage the 

environment well  
Social  
   

• May receive some means of support from 
NGO’s and government, but could do without. 

• More knowledgeable on agriculture and shock-
related issues that are discussed regularly in 
the household  

 Needs or receives  support from NGO’s 
and government, and most of the support 
goes to food and health  

 Knowledgeable on agriculture and shock-
related issues that are sometimes 
discussed in the household 

 Needs and may not be recieving 
support from relatives, 
community, NGOs and 
government. 

 Most support goes to food, health 
and education. 

 Limited capacity to discuss 
agriculture and shock related 
issues 

Financial  
   

• Have a diversified income source  
• Household income is used on a balance of 

needs (farming inputs, education, health, 
recreation etc)  

 Have limited sources of income  
 Most of the household income is used on 

food and medicines  

 Have no basic source of income  
 Most of the household income is 

from charity, and is used on food 
and medicines  

Physical  
    

• Own important livestock eg cattle, in 
sustainable numbers  

• Have labour for farm and off farm work 
• Receive some agricultural extension services 
• Regularly have three meals per day  

 Own important livestock in agricultural 
production 

 No adequate labour for farm and of farm 
work 

 May own farm implements in limited 
numbers 

 Do not regularly eat three times a day  

 Do not own important livestock in 
sustainable numbers 

 No labor for farm and of farm 
work 

 Do not own farm implements 
 Do not regularly eat three times a 

day  
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HVI input variables 
Capital 
Asset 
(weight) 2 

# Dimension 
and (sub-
weight) 

Theory Variables 3 
 

Transformation 4 
 

Household 
Categories 

Natural 
Capital 
(10) 

1 Change in 
natural capital 
base 
(4) 

Soil fertility 
declines for 
vulnerable 
households as 
application of 
natural 
fertilizers 
declines. 

Proportion X of the household field 
that is fertilized by natural means, 
where A is the land size fertilised by 
natural means and B is the total land 
size. 
 

X = A / B 
 (continuous) 
 

Low: 
>=0.75 
Moderate: 
0.4-0.75 
High: 
<=0.4 

2 Environmental 
degradation 
(3) 

Environmental 
management 
deteriorates 
with 
increasing 
vulnerability: 
More 
vulnerable 
households 
revert to the 
environment 
for "free" 
products such 
as wood and 
fruits.  

Total number of yes responses (C), to 
the 5  questions below: 
 
1. Have you ever resorted to cutting 

down trees and selling wood?  
2. Have you ever resorted to 

collecting wild fruits to 
supplement food? 

3. Has sickness or death prevented 
you from managing your 
environment? 

4. Has sickness or death affected the 
amount/quality of water used?  

5. Has sickness or death prevented 
your household from 
participating in planned water or 
environmental management 
projects?  

 

X = 1-C / 5 
(Categorical) 
 

Low: 
<=0.4 
Moderate: 
0.4-0.6 
High: 
>=0.6 

3 Change in 
natural capital 
base 
(3) 

Vulnerable 
households do 
not fully 
utilize their 
existing land. 
 

Proportion of land is available but not 
used due to illness or death(X) where 
size of land not utilized (E), and total 
land available for cultivation (F). 
 

X =1- E / F 
 (continuous) 
 

Low: 
<=0.4 
Moderate: 
0.4-0.6 
High: 
>=0.6 

Human 
Capital 
(25) 

4 Changes in 
household 
demographic 
structure 
(4) 

Households 
are vulnerable 
when they 
have 
members who 
are regularly 
sick.  

Proportion of sick members regularly 
sick (X);  where Z  is the total 
Household size  and Y is the number of 
members regularly sick (have been 
bedridden for at least three different 
times in the last year, with each bout 
extending up to a week; or have been 
diagnosed with any of TB, Meningitis, 
Caporsi Sarcoma, Hepatitis, 
Pneumonia) 

 

X = Y / Z 

 (Discrete) 

Low: 
<=0.3 
Moderate: 
0.3-0.6 
High: 
>=0.6 

                                            
2 Determined independently in two ways: using literature from past studies (defaults given); or using the community 
weighting system.  
3 Chosen on the basis of accuracy in measuring vulnerability, and ease of data collection. 
4 Each variable should be normalised to between (0,1) by multiplying by (Xi-Xbar)/sigma 
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5 Gender 
implications 
(2) 

Households 
are vulnerable 
when the sick 
members 
include the 
head of the 
household. 

Health state of the head of the 
household (X) where A (=1) if the head 
of household is sick and Z  is the total 
Household size   

X=  A/z  
(Discrete) 

Low: =0 
Moderate: 
=0 
High: >=1 

6 Mobility of 
household 
members 
(7) 

Households 
that have 
productive 
sick members 
are more 
vulnerable. 
 

Who is sick? Total productive score of 
household members(X) where 
Household size=Z; Yi denoted 
production potential for member i.  Yi= 
1 if adult member is not sick; 0.5 if 
dependent member is not sick;   0 if 
member is sick;  

X = ΣYi/Z 
(discrete) 
 
 
 

Low: 
>=0.6 
Moderate: 
0.4-0.6 
High: 
<=0.4 

7 Changes in 
household 
demographic 
structure  
(6) 

A greater 
number of 
dependents 
makes 
households 
more 
vulnerable. 

Dependency rate (X), Y= where 
number of dependants ({0-15}+{>64} 
+{bedridden or disabled})Y, and Z= 
household size. 
 

X = Y / Z 
(4) 
(continuous) 
 

Low: 
<=0.5 
Moderate: 
0.5-0.75 
High: 
>=0.75 

8 Education 
implications 
(3) 

Households 
with educated 
members are 
better able to 
cope with 
shocks, 
compared to 
illiterate 
households. 

Household decision making index (X), 
where household size=Z; Wi = 0.2 for 
illiterate, 0.4 for primary school, 0.6 
for secondary school,  and 1 for post-
secondary education, 

X = ΣWi/Z 
(discrete) 
 

Low: 
>=0.6 
Moderate: 
0.4-0.6 
High: 
<=0.4 

9 Mobility of 
household 
members 
(3) 

Diseases such 
as HIV and 
AIDS have 
caused 
disintegration 
of vulnerable  
households  

Proportion of household members 
who moved away due to sickness and 
death (X) where Household size = Z; 
and number of members who have 
moved away within the last three 
months of data collection = Y 

X=Y/Z 
(Discrete) 
 

Low: 
<=0.2 
Moderate: 
0.2-0.3 
High: 
>=0.3 

Physical 
Capital 
(25) 

10 Changes in 
household 
income and 
expenditure 
patterns 
(4) 

Food 
insecurity 
increases with 
less use of 
fertilizers. 
 

Nitrogen fertilizer application rate(X) 
where Z is the weight of top dressing 
fertiliser used in the last planting 
season; Y is the land size Y in ha; and 
assuming  400kg/ha top dressing 
fertilizer application (for maize crop). 
 

X = Z /400Y 

(continuous) 

Low: 
>=0.6 
Moderate: 
0.4-0.6 
High: 
<=0.4 

11 Changes in 
household 
physical assets 
(2) 

Affected 
households 
have reduced 
harvests. 
 

Per capita staple cereal output (X). 
What is the total household size (Y)? 
How many Kgs of Maize were 
harvested (Z)? What is the staple 
cereal requirement for an individual 
household member (S)? 
Assumption: 1 healthy adult can use 
0.5 ha of land to grow enough staple 
for themselves in rain-fed agriculture, 
producing the equivalent of at least 1 
tonne of maize.  

X = Z/ (Y*S) 
(2) 
(continuous) 

Low: 
>=0.8 
Moderate: 
0.5-0.8 
High: 
<=0.5 
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12 Changes in 
household 
physical assets 
(3) 
 

Households 
that do not 
own an ox 
drawn plough 
or cart are 
likely to face 
difficulties in 
cultivation, 
planting and 
other farming 
operations. 

Ownership of key ox-drawn  farm  
implements(X) where:  Yi= i if HH owns 
i ox-drawn farming implements such 
plough or cart etc;  

X=  ΣYi/2 
 (Discrete) 
 

Low: >=2 
Moderate: 
=1 
High: =0 

13 Changes in 
household 
physical assets 
(5) 

Households 
that do not 
own cattle or 
other 
livestock in 
sustainable 
numbers are 
more 
vulnerable.  
 

Productive livestock index (X ) where 
cattle owned (C); goats (G); Sheep (S); 
Donkeys (D); are multiplied by 
livestock weights (c=0.5; g=0.1; s=0.1; 
d=0.3); based on livestock index 5,  
 

X = 1 / (Ca+ Gb + 
Sc + Dd+1) 
(6) 
(continuous) 
 

Low: 
<=0.04 
Moderate: 
0.04-0.6 
High: 
>=0.06 

14 Household 
market 
activity 
(3) 

Vulnerable 
households 
adopt 
unsustainable 
short term 
coping 
strategies 
which include 
the selling of 
livestock 
assets. 

Livestock changes (X); Where Change 
Yi is set for cattle (Ci), Goats (Gi), 
sheep (Si) and donkeys (Di) as -1 if the 
number decreased within the last 
year, 0 if they remained the same, and  
1 if they increased.  

X = ΣYi/4 

(continuous) 

Low: 
>=0.5 
Moderate: 
0-0.5 
High: <=0 

15 Agricultural 
extension 
services 
 (3) 
 

Households 
that have 
limited access 
to extension 
services due 
to ill health or 
inadequate 
time to 
devote to 
such activities 
are more 
vulnerable. 

Extension services access (X): Yi= 1 if 
household has access to livestock 
extension services; 1 if household has 
access to crop extension services; 0 
otherwise.   

X = ΣYi/2  

(Discrete) 

 

Low: =1 
Moderate: 
=0.5 
High: =0 

16 Changes in 
household 
food and 
nutrition 
security  
(3) 

 

Vulnerable 
households 
eat less 
variety of 
foods per day. 

Nutrition Index (X) constructed from 
10 food types: 1. Maize (e.g. Pap, thin 
porridge); 2. Rice; 3. Bread; 4. Other 
cereals (sorghum, millet, pasta, etc.); 
5. Roots and tubers (cassava, irish and 
sweet potatoes, etc.); 6. Beans (peas, 
nuts); 7. Vegetables and leaves; 8. 
Fruits; 9. Meat (domestic or wild); 10. 
Poultry (chicken, guinea fowl, ducks); 
11. Fish;  12. Eggs; 13. Oil, fat, butter; 
14. Sugar and sugar products; 15. Milk 
and milk products 

X = Σ(Fi*di)/15*7 

 (continuous) 

 

Low: 
>=0.66 
Moderate: 
0.33-0.66 
High: 
<0.66 

                                            
5 Shown below 
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Food diversity index Yi=Fi*di/7 where 
Fi is food item I; di=number of days 
food item I was consumed in the last 7 
days preceding the survey.  

17 Changes in 
household 
food and 
nutrition 
security  
 (2) 

Vulnerable 
households 
take less 
meals per day 
due to 
inadequate 
food 
availability 

Number of meals taken daily  by 
adults(X) where  Zi= 0,1,2,3 or more  is 
the number of meals taken.  

X = Z/3 

 (discrete) 
 

Low: 
>=0.6 
Moderate: 
0.4-0.6 
High: 
<=0.4 

Financial 
(25) 

18 Changes in 
household 
financial 
assets 
(6) 

Households 
with little or 
no savings are 
more 
vulnerable 

Savings score (X), where Yi=total 
number of “yes” responses for:  
Do you have bank accounts?  
Did you receive any remittances from 
family/relatives?  
Have you joined any community or 
formal savings credit scheme?  
Do you receive family support?  
And Zi= 1 if “No” is the response for: 
Do you have any Unpaid debt?  

X=(Y+Z)/5 

 (Discrete) 

 

Low: 
>=0.9 
Moderate: 
0.4-0.9 
High: 
<=0.4 

19 Changes in 
household 
financial 
assets 
(6) 

Vulnerable 
households 
have fewer 
sources of 
regular 
income  

Income score (X), where two sources 
of income Y and Z are weighted and 
summed. Regular sources have higher 
weights as follows: 
Salary=1; informal work= 0.3; livestock 
sales= 0.2; crop sales=0.3; 
remittances=0.1; trading=0.4; 
donations from NGOs=0.1; 
government allowances=0.1; 
Pension=0.6; Other=0.1, none=0. 

X = (Y+Z) / 2 

 (Discrete) 

 

Low: 
>=0.6 
Moderate: 
0.4-0.6 
High: 
<=0.4 

20 Changes in 
household 
investment 
choices 
(5) 

 

Vulnerable 
households 
with ill 
members 
experience 
increased 
expenditure 
on health care  

Where does the household spend 
most of its financial resources? 
Expenditure score (X), where the 2 
main expenditure items (Y,Z) are 
weighted and summed. An indicator of 
hierarchy of need:  
Food= 1; non-food basic goods=0.8 
health=0.7;  savings=0.4 transport to 
work=0.5; transport to clinics=0.7; 
burial expenses=0.8; farming 
inputs=0.4; beer and recreation =0.2; 
school fees=0.6; income generating 
projects=0.4; Other =0.5 
 

 
X = (Y+Z) / 2 

 (Discrete) 

 

Low: 
>=0.6 
Moderate: 
0.4-0.6 
High: 
<=0.4 

21 Changes in 
household 
investment 
choices 
(4) 

 

Use of 
additional 
resources 
indicate 
choices under 
vulnerability 

Where would the household spend 
any additional financial resources if 
they were availed? Additional funds 
expenditure score (X), where the 2 
main expenditure items (Y,Z) are 
weighted and summed. An indicator of 
hierarchy of need:  
Food= 1; non-food basic goods=0.8 
health=0.7;  savings=0.4 transport to 
work=0.5; transport to clinics=0.7; 
burial expenses=0.8; farming 

X = (Y+Z) / 2 

 (Discrete) 

 

Low: 
>=0.6 
Moderate: 
0.4-0.6 
High: 
<=0.4 
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inputs=0.4; beer and recreation =0.2; 
school fees=0.6; income generating 
projects=0.4; Other =0.5; none = 1, 
savings=0 

22 Changes in 
household 
investment 
choices 
(4) 

 

Purpose for 
selling 
harvests 
indicates 
levels of 
vulnerability. 

For what purpose did the household 
use financial resources from sale of 
crops and livestock from the last 
season? 
Crop and livestock sales expenditure 
score (X), where the 2 main 
expenditure items (Y,Z) are weighted 
and summed. An indicator of hierarchy 
of need:  
Food= 1; non-food basic goods=0.8 
health=0.7;  savings=0.4 transport to 
work=0.5; transport to clinics=0.7; 
burial expenses=0.8; farming 
inputs=0.4; beer and recreation =0.2; 
school fees=0.6; income generating 
projects=0.4; Other =0.5 

X = (Y+Z) / 2 

 (Discrete) 

 

Low: 
>=0.6 
Moderate: 
0.4-0.6 
High: 
<=0.4 

Social 
Capital 
(15) 

23 Social support 
networks 
(12) 

 

Households 
with limited 
numbers of 
quality 
support 
networks are 
more 
vulnerable. 

In which areas does household get 
external support? What is the quality 
of this support? 
External support score X where all 
support sources Si=A-L are weighted 
by wi where Si= A=Food; B=Non-food 
basic; C=Health; D=Savings/Financial 
Services; E=Transport to work; 
F=Transport to clinic; G=Burial 
expenses; H=Farming inputs; 
I=Recreation sports equipment; 
J=School fees, uniforms, stationary; 
K=Income Generating Activity; L=Other 
;  
And wi: w0=1=no support; w1=0.2= 
satisfactory support able to meet 
need, w2= 0.5=fair support , w3=0.8= 
support largely unsatisfactory; 

X = ΣSiwi / 12 

 (Discrete) 

 

Low: 
>=0.6 
Moderate: 
0.4-0.6 
High: 
<=0.4 

24 Access to 
information 
(3) 

Households 
with limited 
access to 
information 
are more 
vulnerable  

Information usage score X where a 
proxy is used: 
How often does household discuss 
HIV/AIDS related issues? 
X:Rarely = 0.5, Regularly = 0, Never = 1. 
 

 
X  
(Discrete) 
 

Low: 0 
Moderate: 
0.5 
High: 1 

 
 
 
Livestock index 
 
Attribute Cattle Goats Poultry Donkeys Pigs Sheep Rabbits 
                
Productivity (+) 3 1 1 2 1 1 1 
                
Utility (+) 3 1 1 2 2 1 1 
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Security (risk(-)) -3 -1 -1 -1 -1 -1 -1 
                
Holding cost (-) -3 -1 -1 -1 -3 -1 -1 

                
Life (+) 3 1 1 3 1 1 1 
                
Convertibility (+) -1 2 3 -3 2 2 3 
                
Complementarity (+) 3 -2 -3 1 -3 -2 -3 

Aggregate weight (importance) 5 1 1 2 -1 1 1 

Notes    
Productivity: normal productivity; variability; sensitivity to and resilience under different conditions; appreciation 
of asset value 
Utility: normal utility; variability; sensitivity to and resilience under different conditions 
Security: risk of theft, loss of control or access, susceptibility to pathogens or other natural event 
Holding cost: cost involved in holding and using an asset for production or consumption 
Life: expected period over which asset will be held: under normal conditions; variability under different conditions  
Convertibility: various cost involved in converting or exchanging an asset 
Complementarity: effects on and of other assets and their functions 
Desirable situation:   Higher productivity and utility, low holding cost, longer life, high complementarity; 
high convertibility, security high (low risk) 
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APPENDIX III. LOCAL VULNERABILITY INDEX (LVI) VARIABLES 
AND OUTPUTS 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 11 From Naude et al.2008, p. 12 
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Figure 13 From Naude et al.2008, p. 14 

Figure 12 From Naude et al.2008, p. 13 
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APPENDIX IV. EXAMPLES OF VEP DATA OUTPUTS 

From Chaudhuri et al.2002, Appendix  
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APPENDIX V. PAT SURVEY EXAMPLE 

From USAID, 2010  
 

Client Assessment Survey - Cambodia
Interviewer:  Fill out the information below before the survey begins. Do not ask the respondent for this information. 

Date of Interview : (dd-mm-yyyy)                    Quality Control Checks
Interviewer (code) : Field Supervisor 

Branch (code) : Date _____________                        Initials _________

Region : Headquarters
1=Phnom Penh            2=Coastal         3=Plateau/mountain   
4=Plains                        5=Tonle Sap Date _____________                        Initials _________

Client Location : Urban=0; Rural=1 Data Processor 

Time in Program : Months Date _____________                        Initials__________

Client or ID # :

D. 
How old is [NAME]?

1.

  (com
plete years)

.

C.
What is [NAME]'s 
relationship to the 
household head?

E.  
For persons 5 years of age and older 

only
Can [NAME] read a simple message in 

any language?                                                 

No.......................0
Yes………………..1

Head…………...1
Spouse………...2
Child……………3
Parent………….4
Grandchild……..5
Grandparent…...6
Other…………...7

Female …0
Male ……1

6)
7)

1) Respondent

3)

8)

4)
5)

2)

15)

Interviewer: Introduce the survey to the respondent. Say: "Hello.  My name is ____.  I work for the organization _______.  We are trying to learn a 
little b it more about the clients we work with, and so I have a few questions I would like to ask today.  It should only take us about 20 minutes, and 
the answers you provide will be put together with answers from other households.  All of your answers are completely confidential and your name 
will not be given with your answers. Are you willing to take some time to answer these questions today?" After he/she agrees, proceed with the 
dialogue below. 

Interviewer: "I would like to ask you some questions about the people in your household.  Let me tell you a little b it about what we mean by 
'household.'  For our purposes today, members of a household are those that live together and eat from the "same pot." Each person contributes to 
and benefits from the household. It should include anyone who has lived in your house for 6 of the last 12 months, but it does not include anyone 
who lives here but eats separately.  Do you have any questions about that?"  Answer any questions the respondent has before proceeding.

Interviewer: Ask the respondent to list all members of the household, using the definition above. After completing Column A, then ask for the 
information in Columns B-E, filling out each row completely before moving to the next household member. Write the information down in the chart 
as he/she relays it to you. Say to the respondent: "Now I would like you to identify each person in your household and then answer some basic 
questions about each person."

A. 
Household 
Member

B. 
Sex

9)
10)
11)
12)

14)
13)
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 Interviewer:  Skip this section and return to fill in the answers after the interview. Do not ask  the respondent these 
 questions; fill in the answers from the information in the preceding table .

2. Number of people living in household (record number of members from Column A above):

3. Sex of household head (record sex from Column B for person who is identified as household head in Column C):

4. Age of household head (record age from Column D for person who is identified as household head in Column C) :

5. Number of people age 18 and older (excluding head) who can read (record total number who answer 1 in Column 
E, excluding household head, who are identified as 18 years or older in Column D)

6. What is the primary construction material of the roof of the housing/dwelling unit occupied by your household?
Thatch ….……...…………...……………..….1 Mixed but predominantly made  of galvanized iron/aluminum,
Tiles ………………...………………..………2    tiles or fibrous cement ……………….……..………..………........……….7
Fibrous cement……...……………………....3 Mixed but predominantly made of thatch or salvaged materials ……….8
Galvanized iron or aluminum ……...…..…4 Plastic sheet…..…….…………………………………………………………9

Salvaged materials …..…………....……….5 Other …………………………………………………………………………..10

Concrete ...…………….……………………..6

7. What is your household's main source of lighting?
Publicly-provided electricity …………...…...1 Kerosene lamp ………………………………………………………………4

Privately-generated electricity/Generator ..2 None …………………………………………………………………………..5

Battery ………………………………………..3 Other …………………………………………………………………………..6

8. Did your household boil or otherwise treat its drinking water last month?
Yes, always …………...……………………..1
Sometimes ……………….…………………2
No, never …………………...………………..3

9. What type of fuel does your household mainly use for cooking?
Firewood ……………..……………………..1 Publicly-provided electricity …………….……………………………….6
Charcoal ………..…………………………..2 Gas and electricity ……….………………………………………………7
Firewood and charcoal ………..………….3 Privately-generated electricity ……….…….……………………………8
Liquefied petroleum gas …………………4 None/don't cook ……………….………………………………………....9
Kerosene ……….………………………….5 Other …………………..………………………………………………….10

10. How many televisions does your household own?
number

11. How many video tape players or video tape recorders does your household own?
number

12. How many motorcycles does your household currently own?
number

13. How many suitcases does your household own?
number

14. How many dining sets does your household own?  By dining set, I mean a dining table with chairs.
number

15. How many wardrobes or cabinets does your household own?
number

16. How many times in the past 7 days did your household consume fish/fish paste, squid, shrimp 
and prawns, etc. at home? number

17. How many times in the past 7 days did your household eat other meat, such as beef, pork, chicken, duck
etc., at home? number

Now return to the questions in the black box below the roster and fill in the answers. 

Interviewer:  For questions with multiple choice answers, do not read the answers . Ask respondent the question and match the 
answer to the option most similar on the survey.  If respondent's answer is unclear, probe until you find an adequate answer. 

Interviewer:  Look over the survey to see if you have missed any questions.  If you have, please ask those questions of the respondent.  If not, it is 
the end of the interview. Remember to thank the respondent for his/her time in helping you answer these questions!

Interviewer: Say:  " Now, I would like to ask you some questions about your housing conditions. By housing I mean all the rooms and all the 
separate buildings in which you and your household members live."

Interviewer: Say: "Now I would like to ask you a few questions about some items that may be present in your dwelling." 

Interviewer:  Please make sure that the setting of the interview ensures confidentiality before beginning this section. Say: "I know that the following 
questions may be sensitive. I assure you that the answers will not be shared with anyone else."
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APPENDIX VI. EXAMPLE OF PPI SCORECARD 

From Schreiner, 2009  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 
76 

APPENDIX VII. PARTICIPATORY VULNERABILITY ASSESSMENT 
SUMMARY 

From Chiwaka and Yates, 2004 
 

 
Figure 14 From Chiwaka and Yates 2004, p. 14 
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Figure 15 From Chiwaka and Yates, p. 14 
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APPENDIX VIII. PARTICIPATORY VULNERABILITY AND 
CAPABILITY ANALYSIS 

From Christian Aid, 2011 
 

Figure 56 From Christian Aid 2001, p. 15 
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Figure 67 From Christian Aid 2011, p. 16 
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APPENDIX IX. PARTICIPATORY WEALTH RANKING FORMS 

From Simanowitz and Nkuna 1998, p. 27-38 
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APPENDIX X: SCORE VULNERABILITY ASSESSMENT TOOL 
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