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SADC RVAA SYSTEM VULNERABILITY ASSESSMENTS AND ANALYSIS 

GUIDELINES FOR ASSESSMENTS IN  THE CONTEXT OF THE COVID-19 

PANDEMIC: A guidance Note. 

 

1.0 Introduction 

The COVID-19 pandemic has disrupted many facets of life. It has coerced people to make 

tough choices and adjust in very profound ways. This includes how works is organized 

and gets done and Vulnerability Assessments are no exception. Southern African 

Development Community (SADC) Member States (MS) have become dependent on the 

Regional Vulnerability Assessment and Analysis (RVAA) System for information to make 

decisions on how to respond to save lives and protect livelihoods in the face of multiple 

shocks and stressors. This document provides some general guidance on elements MS 

could consider in adjusting and refining their assessment approaches and processes in 

the context of the COVID-19 pandemic. It is the spirit of this guidance that MS consider 

the pandemic not only as a challenge, but also a stimulus for innovating the manner with 

which vulnerability assessments could be carried out. There is, indeed, an opportunity 

here to re-image all aspects of the vulnerability assessment processes in ways that 

address the immediate information needs for the decision makers without abandoning or 

undermining the on-going quest for a strengthened RVAA system. Hence this document 

aims to stoke MS-led creativity towards development of more nimble, cost-effective and 

sustainable vulnerability assessment approaches, methods and tools. These processes 

must, necessarily, build on the existing foundations and available country-specific 

opportunities. The guidance note recognizes and seeks to complement other existing 

vulnerability and analysis guidance by the SADC Regional Vulnerability Assessment and 

Analysis (RVAA) Programme and it’s cooperating partners.  

2.0 Background 

The SADC, with support from its International Co-operating Partners (ICPs), has since 

1999 been working towards addressing food insecurity in the context of poverty and 
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livelihood vulnerability. SADC established the Regional Vulnerability Assessment 

Committee (RVAC) in early 2000s and tasked it with ‘keeping abreast and encouraging a 

coordinated development of vulnerability assessments in the Southern African Region’ 

through, among others, the creation of National Vulnerability and Assessment 

Committees (NVACs). The Regional VAC and National VACs are multi-sectoral 

institutions, in many cases standing committees, with a broad set of representatives from 

several Government ministries, central statistics offices (CSOs), Non-Governmental 

Organizations (NGOs), and international cooperating partners (WFP, FAO, Oxfam, 

FEWS NET and others). NVACs, often housed in Disaster Risk Reduction Departments 

or Department of Agriculture, regularly conduct vulnerability assessment to inform 

appropriate interventions in their respective Member States and contribute to building of 

Regional analysis and decision making. Each year, NVAC assessments results are 

synthesized into a SADC Regional Synthesis Report on the State of Food and Nutrition 

Security and Vulnerability in Southern Africa Report that is tabled at the SADC Council of 

Ministers Meeting. 

Since 2005 SADC established the Regional Vulnerability Assessment and Analysis 

(RVAA) Programme and mandated it to strengthen the capacity of Member States to 

undertake and utilize vulnerability assessments and analysis for the purposes of food 

security planning in both emergency and non-emergency situations as well as to inform 

policy formulation. The RVAA Programme is now in its third phase (2017-2022). This 

phase focuses on assessing and responding to chronic vulnerability and contribution to 

climate resilient livelihoods and institutionalization of the VAA process.  

The three areas of focus under this strategic plan, as state by SADC, are:   

(i) Institutionalization and capacity development; 

 (ii) strengthening approaches and tools; and  

 (iii) advocacy and leadership development.  

This guiding note is provided within this institutional framework. It is a product of the SADC 

RVAA System developed primarily for use by SADC Member States’ NVACs and their 

partners. 

 

3.0 Vulnerability Assessment and Analysis (VAA) Approaches and Conceptual 

Frameworks 

Based on the recommendation of the 2005 RVAA methodologies review, all NVAC 

vulnerability assessments apply variants of the livelihoods-based vulnerability 

approaches. The approaches place people and households at the center and focus of 

vulnerability analysis. At the core of these approaches is the concept of livelihoods that 

are viewed as the sum total of the ways and means by which people earn a living, The 

sustainable livelihoods framework developed by the British Department for International 
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Development (DIFD) operationalize this definition in a manner that most NVACs found 

useful. The sustainable livelihoods framework offers a conceptual view on how people 

thrive to earn a living within a given vulnerability context; how they draw on the different 

assets/capitals at their disposal and combine them in different livelihoods strategies to 

achieve livelihood outcomes; and how these complex dynamics are influenced by the 

people’s vulnerability. Amongst the livelihood’s outcomes identified by the DFID 

sustainable livelihoods framework are improved food security; more income; increased 

well-being; reduced vulnerability and more sustainable use of natural resources. 

Livelihoods outcomes are also influenced by a range of formal and informal organizations, 

institutions and processes, including Government policies and programmes.  

The livelihoods-based vulnerability analysis approaches, together with the associated 

concepts on food security, nutrition and vulnerability, are sufficiently broad and dynamic 

enough to guide the analysis of the impacts of COVID-19. This analysis would have to be 

done considering the impact of other shocks and stressors on food and nutrition security 

in the Region. It will, however, be necessary to ensure that the vulnerability assessments 

explicitly recognize COVID-19 and the associated restrictions on travel, movements and 

meetings as key drivers of the obtaining situation. This would need to be accommodated 

in the formulation of vulnerability assessments data collection tools. Clear and grounded 

hypothesis or assumptions on pathways through which covid-19 is likely to impact on 

people and households’ sources of income and food will be critical to guide these 

processes. 

 

4.0 Key questions VAA should answer 

The primary questions decision makers need answered by vulnerability assessments to 

make decisions on appropriate interventions to address food and nutrition insecurity and 

broader livelihoods vulnerabilities remain fundamentally the same as before the advent 

of the COVID-19 pandemic.  

These are: 

1. Who is food and nutrition insecure? 

a. Profile individuals, communities, socioeconomic groups 

i. Gender – a cross –cutting issue  

2. How many are they? 

a. Numbers in current period, in the projected seasons and in the peak hunger 

period 

i. Disaggregate numbers by gender, different age groups. 

3. When are they food and nutrition insecure? 

a. Different time periods; 

i. current period, different seasons and the peak hunger period 

4. What is the nature of their food and nutrition insecurity? 
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a. Acute, transitory or chronic 

5. What is the severity of their food and nutrition insecurity? 

a. Depth of food and nutrition insecurity 

6. Why are they food and nutrition insecure? 

a. Consider vulnerability context, hazards, shocks and stressors 

7. What are they doing/could do about their food and nutrition insecurity? 

a. Coping strategies 

b. Informal social safety nets 

8. What is being done to address their food and nutrition insecurity? 

a. Formal social safety nets 

b. Social protection programme 

9. What could be done to improve their food and nutrition insecurity and overall 

wellbeing? 

a. Recommendations 

 

5.0 Mainstreaming the “Do NO HARM” Principle into VAA Planning Processes 

SADC has always encouraged MS to conduct their assessments in ways that safeguard 

the safety, health and civil liberties of all the participants in the entire assessment 

processes. This includes the enumerators and the assessment respondents. The 

processes of vulnerability assessment must not leave any party to the assessments 

process worse off than they were before the assessments. Systematic risk analysis to 

identify potential aspects of assessment processes that could cause harm and putting in 

place effective measures to mitigate against the identified risks is critical and encouraged 

as good practice.   

Beginning last year, 2019, the SADC RVAA Programme embarked on an initiative to raise 

awareness amongst the NVACs, on sexual exploitation and abuse to mitigate against 

such mal practices during all NVACs activities, including vulnerability assessments. Now 

with the advent of COVID-19, the Programme is encouraging adherence to all measures 

put in place in their respective countries to contain the spread of the corona virus. NVACs 

are encouraged to work closely and get appropriate guidance from relevant authorities, 

in their respective MS, on the specific measures they will be required to take during the 

different stages of the assessment processes.  

In addition to these measures, NVACs are being encouraged to work with their respective 

Governments and partners to establish the infrastructure that enables virtual meetings. 

Such modalities should not compromise one of the most important attributes of the RVAA; 

that of being multi-agencies and multisectoral. The plurality of the NVACs should be 

ensured as it is one of the key pillars for assessments credibility and trustworthiness. 

 

6.0 Expanding the VAA scope to Cover Urban Areas 
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Currently, a small proportion of the about 40% of Southern Africa’s population (about 345 

million people) that make a living in the urban areas is not covered by the NVACs’ 

vulnerability assessments. This is understandable. The available limited resources are 

prioritized to understanding the circumstance of the rural population because they are 

home to most of the the MS’s populations and the prevalence of poverty, malnutrition and 

food insecurity is substantially higher there than in urban areas. However, the immediate 

impacts of covid-19 are being felt more by the urban population. Close to 80% of the 

urban population in Southern Africa is employed and earn their income from small 

businesses, the majority of which operate in the informal sector. Not only is the 

employment in this sector very vulnerable, income levels are also generally low and not 

enough to save for lean on in difficult times such as these being induced by covid-19. As 

a result, access to adequate and nutritious food is of immediate concerns for many poor 

urban people.  

Even before the COVID-19 pandemic, SADC RVAA Programme had recognized the need 

for vulnerability assessments to be conducted in the urban areas. Urban poverty and 

destitution are on the rise with the rapid urbanization currently underway. Sub-Saharan 

is predicted to have over half of its population living in urban areas by 2030 with southern 

Africa recording one of the fastest growing urban populations. Rapid urbanization in low- 

and middle-income countries has already increased the number of highly vulnerable 

urban communities living in informal settlements, many of which are exposed to multiple 

shocks and hazards. 

NVACs are, therefore, encouraged to deliberately and strategically review and adjust the 

scope of their vulnerability assessments to cover the vulnerable populations in the urban 

areas without undermining their long-held focus on the rural areas. The 2015 SADC 

RVAA Programme Urban Vulnerability Assessment and Analysis Guidelines would be a 

good reference in preparing for urban assessments in MS that will be doing this for the 

first time.  

 

7.0 Data Collection Approaches 

NVACs deploy multiple integrated data collection approaches in their assessments. This 

is to ensure comprehensive treatment of the complexities of food and nutrition insecurity 

and livelihood analysis. The assessment draws from multiple secondary data sources and 

conduct primary data collection informed by different variants of the livelihoods analytical 

framework. Use of both secondary and primary data in vulnerability assessments ensures 

the comprehensiveness and freshness of assessment results.  

7.1  Secondary data collection 

The secondary data sources used in vulnerability assessment broadly provide data 

necessary to build the context for the assessment analysis. They normally cover such 

areas as the macro-economic situation, national level food supply situation, population 
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and other relevant demographic information, baselines and historical pictures of 

livelihoods in the assessment areas, the rainfall situation, crop production and rangeland 

conditions, ongoing stressful conditions and shocks pertinent to the assessment analysis 

periods as well as humanitarian and development interventions by Governments and their 

development partners. Availability of these secondary data is not likely to be affected by 

COVID-19 travel, meetings and work restrictions in the short term. However, if COVID-19 

is not contained in the short-term, maintenance of significant amounts of the secondary 

data sources NVACs rely on could be compromised. Some MS have considered systems 

that generate such data as essential and have allowed them to operate alongside other 

essential services with the necessary precautions being taken. This guidance notes 

encourages such practice. 

7.2  Primary data collection 

Primary data collection in vulnerability assessment is carried out to provide up to date 

data to generate current analysis of the food and nutrition security situation and form the 

basis for more robust projections of the food and nutrition security situation. NVACs 

assessments focus their primary data collection on data that is not collected by other 

available information systems. Often NVACs assessments strive to provide analyses that 

are disaggregated to sub-national levels such as regions and districts. Such analysis uses 

data on indicators hardily any other information systems generates with the same level of 

disaggregation. As such primary data collection is pivotal to conducting of good quality 

vulnerability assessments and it is one of the key distinguishing characteristics that 

defines the niche area for NVACs in most MS.  

NVACs have relied on observations, face-to-face interviews and physical anthropometric 

measurements to collect different types of primary data. Most use electronic 

questionnaires / interview guides on mobile devices (tablet/mobile phone) to capture 

observations and/or interview responses during primary data collection. These methods 

are used in cross-sectional surveys that include household interviews, key informant 

interviews and focus group discussions. It is these modalities that highlight the need to 

re-imagine how the crucial primary data for vulnerability assessment could be generated 

in an environment constrained by COVID-19 travel and meetings restrictions. 

Accordingly, MS are encouraged to explore, together with their development partners, the 

feasibility of the following primary data collection methods: 

• Virtual data collection 

o Computer Assisted Telephone interview (CATI). It is a telephone 

interviewing mode in which a computer displays the questions on a screen, 

the interviewer reads them to the respondent over the phone and enters the 

respondent’s answers directly into the computer. The UN-World Food 

Programme’s mobile vulnerability analysis and mapping (mVAM) provides 

relevant experiences and models with this method that MSs could build on. 

CATI can be used for both individual households and key information. 

Where probability sampling is necessary, as is the case with most NVAC 
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household survey for vulnerability assessments, the prevalence of 

households with functional telephones within the population of interest must 

be at least 75%.  

 

• Use of Decentralized Institutional Structure. A few NVACs have been working on 

elaborating decentralization of their vulnerability assessment processes by 

establishing and capacitating nodes of sub-national (provincial, regional and 

district) VAC teams built around more permanent Government extension 

structures at these levels. In cases where the sub-national VACs now exist and 

travel restrictions are zonal, NVACs could deploy these units to facilitate either 

telephone interviews or carry out face to face interview if training on the data 

collection could be done remotely. 

• Face-to-face interviews with proper and adequate personal protection equipment 

(PPE) and adherence to social distancing and other hygienic measures prescribed 

by a relevant and competent authority in the Member States. 

 

8.0 Data analysis Approaches 

Following both secondary ad primary data collection, a NVACs analysis teams would 

assemble in meeting rooms with consolidated and cleaned data sets to draw out situation 

analysis on the obtaining food and nutrition security and broader livelihood. They are 

guided by multiple conceptual and analytical frameworks relevant to different dimensions 

of food and nutrition security and livelihoods analysis. Regarding food security analysis, 

the Household Economy Analysis (HEA) and the Integrated Food Security Phase 

Classification (IPC) are the most common major integrated food security analytical 

framework used and applied by most NVACs. Often, the analysis processes are 

supported technically by international experts from the SADC Region and elsewhere as 

part of a broader quality assurance strategy. In MS where IPC analysis is carried out, the 

analysis is led and supervised by international experts seconded by the IPC Global 

Support Unit (GSU). Before the final report is produced, several NVACs validate their 

assessment results through face-to-face workshops with Government and humanitarian 

community senior management. Participants to the validation workshops could easily 

range between 50 and 80 participants in one room. All this is necessary to ensuring rigor, 

transparency and trustworthiness of the assessment process that cultivate trust and make 

assessment results acceptable by a wider range of decision makers. The advent of 

COVID-19 challenges these ways of conducting assessments analyses because of the 

necessary hygiene and social distancing measures.  

NVACs are encouraged to organize their analysis teams into small task-teams that 

simultaneously work on different sections of the analysis that will be stitched together at 

various levels. The small analysis teams could work virtually in separate locations with 

regular, focused and systematic review virtual meetings held throughout the analysis 

periods. Plenary assessment results validation session could also be conducted through 
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virtual meetings where the communication infrastructure is available. IPC GSU has 

developed guidance on virtual IPC analysis. Member States that uses IPC in their 

analysis are encouraged to families themselves with this guidance in planning and 

preparing for their analysis. Otherwise, a series of small workshops that limit the numbers 

of participants to the stipulated minimum in accordance with each Member State’s 

relevant guidelines for such meetings becomes the default option.  

 

8.0 VAA Results Dissemination 

Using a variety of communication channels, the most progressive NVACs in the SADC 

RVAA system communicate results of their vulnerability assessment to decision makers 

at all levels, from national to district levels. The results are packaged into detail technical 

reports, targeted thematic reports, fact sheets, provincial and district level summary 

sheets and multiple versions of presentations tailor for difference audience. In many MS 

the results of NVACs are presented and discussed in Cabinet and several national level 

platforms including the country humanitarian forums and press briefings.  

Each year the RVAA Programme organizes an annual dissemination forum where NVACs 

come together and share their assessment results. These are synthesized into a Regional 

Synthesis Report on the State of Food and Nutrition Security and Vulnerability in Southern 

Africa. The timing of the dissemination forum is aimed at ensuring that the Regional 

Synthesis Report feeds into the SADC Council of Ministers’ Meeting.  

All these dissemination activities happen through face-to-face meetings and workshops. 

In the current COVID-19 context, NVACs are encouraged to take advantage of available 

virtual platforms, as much as possible, to conduct these activities. This is being advocated 

for in addition to more strategic and invigorated use of the internet to disseminate 

vulnerability and analysis results. The SADC RVAA Programme Communication and 

Advocacy Strategy will be an important reference in this regard. 

9.0 Regular Monitoring  

While most NVACs would have one major annual assessment that make projections of 

food security situation that are likely to occur 3 – 9months in ahead, very few of them 

monitor and update, as necessary, these projections. The fluidity of the situation arising 

due to covid-19 demands regular and systematic monitoring. NVACs are, thus, 

encouraged to come up with clear and viable approaches to monitoring and provided the 

necessary updates to decision makers. These must be targeted on a few fundamental 

indicators for which data could be rapidly and accurately collected in a cost-effective 

manner during the COVID-19 context. 

10 VAA quality control 

The broad thrust of the SADC RVAA Programme is capacity building of the regional 

Vulnerability Assessment and Analysis System. In addition to facilitating 
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institutionalisation of the RVAA System at National and Regional levels, the Programme 

efforts are directed at strengthening VAA approaches and tools in ways that ensure 

conducting of good quality vulnerability assessments and analysis. Good quality 

vulnerability assessments are relevant, credible, legitimate and effective.  

Relevance, in this regard, is viewed as the importance, significance, and usefulness of 

the assessment’s objectives, process, and findings to key decision makers and the 

society at large. Good-quality assessments produce knowledge that is useful for decision 

making and problem solving. Credible assessments produce findings that are robust and 

produce knowledge that is scientifically trustworthy. They are required to clearly 

demonstrate that the data they generate, and use are adequate and manipulated using 

well-presented methods to produce logical interpretations of findings. High-quality 

research is authoritative, transparent, defensible, believable, and rigorous. When 

assessments are perceived as fair and ethical by end-users, they may be deemed 

legitimate. Key assessment stakeholders need to consider all aspects of assessment 

processes acceptable and trustworthy. When an assessment has contributed to positive 

change in the social, economic, and/or environmental problem context it is considered 

effective.  

Even, during the COVID-19 context, NVACs are urged to pursue generation of good 

quality assessments. Table 1. lays out key parameters NVACs are encouraged to 

observe in order to enhance the quality of their assessments and this continues to be 

relevant beyond the COVID-19 period. 

Table 1: VAA Quality Assurance Parameters 

Parameters Purpose Scope 

1. Technical 
Planning 

Ensure VAA planning 
is inclusive and 
comprehensive to 
cover aspects 
applicable to the 
context i.e. Robust and 
high-quality acute food 
insecurity analysis 

• Defining VAA approach and 
methodology (for food security 
and nutrition) 

• Ensure sampling meets 
minimum standards for food 
security and nutrition 

• Select key indicators 
according to SADC guidance 
on minimum indicators 

• Share questionnaires for 
review 

• Undertake data mapping to 
ensure secondary data is 
collected and available for the 
analysis 

• Plan for monitoring and 
updates 

• Produce and share clear road 
map for annual assessment 
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2. Inclusive 
National 
Assessment 
Inception 
Process 

  

Ensure national 
consensus and buy-in 
on NVAC Annual 
Assessment processes 

• Clarity of Assessment 
objectives 

• Define User needs and align 
with timing of release of results 

• Refine dissemination 
strategy with timelines 

• Define Advocacy targets 
• Produce and share a Concept 

note for Annual Assessment  
• Facilitate financial and 

technical contributions from a 
broad based of national 
stakeholders (Govt, UN, 
Academia, NGOs, Private 
Sector etc) 

3. Diversity of 
National VAA 
Core Team 

Ensure inclusive and 
broad range of 
expertise and 
experiences   that 
enhances 
assessments rigor and 
credibility  

• Ensure inclusion of academia, 
UN, INGO and local NGO to 
existing broad Govt sectors 

• Ensure inclusion multiple 
sectors 

·        Representation of sectors 
should be aligned with key 
drivers of food insecurity 

• Decentralized VAA data 
collection to allow sub-national 
experts 

4. National VAA 
Technical 
Review Team 

Ensure an independent 
review of VAA design, 
data collection and 
analysis and 
encourage clarity of 
roles of various 
stakeholders   

• Designate a multi-disciplinary 
team of VAA reviewers with 
clear TORs 

• Reviewers will not participate 
in survey designs; data 
collection and analysis expect 
while review processes 

• Ensure results and findings 
are not compromised 
  

5. National 
Technical 
VAA Results 
Validation 

Ensure results align to 
set assessment goals 
and recommendations 
respond to context and 
user needs 

• Wide circulation 
and/presentation of draft 
findings a reference technical 
group with representatives 
from Government, donors, UN 
agencies, academia, INGOs 
and local NGOs 

• Consolidation of feedback 
before final dissemination 
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6. Lessons 
Learning 

Ensure that the VAA 
process is reviewed 
and key lessons 
identified, from the 
technical and process 
side 

• Ensure lessons learning 
exercise with all VAA partners 

• Document lessons learnt 
across all stages  

• Apply lessons in subsequent 
VAA processes 
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