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Towards a clearer under standing of ‘vulnerability’ in relation to chronic poverty

1.1 Introduction

This paper ams to anayse how the term ‘vulnerability’ has been used in the Chronic
Poverty Research Centre’s (CPRC) initial set of working papers. The intention of this analysis
is to show that *vulnerability’ can be utilised in avariety of ways, with different meanings,
and different implications. This attempt at unravelling vulnerability within the CPRC
literature shows that there could be merit in disaggregating ‘ vulnerability’, and that this could
be relevant to the study of chronic poverty.

Whilst vulnerability has often been closely associated with poverty, it has also been
seen as being distinct. Historically, vulnerability has been seen as a dynamic concept which
recognises and captures change, whilst poverty has been seen as being static (M oser 1998,
p.3). However, the increasing realisation that poverty itself is dynamic, “that some of the poor
are not poor al of thetime’ (Yagub 2000, p.1), means that the historical digtinction between
poverty and vulnerability has become lessvalid. Despite this, there is a continuing need for
clear differentiation between poverty and vulnerability and this is obvious when one considers
that “not al members of a particular vulnerable group are invariably poor” (Lok-Dessallien
1998, p.5), or that “all persons at the same level of income do not suffer equally in disaster
situations nor do they encounter the same handicaps during the period of recovery” (Wisner
1993, p.127). In this respect, the study of poverty dynamics could benefit from engaging
with, and incorporating, models or detailed conceptions of vulnerability.

When differentiating between poverty and vulnerability, it is important to highlight
different uses of the two terms. Whilst poverty and vulnerability are both conditions, as seen
in the stative sense of ‘being poor’ or ‘being vulnerable’, they must both also been seen as
being processes. As highlighted above, both poverty and vulnerability are dynamic and are
conditions which are constantly being altered, reinforced, or diminished. Additionally,
poverty and vulnerability must also be seen as contested concepts as shown by the constant

renegotiation of meaning attached to these terms and the subsequent influence this has on
policy.



It appears that there is a resurgence of interest in the concept of vulnerability with
Devereux dtating that “risk and vulnerability have been rediscovered as key features of rural
livelihoods and poverty, and are currently afocus of policy attention” (Devereux 2001,
p.507). Moreover, the recent recognition that better management of ‘ damaging fluctuations
and risks by those in or near poverty is, along with growth and redistribution, one of only
three “ proximate causes of poverty reduction” * (Sinha and Lipton 1999, p.4) has meant that
“vulnerability reduction isincreasingly being seen as a central aspect of rura development
policy” (Farrington et a. 2002, p.13).

1.2 Hazards and vulnerability — a macro-level under standing

The study of vulnerability in the poverty and ‘development’ literature stems, in part,
from the study of hazards and disasters, in particular of famine, and is related to similar
conceptions of marginality, resilience, susceptibility and adaptability (Wisner 1993, Kirkby et
al. 2001).” The increased use of the term through the 1970s and 1980s can be related to the
emergence of anew paradigm in the study of hazards and disasters at thistime. This
structuralist paradigm asserted that physical hazards are distinct from the disasters that they
potentially cause, the required linkage being a vulnerable population (Wisner 1993). The
older paradigm in the study of hazards, termed the behavioura paradigm, views the cause of a
disaster as being ‘ extreme forces of nature’, and the poor perception of hazards and risk. It
believes in the ability of technology, prediction, bureaucratic organisation and modernisation
to mitigate disasters (Bankoff 2001, Smith 1996, Blaikie et a. 1994).° The competing
structuralist paradigm gives secondary importance to a‘natural’ hazard as a determinant of a
disaster (Blaikie et al. 1994).

Whilst both behavioural and structuralist schools of thought contend that disasters
occur when there is an interaction between a ‘natural’ hazard and a population, they disagree
over the extent to which a disaster is defined by either the severity of the hazard or the
vulnerability of the population.* The structuralist school of thought asserts that there is a need
to place greater emphasis upon the vulnerability of a population as a determinant of a disaster,
asthis essentially decides whether a hazard remains a hazard, or whether through contact with

avulnerable population this hazard turns into adisaster. Thisisillustrated in Figure 1.

Evidence of the primacy of vulnerability as a determinant of a disaster is shown when
one considers that between 1970 and 1985 over 97 percent of al the world’s magjor natural-
hazard triggered disasters and 99 percent of all disaster-related deaths occurred in the
‘developing’ world (Abbott 1991), and that in the 1990s at least 96 percent of the annual



victims of natural hazards lived outside of Europe, Canada and the US (Walker and Walter
cited in Bankoff 2001).

Figure1
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Such an understanding does, however, mask the diversity of experience of the ‘ poor’,
and does not assist in the formulation of assistance or intervention strategies. Moreover, the
use of the word *vulnerability’ encourages aview of societies and people as ‘passive’ and
non-responsive (Hewitt in Quarantelli 1998). In this sense the condition of ‘vulnerability’
appears to emphasise weakness, alack of agency, and an inability to cope among * affected’
societies and people (Ibid., Bankoff 2001). Bankoff (2001) locates this ‘ condition’ of
vulnerability as a continuation of orientalist and ethnocentric depictions and denigration of the
periphery which, on the one hand, renders these areas unsafe for ‘western’ peoples, and on the
other hand, necessitates ‘western’ salvation through the application of western scientific
rationdity. From such a perspective Hewitt argues that “a generalised and abstract [structural]
paradigm of vulnerability, is as unsatisfactory as the [behavioural] hazards paradigm” (Hewitt
in Quarantelli 1998, p.82). Whilst it is clear for me that the structural paradigm constitutes a
deepening in the understanding of hazards and disasters over the behavioura paradigm, there
is an need to decongtruct and disaggregate vulnerability to not only achieve a more complex
understanding of different constituent processes (Watts and Bohle 1993), but also to ensure
that a structural understanding of hazards is analytically superior to, and clearly distinct from,
abehavioural understanding. Thereis aso aneed to acknowledge Bankoff’s (2001) critique
as auseful antidote to the paternalism and ethnocentrism inherent in much poverty, hazard,
and development literature® Thisis especially the case when one considers the continued
dominant position of the behavioural paradigm within many multilateral and UN agencies
(Bankoff 2001, Smith 1996).

The concept of vulnerability has been applied to avariety of levels and systems.
Nations, cities, agricultural systems and organisations have been viewed through the
vulnerability lens. The key point to note here is that within these systems or spacesit is
individuals and households that are differentially vulnerable to hazards (Wisner 1993, p.127).
Itisat thislevel that an understanding of vulnerability needs to be reached because, as Dreze
and Sen (1989) show, alack of vulnerability at the national, regional or community level does
not preclude extreme vulnerability at the individual level.

However, the ability to disaggregate poverty at the individual and household level
and to gain a fuller understanding of vulnerability islimited because it is extremely difficult
“to apply the concept of vulnerability to concrete situations’ (Wisner 1993, p.127). This often
leads to reducing vulnerability to a single causal factor. Such causal reductionism ignores the
highly differentiated experience of individuals and households when placed under similar
pressures and strains. The challenge therefore isto “ create ways of analysing vulnerability
implicit in daily life” (Wisner 1993, p.128). The analysis of individuas and households' lives
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and livelihoods can uncover processes or points of weakness which can create, maintain and
reproduce poverty.

The second section of this paper highlights the different ways in which CPRC
working papers have used the term vulnerability. The third section critically compares
different approaches to disaggregating vulnerability and highlights how these may be useful
in relation to the study of chronic poverty.

Section 2: A comparison of the waysin which vulnerability is conceptualised in the
CPRC literature

2.1 Vulnerability to poverty

A common use of ‘vulnerability’ in the CPRC Working Papersisin relation to being
‘vulnerable to poverty’. In this sense vulnerability has been used to describe the potential for
people to enter into poverty or chronic poverty. For example, Mehta and Shah (2001) describe
how the “CPRC will examine the trends with respect to chronic poverty, explore the
differentials in chronic poverty reduction and aso try to understand the social, political and
economic processes that increase/decrease vulnerability to chronic poverty” (p. 14). This
emphasis on the potential to fall into chronic poverty stems from studies of poverty dynamics
which show that a much higher percentage of a population experience poverty at some time
than the percentage of the population experiencing poverty at a single point in time (see
Y aqub 2000, Dercon 1999). For example, Okidi and Mugambe (2002) state that in the case of
Uganda “the finding that the magjority of the panel households had mixed status (moved in and
out of poverty) suggests that vulnerability (the risk of dipping back into poverty) is
reasonably high for a number of households’ (p. 24).

This use of ‘vulnerability’ trandates into afocus on the ‘transient poor’, and this
reflects the fact that “research on vulnerability over the last two decades has fostered the
understanding of transient poverty in rural areas’ (Bird et a. 2002, p. 11). In the 5-tier
categorisation system for poverty utilised by the CPRC (see Hulme et al. 2001, figure 3), the
transient poor are both the ‘ churning poor’ who fluctuate above and benesth the poverty line,
and the ‘occasionally poor’ who occasionaly dip into poverty due to an extreme declinein
income. In this context ‘vulnerability’ in the sense of being ‘vulnerable to poverty’ is
therefore focused on the ‘transient poor’, and does not focus on those already in poverty — the
chronically poor. This raises a number of questions about vulnerability and chronic poverty:
Are the chronically poor more vulnerable than the transient poor? What exactly are the



chronically poor vulnerable to if they are aready in poverty? Are the transient poor and the
chronically poor vulnerable in different ways or to different phenomena?

A related yet distinct usage of ‘vulnerability’ within the CPRC literature is that
deployed by Marcus and Wilkinson (2002) who focus on people who are “particularly
vulnerable to the effects of poverty” (p.1). This change of emphasis, focusing on the
outcomes of poverty, highlights the important difference between the means and ends of
human welfare. Whilst the means of human welfare “refersto indicators of inputs intended to
achieve an end result”, such asincome or the consumption of food or the use of health
services, the ends of human welfare measures the outcomes themselves, such aslife
expectancy or nutrition or literacy (Lok-Dessalien 1998, p.7; Henninger 1998). This focus
on the ends of human welfare, often described as human capabilities, is commonly associated
with Sen’ swork on entitlements, capabilities and functionings (Sen 1981, 1984, 1999; Dreze
and Sen 1989).

The change of emphasis onto the outcomes of poverty is of immediate and direct
relevance to the study of chronic poverty. The emphasis on the ends of human welfare such as
nutrition or literacy highlights key mechanisms through which the extended duration of
poverty, which distinguishes the chronically poor, can be reproduced.

2.2 Vulnerability asa symptom of poverty

A further common use of the term vulnerability in the CPRC literature is in the sense
of being ‘vulnerable to shocks . For example, Tudawe (2002) states that in the case of Sri
Lanka“dl the given information basically shows the degree of financial asset instability and
high vulnerability to externdities, which contributes to the poor remaining poor for long
periods of time” (p.30). In this sense, ‘vulnerability to shocks' is seen as being a cause of
chronic poverty. However, Okidi and Mugambe (2002, p.7) state that vulnerability to shocks
is not just a cause of poverty but is also a symptom of poverty. Thisis highlighted by Baulch
and Hoddinot (2000) who state that * households with greater endowments and greater returns
will tend to be less vulnerable to shocks. After al, Sen’s[1981] influential Poverty and
Famines was so entitled to remind us that vulnerability to shocksis intimately linked to
poverty” (p.19). Such an emphasis on vulnerability being an effect of poverty focuses
attention on the mutually-reinforcing nature of poverty and vulnerability. The concept that
vulnerability is both a cause and symptom of poverty reinforces the need for a more nuanced
understanding of vulnerability than just being ‘ vulnerable to poverty’.



2.3 Vulnerability as part of the multi-dimensional natur e of poverty

‘Vulnerability’ in the CPRC literature is also described as being part of the multiple
dimensions of poverty which are not usually captured by income- or consumption-based
indicators of welfare. Hulme et a. (2001) highlight how this wider conception of poverty has
been expanded to include “ education, health, credit, participation in the political process,
security and dignity” (p.6). The increasing acceptance of such a multi-dimensional conception
of poverty is shown by a World Bank definition of poverty which includes “material
deprivation, low levels of education and hedlth, exposure to vulnerability and risk, and
voicelessness and powerlessness’ (cited in Hulme et al., p.7). In this definition ‘ exposure to
vulnerability and risk’ is seen as being one of many congtituent elements of poverty. What
this definition indicates is that in addition to being a cause of poverty and a symptom of
poverty, vulnerability can also be conceived as being part of poverty itself. An understanding
of vulnerability as being a component of poverty is touched upon by Morduch (1994) and
Sinhaand Lipton (1999). For example, Sinha and Lipton (1999) highlight the issue that
“vulnerability in bad times, or timidity at al times, in face of exposure to DF [damaging
fluctuations] (including risk) is an important, and sometimes neglected, component of
poverty” (p.12). Moreover, Morduch (1994) states that “while the effects of risk on expected
poverty and income processes have been considered, no consideration has been given to the
place of risk as a component of poverty “ (p.224). Morduch continues by arguing for an

inclusion of a measure of vulnerability within the multiple dimensions of poverty:

“Vulnerability to income shocks may be intrinsically detrimental to the poor, and, just
as deprivationsin health and nutrition may be considered as part of an expanded
poverty concept, one could also consider a measure of lack of access to consumption-
smoothing mechanisms® (1bid.).

The extent which this proposa has been pursued is not clear, and as Morduch (1994) notes
such a measure is fraught with difficulties.

Quantifying vulner ability

In explicitly recognising that “vulnerability is an important aspect of households
experience of poverty”, Pritchett et al. (2000) attempt to quantify vulnerability by
constructing a‘ Vulnerability to Poverty Line (VPL) asaleve of expenditure below which a
household has a greater than fifty percent probability of falling into poverty within a certain
time period. In this sense Pritchett et a. define vulnerability as the probability that a
household has a greater chance than not of experiencing an episode of poverty within a stated



length of time. This VPL for a household is afunction of the time period, the variability of
expenditure, and the vulnerability threshold. Pritchett et al. show that the VPL increases with
both the variability of household expenditure, as this would increase the chance of
encountering one episode of poverty, and the length of the time period in question, as the
probability of an event occurring increases with time, for a given threshold of vulnerahility.
Pitchett et a. find, using two panel data sets from Indonesia, that using the VPL to create a
‘Headcount Vulnerability Rate' shows that thirty to fifty percent of the population are
‘vulnerable to poverty’ with a headcount poverty rate of only twenty percent. Such afinding
does not surprise the authors as “these high levels of vulnerability confirm the voluminous
literature based on qualitative assessments of the importance of vulnerability in the analysis of
poverty” (p.16).

Pritchett et al. acknowledge the drawbacks in their quantitative approach but feel that
“while the proposed quantitative measure does not begin to capture al of the complex,
multifaceted, dimensions of the concept of vulnerability, this measure at |east begins to put
vulnerability on a par with static poverty measures in anaytic and policy interest.” (p.2). This
may well be the case but one of the mgjor drawbacks of this approach to quantifying
vulnerability is that it reduces vulnerability to only being a cause of poverty, not a symptom
or component of poverty. What the paper does highlight, however, along with the finding that
vulnerability to poverty is very much a symptom of expenditure variability, is the importance
of conceptualising vulnerability, in part at least, as being the differential probability to loss.

Pritchett et al. distinguish between vulnerability as being arisk and being defined in
degrees (for example between 0 and 1) and the state of being vulnerable (either O or 1). This
reinforces the above distinction between the dynamic process of vulnerability, and the
condition of being vulnerable. Pritchett et a. suggest that whilst all households have some
vulnerability, the condition or state of being ‘vulnerable’ is reached when a household has an
even or greater probability of entering poverty than not (when the degrees of risk are 0.5 or
greater). Such a cut-off point delineates the vulnerable from the non-vulnerable and assists in
drawing meaningful comparisons of ‘vulnerability to poverty’ across different socia groups.
For example, Pritchett et d. find that femae-headed households have greater per capitamean
expenditures but suffer from greater fluctuations in expenditures than male-headed
households, thus leading to a higher ‘vulnerability to poverty’ rate (p.21). Such comparisons
across socia groups must be one of the key reasons for an analysis of vulnerability asit will
highlight both causal mechanisms which create vulnerability and potential recipients for
targeted interventions.
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Psychological effects of poverty and chronic poverty

Hulme, Moore and Shepherd (2001) describe how multi-dimensional aspects of
poverty have emerged, in part, from subjective poverty assessments. Such participatory
methods have highlighted the centrality of powerlessness, isolation, insecurity, low self-
esteem, vulnerability, and psychologica well-being in the experience of poverty (Heslop and
Gorman 2002). The vaue of such assessmentsis “not in counting but in understanding hidden
dimensions of poverty and analysing causality and processes by which people fall into and out
of poverty” (Robb quoted in Heslop and Gorman 2002).

One aspect of this multi-dimensional space of poverty which merits particular
attention is that of the psychological effects of poverty and chronic poverty, in particular “the
manner in which these relate to poor people’ s sense of vulnerability and their coping
strategies” (Hulme et al., p.19). The best example of this in the emergent CPRC literatureis
the South African overview paper by Aliber (2001). Here vulnerability is related directly to
the condition of resignation. Whilst acknowledging the quantitative aspects of vulnerability,
Aliber (2001) states that “on a deeper level the experience of vulnerability is an aspect of
poverty in and of itself, that is, a palpable disturbance to one's * peace of mind’” (p.29). Such
disturbance is, of course, aso experienced by the non-poor at moments of persona or societa
crisis, but Aliber’s attention to the psychological effects of poverty highlights an important
example of where chronic poverty could be qualitatively different from more transient forms
of poverty. Aliber goes further than just highlighting the psychological dimension of poverty
and suggests that “closely related to the experience of vulnerability is the state of being
resigned to always remaining poor. Resignation is perhaps the most succinct subjective
correlate to the notion of chronic poverty, i.e. that the poverty will endure” (Aliber 2001,
p.29). Aliber (2001) suggests that the effect of resignation also manifestsitself in
discouragement and risk aversion which further exacerbate vulnerability and poverty (risk
aversion is discussed in section 3.6). What is clear from this discussion of some of the multi-
dimensiona aspects of chronic poverty is that, just as the term vulnerability is important in
consumption, expenditure and money-metric discussions of chronic poverty, discussions of
the multi-dimensiona nature of chronic poverty also engage strongly with the concept of
vulnerability.
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2.4 Vulnerability and risk

Key to the discussions of vulnerability and risk in the CPRC literature is the
suggestion by Hulme et al. (2001) that:

“What poor people are concerned about is not so much that their level of income,
consumption or capabilities are low, but that they are likely to experience highly
stressful declines in these levels, to the point of premature death. This approach
suggests that poverty can be seen as the probability (actua or perceived) that a
household will suddenly (but perhaps aso gradudly) reach a position with which it is
unable to cope, leading to catastrophe’ (p.9).

This definition of poverty can also be seen as a particularly accurate proxy for a definition of
vulnerability, especially due to its emphasis on the risk (whether real or imagined) of being
unableto cope. However, in the CPRC literature risk and vulnerability are viewed in
different ways. For example, in adiscussion of the ‘Risk of Market Failure’ Bird et a. (2002)
highlight that vulnerability to risk may be greater in remote rurd areas. This ‘vulnerability to
risk’ is similar to the conception of ‘vulnerability to shocks and views vulnerability as a
cause of poverty. For example, in the same paper risk appears to be placed as a precursor to
vulnerability. This amost comes across in alinear fashion with risk being the initial step in an
assumed chain of events. “there are numerous sources of risk...which make households more
likely to suffer shocks and experience an erosion of assets, deepening their vulnerability to
future shocks and damaging their ability to escape poverty” (Bird et al. 2002, p.18). This
linear depiction of risk and vulnerability (Risk — Exposure to Shocks — Erosion of Assets —
Increased Vulnerability to Shocks — Shift Into or Persistence of Poverty) contrasts with the
earlier conceptions of vulnerability as being a cause, condtituent part, and symptom of
poverty, and in a sense reduces vulnerability to again being only a cause of poverty. Thisis
not to argue that risk is not central to the processes which create and perpetuate chronic
poverty, but that a dominant focus on risks, whether covariant or singular, could sideline
equally important structural and idiosyncratic bases to chronic poverty. It is aso central to
recognise that the outcome of risks depends on how individuals, households, interest groups
or communities respond to risk, as an increase in risk can, for some more than others, also

increase opportunities.

Discussions of risk and vulnerability can aso be found in the overview papers on Sri
Lanka (Tudawe 2002) and India (Mehta and Shah 2001). Tudawe (2002) argues that alack of
financial capital limits the ability of poor people to “manage risk and vulnerability” (p.28).
This idea of managing vulnerability is important, and indicates the agency of peoplein
limiting uncertainty through having enough capacity to deal with any exposure to risk and
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vulnerability. This relates to the difference between the interna and external sidesto
vulnerability which is discussed in section 3.3. Mehta and Shah (2001) highlight the
relationship between risk and vulnerability through the work of Kozel and Parker (2001).
These latter authors categorise the *poor’ into three groups; the destitute poor, the structural
poor, and the ‘mobile’ poor. Interestingly, Kozel and Parker (2001) assert that, while risk and
vulnerability were important for al three categories, it is particularly important for the
destitute and structural poor. This contrasts with the common ‘vulnerability to poverty’ use of
the ‘vulnerability’ found in the CPRC literature, which focuses on the ‘transient poor’, and
instead sees the vulnerability of ‘chronically poor’ as being particularly important.

Asrisk is central to differing concepts of vulnerability it seems appropriate to
highlight some key distinctions in relation to risk which will be important in latter discussions

about how it is best to disaggregate vulnerability for the study of chronic poverty.

Partial and total risks

Tota risks are those which impact upon a wide spectrum, or the full portfolio, of
assetgactivities whilst partial risks only influence a particular determinant of well-being
(Sinhaand Lipton 1999, p.7).

Generic and specific risks

Risks can be divided into those which affect large number of people due to geographica
location or particular activities (also termed covariate risks) and those risks which are specific
to an individua or household (also termed idiosyncratic risks) (Devereux 2001, Sinhaand
Lipton 1999) . Thisisthe scale of risk and uncertainty and can be related to macro-
(internationa), meso- (sub-national), and micro-levels (individua) (Devereux 2001, p.509)

Known and unknown risks

Risks come in the form of those which are expected or predictable and hence are known to
some extent, and those risks which are unexpected, unpredictable, and unknown. Sinha and
Lipton (1999) propose the term ‘Damaging Fluctuation’ (DF) as a description for a known
risk whilst an unknown risk istermed as a ‘ Risky Damaging Fluctuation’. In this respect aDF
can be more or less ‘risky’ depending on the extent to which is known and can be predicted. °
The continuum from damaging fluctuations to risky DFs used by Sinha and Lipton (1999)

seems useful, and is related to the further distinction between DFs and worsening trends.
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Devereux (2001) highlights the difference between cyclical risks (such as seasonality),
stochastic risks (such as flood-prone locations), and unpredictable downturns (such as
financial crises) (Devereux 2001, p.510).”

2.5 Perception of risk

Whilst atraditional understanding of the perception of risk would contrast the everyday
‘inaccurate’ and ‘irrational’ perceptions of people against the ‘real’ scientific probability of
risk (Oliver-Smith 1996, p.319), Smith (1996) outlines three general modes of understanding
risk in relation to hazards:

?? Determinate perception — An understanding that seeks to impose order upon the
random nature of risks and hazards, often by reference to an order or cycle of events.

?? Dissonant perception — Essentially threat denid, this type of understanding questions
occurrence of past risks and hazards or rationalises them as ‘freak’ events.

?? Probabilistic perception — Most closely connected to idea of an information
responsive rational evaluator of risk, this type of interpretation acknowledges the
random nature of risks and their potential consequences. Often is associated with
placing the responsibility of the threat to a higher authority such as God or
government.

(summarised from Smith 1996, p.71)

People therefore have a variety of modes of understanding risks and such perceptions will
change considering the experience of the individual and the social and cultural setting in
which these understandings are formed. In this sense it should be recognised that “risk
perception and assessment are grounded in the cultural norms and values that govern and are
embedded in the relationship that human communities have with their physical and social
environment” (Oliver-Smith 1996). Moreover, there is a need to move away from just
viewing the perception of risks as being constrained solely by imperfect information but to
recognise the relationship between structure and agency which can determine an
understanding of, and response to, risk (for example see Wisner 1993, Kothari 2002).

2.6 Sourcesof risk

Henninger (1998) outlines five sources of risk which influence vulnerability:

?? Environmental risk (droughts, floods, and pests).
?? Market risk (price fluctuations, wage variability, and unemployment).
?? Political risk (changes in subsidies or prices, income transfers, and civil strife).
?? Saocid risk (reduction in community support and entitlements).
?? Hedlth risk (exposure to diseases that prevent work).
(Henninger 1998, p.12)

14



As Henninger notes, these risks only form part of the equation as the consequence of risk
depends on the response by individuals or households to the risk. This relates to the interna
and externa sides of vulnerability discussed in section 3.3. Sinha and Lipton (1998) offer a
review of the empirica evidence of risks by distinguishing between six different types of
risky DFs:

Disease or injury

Violence, including domestic, criminal, and war-related.

Natural disaster.

Harvest failure.

Terms-of -trade deterioration, especialy affecting the price of food relative to labour
Reduced access to productive or income-earning work.

BIIIII

(Sinhaand Lipton 1999, p.8)

Sinha and Lipton (1998) suggest that these categories offer a potential window from which to
assess how structural adjustment has influenced the ‘poor’, and suggest, somewhat
contentioudly, that adjustment is only likely to affect the last two categories. In this respect
they highlight how early adjustment in the form of stabilisation plus liberalisation will
exacerbate both categories of risk, but that through ‘economic logic’ longer term adjustment
will “stimulate faster growth , and lead poor and labour-abundant countriesto specialisein
labour-intensive activities, in both cases raising the mean income of the poor and thus

lowering their vulnerability to any given DF” (p.9).

There are two key points to be made here. Firstly, the hypothesis that raising the
mean income of the poor not only homogenises a highly diverse socia category (for example
will all of the chronically poor be able to partake in such labour-intensive activities) but
presumes that an increase in the means of well-being (income) will equate unproblematically
to vulnerability reduction. This may not be the case. A major reason for thisis highlighted by
Sinha and Lipton themselves (p.9) who acknowledge that increased specialisation in income-
generating activities may actualy increase vulnerability as future risks would be total risks as
opposed to previoudy having been partia risks in a diversified portfolio of activities.

Secondly, and more importantly, it can be argued that adjustment has a substantial
influence on other areas of risk. Thisincludes a direct influence on the risk associated with a
‘Natura Disaster’. Unfortunately Sinha and Lipton (1999) appear to confuse a natural hazard
with the potential consequent ‘ disaster’, the connection being an interaction with a
‘vulnerable’ population (as discussed in section 1.2). In this respect, adjustment, at any stage,
will have an important influence on the scale and severity of a‘disaster’ asthisis partidly
defined by the ability of individuals and households response to the hazard. Therefore Sinha

15



and Lipton locate themselves firmly within the behavioura paradigm of understanding
disagters. This has particular significance in relation to their conception of ‘vulnerability’
which is discussed in section 3.6.

The extent to which adjustment is a source of risk for populations is matched by the extent to
which governments are al so seen as sources of risk. For example, Baulch and Hoddinot
(2000) highlight the states role in modifying the “economic, lega and political settings within
which the household is embedded” (p.19) and provide the examples of how macro-economic
instability and the rule and law can be important sources of risk. Wisner (1993) illustrates
how the state can also be seen asarisk itsalf through denying the existence of hazard,
directing violence towards sub-groups within the population, or orientating intervention
efforts towards or away from particular locations or populations. It isinteresting to note that
whilst Government itself is highlighted as a source as risk along with Government policy, the
discussions of structura adjustment as a source of risk highlight only the policies and not the

institutions which promulgate these policies.

Opportunity and Insecurity

As previoudy stated, risk is not necessarily negative as the outcome of risks depends on how
individuals, households, interest groups or communities respond to risk, as an increase in risk

can aso differentialy increase opportunities. As Giddens notes:

“Risk is not just a negative phenomenon — something to be avoided or minimized. It
is a the same time the energizing principle of a society that has broken away from
tradition and nature... Opportunity and innovation are the positive sides of risk. No
one can escape risk, of course, but there is a basic difference between the passive
experience of risk and the active exploration... Risk isn't exactly the same as danger”

(Giddens cited in Y agub 2000, p.2)

Y agqub (2000) highlights how the relationship between insecurity and opportunity appears
frequently in debates of various scales including globalisation, the collapse of socialism, and
relief interventions, and notes how such discussions fail to engage fully with the distinction
between permanent and transitory elements of inequality or welfare. For example, Y agub
(2000) suggests that “fiscal belt-tightening is inescapable for macro-economic stabilisation in
some countries, but the case of its detractors ultimately lies in whether such belt-tightening is
S0 savage as to impair the permanent component of welfare (i.e. stabilised chronic poverty)”
(p.3). The trade-off between insecurity and opportunity and its effect on the transitory and
permanent components of welfare and inequality reminds us not only that economic growth
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brings differential opportunities and costs across individuals, households, socia groups, and
countries, but aso that national and global economies are prone to periodic moments of crisis
which generate large amounts of insecurity. Therefore the need for appropriate socia
protection policies, whether providing a social assistance function (reducing the frequency or
severity of poverty) or asocial insurance function (ensuring consumption smoothing and
prevention of catastrophe), is essential (Devereux 2001, p.514).

On a broader note, insecurity and risk are very much central to current discourses
about globalisation. Beck (2002), in his discussions about a ‘world risk society’, highlights
how as a defining feature of modernity “risk inherently contains the concept of contrd”
(p.40).° Beck suggests, however, how currently the world faces ‘ uncontrollable risk’, not in
the sense of an increase in the frequency or severity of risks, but in the de-bounding of
“unnatural, humarnmade, manufactured uncertainties’ in spatial, temporal and socia
dimensions (p.41). By this Beck suggests that hazards such as climate change do not
recognise borders, that nuclear waste or genetically modified foods have unknown future
consequences, and, in socia sense, that it isimpossible to isolate who is responsible and
accountable for such risks or financial crises. Beck categorises such de-bounded risks into
ecological risks, global financial risks, and, after September 11", global terror risks. Such
risks are seen as exogenous to ‘ peripheral’ countries who have little capacity for control and
much greater potentiaity for catastrophe (p.42). Moreover, Beck asserts that the key issue
within the ‘world risk society’ is “how to feign control over the uncontrollable” (p.41). This
digression into socia theory does not relate directly to chronic poverty and vulnerability but
shows how risk, uncertainty, and vulnerability are key contested concepts which appear to be
at the core of many current debates and discourses within the socia sciences, and therefore
merit detailed attention and analysis. It also begs the question to whether current attempts at
reducing poverty, such as the Millenium Development Godls, are themselves perhaps an
endeavour to ‘feign control over the uncontrollable’ in the sense of only tackling the

symptoms and not the causes of inequdity.
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2.7 Social exclusion, social capital and vulner ability

Social exclusion

In the CPRC literature the concepts of socia exclusion and socia capital are both
related to vulnerability. For example, Aliber (2001) highlights the importance of socia
exclusion in the case of retrenched farm-workers in South Africawho are displaced not just
from long-term employment but also long-term residence. Thisrelatesto Hulme et a.’s
(2000) assertion that the concept of socid exclusion can be used to cover some of the multi-
dimensional aspects of poverty such asinsecurity and resignation. In this sense, and as L ok-
Dessallien (1998) notes, social exclusion and a multi-dimensional understanding of poverty
are hard to distinguish. The term ‘socia excluson’ appears to encourage a view of the
‘excluded’ as being distinct and outside of the functioning ‘included’ segment of society,
instead of understanding the ‘excluded’ as being the flip-side of the same processes which
create ‘successful’ segments of society. In thisrespect, Murray (2001) suggeststhat “the
idea of ‘differential [or adverse] incorporation’ into the state, the market and civil society is
perhaps more appropriate than the now conventionally predominant idea of socia exclusion”
(p.5). Moreover, the emergence of the concept of social exclusion within welfare-state
nations (Hulme et a. 2000), and the particular nature of the French society from where the
concept originated (Francis 2002), indicate that the application of the term requires caution.®
However, thisis not to say that the term is obsolete when considering vulnerability . Thisis
shown by Kothari (2002) who successfully utilises a social exclusion framework in analysing
migration and chronic poverty and in this respect shows how the concept “can capture the
range of economic and non-economic processes which inhibit or alow the movement of
people and enables an understanding of the implications of migration in sustaining or
overcoming exclusionary processes’ (p.11).

Social capital

Vulnerability in the CPRC literature has also been associated with the concept of
socia capitd. For example, in the CPRC working paper on Sri-Lanka, Tudawe (2002), who
defines the notorioudly dlippery concept as being a“form of mutual assistance” (Tudawe
2002, p.33), locates the *asset’ in “socia relationships [which] facilitate access to information,
finance, state services, equipment, food and goods that raise the capacity of households to
survive and prosper” (Tudawe 2002, p.33). In this sense socia capital can be seen asan
‘asset’” which exists not in people but in relationships (Francis 2002). Tudawe (2002)

highlights how such ‘forms of mutual assistance’ for poor households are not adept at coping
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with covariate risks as “such ties are more common with other poor households: they provide
akey means of coping with risk and vulnerability but, because they are poor-to-poor ties, they
can often only provide a small amount of support for alimited time” (p.33). In addition to
recognising the potential shortfalls of ‘socia capital’ as a coping strategy, it is aso important
to question the analytical value of the concept. Francis (2000) argues that thisis partly due to
practical issues such as measurement, but also because the concept has become so diffuse to
be meaningless, especially due to the asocial and ahistorical usage of the term."® Moreover,
Fine (2001) regjects the term as for him social capital collapses socia theory into a package
which allows the non-economic to be understood in terms of market imperfections and
rational choice, thus facilitating the colonisation of the social sciences by economics. Whilst
this may or may not be the case, there is a distinct need to wary of using such a catch-dl
concept in studying chronic poverty and vulnerability. In this respect, the division of the term
in Hulme et d. (2000) into socio-cultural and socio-political capital allows for more precise
analysis, especidly in terms of the intergenerational transmission of poverty (see Moore
2002). The above criticisms of socia capital are not meant to deny the importance of socia
networks and ‘informal safety nets' (for example see Devereux 2001, Moser 1998), but rather
to suggest that the term itself adds no anaytical value to the study of such phenomena.

The extent to which the intergenerational transmission of poverty is related with the
study of vulnerability has not been covered in this paper, although the potential
analytical connections between both subject areas seems a particularly fruitful areafor
future analysis. However, whilst the division of socia capital into socio-cultural and
socio-political capital isto be welcomed, the relatively uncritical exposure given by
Moore (2001, pp. 13-15) to particular ‘culture of poverty’ arguments under the rubric
of the intergenerational transmission of socio-cultural capital does give some cause

for concern.

Adverseincorporation

A different way of conceptualising socia capital, and a useful antidote to the many
accounts that extol its virtues, is the idea of adverse incorporation. Wood (2000) explains that
adverse incorporation describes the condition of managing “vulnerability through investing in
and maintaining forms of social capital which produce desirable short-term, immediate
outcomes and practical needs while postponing and putting at permanent risk more desirable
forms of socia capital which offer the strategic prospect of supporting needs and maintaining
rightsin the longer term” (Wood 2000, p.19-20). Adverse incorporation is therefore interested
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in both the quality of particular social interactions, especially in terms of intra-household
interactions, and is a condition which is found widely in many ‘developing’ country contexts
(Ibid.). What this different understanding of social capital highlights, apart from the potential
of socia capital to be a creator or maintainer of chronic poverty, is akey element to
understanding the relationship between vulnerability and chronic poverty; the trade-off
between essential short-term objectives and potential longer-term possibilities and
opportunities.

A broader understanding of adverse incorporation, as indicated above, is connected to
the idea *differential incorporation’ into state, market and civil society as opposed to being
‘excluded’ from these spheres. This conception of ‘adverse incorporation’ can be seen to be
similar to the manner, at the macro-level, in which ‘value chain analysis focuses not just on
the ability of firms or countries to participate in increased global trade patterns, but also on
mode in which firms or countries are inserted into markets (for example see Kaplinsky 2000,
p.5-6).

2.8 Deter minants of vulnerability in the CPRC literature

The CPRC has focussed strongly on specific social groups who “are particularly
susceptible to chronic poverty, and that are likely to experience multiple and overlapping
vulnerabilities” (Hulme et a. 2002, p.2). These particular concerns of the CPRC, such as
gender, age, violence, conflict, geography, inter-generational transfer, class and caste (see for
example Woodhouse 2002, Bird et a. 2002, Moore 2001, Hedop and Gorman 2002, Mehta
and Shah 2001, Aliber 2001) can aso be seen as potential determinants of vulnerability. ™
However, it isimportant to remember that the simple identification of ‘vulnerable’ groupsis
not sufficient as “not al members of a particular vulnerable group are invariably poor” (Lok-
Dessdlien 1998, p.5), and that social groups are fractured in multiple and complex ways. In
this vein, Marcus and Wilkinson (2002) note that not only can “the term ‘vulnerable group’ be
stigmatising” but that it “can be inaccurate, camouflaging the strengths of marginalised and
disadvantaged people and their contributions to society, and presenting a falsely homogenous
picture of diverse situations’ (p.37).

In relation to highlighting ‘vulnerable’ groups, Devereux (2001) notes how one
method of studying vulnerability isto anayse the risks faced by different segments of a
population differentiated by livelihood strategies or by demographics (p.510). Whilst noting
the above caveats, this may be the easiest way to start analysing vulnerability in relation to
chronic poverty, and such atask would be made easier by a framework for understanding

vulnerability.
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Section 3: A comparison of different approachesto disaggregating vulner ability

3.1 Capturing vulnerability: Meanings and analytical frameworks

We have seen how increased attention is currently being paid to the ‘ concept’ of
vulnerability, and that just as the multi-dimensional nature of poverty isacomplex subject to
unravel, so vulnerability is also a phenomenon which is extremely hard to capture. For
instance, Webb and Harinarayan (1999) assert that “assessing vulnerability is like trying to
measure something that is not there. It is an absence of security, basic needs, socia
protection, political power and coping options’ (p.298). Moreover, considering that
vulnerability is adynamic evolving process, the analysis of vulnerability trends through time
offer more for analysis and comprehension than do static snap-shot pictures (Ibid.). This
trandates, at the micro-level, to an emphasis on household tragectories which can highlight
both idiosyncratic factors, as well as “structural matrices of vulnerability” (Murray 2001, p.4;
Hulme et a. 2001, Table 1). This, of course, reflects the recent emphasis on poverty
dynamics. However, there seems to be very little merit in talking about concepts such as
chronic vulnerability. It may be more useful to try and break down what vulnerability is, and
try to relate the duration of poverty of the chronically poor to the different constituent parts of
vulnerability.

3.2 Vulnerability in ‘Meanings paper

Firdly, it is necessary to look closely at the attention paid to vulnerability in the
‘Meanings paper (Hulme et a. 2001). As noted above, the implicit definition of
vulnerability in the ‘Meanings paper as ‘the probability of an inability to cope’, frames the
discussion and this highlights the importance of engaging with the relationship between risk
and vulnerability. The ‘Meanings paper highlights Ellis's (2000) usage of the distinction
between an externa side to vulnerability (threats to livelihood security, i.e. shocks and risks)
and an internal side of “risk management and coping capability” (which is defined by access
to arange of assets) (Hulme et a. 2001, p.9). It isthis distinction, initially proposed by
Chambers, which forms the basis for a disaggregation of vulnerability. Hulme et a. (2001)
also highlight the distinction between ex ante risk management strategies and ex post coping
strategies. This distinction draws attention to the fact that “vulnerability is generally measured
as variation after the fact” (Hulme et a. 2001, p.9), whilst the need for vulnerability
assessment is greater before a shock or risk that increases vulnerability and poverty. The
distinction between ex ante and ex post strategies is aso a key component to a disaggregation
of vulnerability, and is discussed in section 3.7.
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3.3 Chambersand Ellis - internal and external

The starting point in disaggregating vulnerability is the internal/external distinction
proposed by Chambers (1983, 1989):

“Vulnerability thus has two sides: an external side of risks, shocks, and stressto
which an individual is subject to; and an internal side which is defenceless, meaning
alack of means to cope without damaging loss” (Chambers 1989, p.1).

This can be depicted in asmple diagram:

Figure 2: Chambers’ external and internal sides to vulnerability

External: Internal:

& Risks + Defencelessness
& Shocks + Lack of means to
& Stress cope without loss

The two-step model of Chambers has been widely utilised (for example see
Henninger 1998, Webb and Harinarayan 1999, Ellis 2000) and forms the basis of
understanding vulnerability within the CPRC (see Hulme et a. 2001, p.9-10). Itisvery
interesting to note this internal/external distinction at the micro-level (individud or
household) replicates the key distinction in the *disaster’ literature at the macro-level about
hazards and populations (see section 1.2). To recap, both behavioural and structuraist schools
of thought regarding disasters contend that disasters occur when there is an interaction
between a‘natura’ hazard and a population, the structuralist school of thought asserts,
however, that thereis a need to place greater emphasis upon the vulnerability of a population
as adeterminant of a disaster (see figure 1). Evidence of the primacy of vulnerability asa
determinant of a disaster is shown through the fact that nearly al deaths from disasters,
triggered by natural hazards, are located in the ‘developing’ world, whilst hazards themselves
are spread much more evenly (Abbott 1991, Smith 1996).

If this argument is transposed to the micro-scale internal/external distinction above,
the argument that more emphasis needs to be placed upon the vulnerability of a population
trandates into an argument for more attention needing to be placed upon the internal element

(the lack of access to arange of assets), as opposed to the external (shocks and risks). This
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observation is discussed shortly in arelation to Moser’s conception of vulnerability. The
internal/external model of vulnerability has been amended and adapted in various ways. For
example, Devereux (2001) prefers to see the externa element as “exposure to athreat”, thus
emphasising extent of interaction between the external and the internal, and the interna as
“susceptibility or sengitivity to adverse consegquences’, thereby replacing the rather fatalistic
notion on ‘ defencelessness’ with a greater emphasis on the potentia for loss (p.508). These
subtle differences in the internal/external model are related to the conception of vulnerability
in Moser’s (1998) asset vulnerability framework.

3.4Moser — senditivity and resilience
Moser (1998) aso utilises atwo-step model of vulnerability but uses the concepts of

sengitivity and resilience to significantly change the focus and emphasis of Chamber’s
internal/external distinction.

Figure 2: Mosers’ two dimensions to vulnerability

Sensitivity: Resilience:
25 The magnitude of a + The ease and rapidity of
system’s response to an a system’s response to an
external event external event

As Ellis notes (2000, p.62), the application of sensitivity and resilience to vulnerability stems
from the fields of agro-ecology and natural resource management (for example Blaike and
Brookfield 1987, Bayliss-Smith 1991). In this respect the ecological notions of an
ecosystem’s ‘fragility’ to external pressure and ability to ‘bounce-back’ from stress have been
gpplied to individual or household livelihood systems (Ellis 2000, p.62-63).

The emphasis in the sensitivity/resilience model of vulnerability is twofold. The
model emphasises the extent and severity of the interaction between the external ‘hazard’ and
the internal ‘ capability’ (sensitivity), and the tensile strength of the ‘system’ to recover from
an external hazard (resilience). The modd is therefore less ‘fatdistic' than Chamber’s
internal/externa and stresses the importance of the ‘ capability’ of individual and household to
respond to stress. Thisis reflected in the importance which Moser places on assets as the
primary factor in determining vulnerability:
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“Anaysing vulnerability involves identifying not only the threat but also the
‘resilience’ or responsiveness in exploiting opportunities, and in resisting or
recovering from the negative effects of a changing environment. The means of
resistance are the assets and entitlements that individuals, households, or communities
can mobilise and manage in the face of hardship. Vulnerability is therefore closely
linked to asset ownership. The more assets people have the less vulnerable they are,
and the greater the erosion of peopl€’s assets, the greater their insecurity” (Moser
1998, p.3).

Moser is, however, very careful to indicate that people’ s capabilities in recovering from stress
are influenced by “the socia and psychological effects of deprivation and excluson” such as
hopel essness, especidly during trends of long-term decline (Ibid.), thus reflecting the CPRC's
concerns with the duration and multi-dimensionality of poverty. The importance that Moser
places on assets and capabilities replicates, at the micro-level, the structuralist paradigm’s
assertion, at the macro-level, that more emphasis must be placed on internal e ement of
vulnerability than the external risks or shocks. The reason why Moser appears to place such
an emphasis on internal assets and capabilities can be illustrated through a further
disaggregation of vulnerability.

3.5 Watts and Bohle - exposure, capacity and potentiality

The internal/externa distinction of Chambers (1989) informed Watts and Bohle's
(1993) definition of the *space of vulnerability’. This seesexposure (risk of exposureto
hazards) as the external side of vulnerability, whilst capacity (risk of inadequate capacity to
mobilise resources to deal with hazards) and potentiality (the risk of severe consequences)
form amore complex understanding of the internal side of vulnerability (figure 3):

Figure 3: Watts and Bohle’s ‘space of vulnerability’

Exposure Capacity Potentiality

# Risk of exposure to + Risk of inadequate # Risk of severe

crises, stress and shocks capacities to cope with consequences from
crises, stress and crises, stress and
shocks shocks

This three-step model adds a further dimension to vulnerability which is concerned with the
downstream consequences of being exposed to a shock or stress, and not mobilising the
resources to cope with the situation. Firstly, this model of vulnerability suggests why Moser’s
senditivity/resiliency conception places such an emphasis on assets and capabilities. 1t could
be argued that sengitivity in Moser’s model brings together both the exposure and capacity
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aspects of the ‘ space of vulnerability’ whilst the resilience aspect of vulnerability brings
together both the capacity and potentiality aspects of the * space of vulnerability’. This
suggestion isillustrated in figure 4.

Figure 4: Combining Moser’s systemic approach with Watts
and Bohle'sthree co-ordinates of vulnerability

Exposure: Capacity: Potentiality:
&5 Risk of exposure to w Risk of inadequate 25 Risk of severe
crises, stress and capacities to cope with consequences from
shocks stress, crises and crises, risks and shocks
shocks
Exposure + Capacity = Sensitivity Capacity + Potentiality = Resilience

Figure 4 suggests that the reason why Moser places primary significance on assets and
capabilities as a determinant of vulnerability is because both the sensitivity and resilience

dimensions of her conception of vulnerability include capacity.

Secondly, it is through these co-ordinates of vulnerability that chronic poverty can be
seen to be different from transient poverty. Thisisin terms of the potentiality of vulnerability.
For the ‘transient poor’, the potentiality of suffering a shock, and not having the right
capabilities, is an increase in poverty which may take the individual/household below a
defined poverty line. The effect of this, however, is not permanent as ‘transiently poor’
households are more resilient and manage to escape poverty. This process is different for
those who are chronically poor, or who become chronically poor. The potentiality of suffering
a shock and not having the right resources to cope is in the case of chronically poor household
not only an increase in poverty, but seems to be an extension to the duration of poverty,
possibly leading to premature degth. Therefore it is the extent of the potentiality of
vulnerability, as influenced by exposure and capacity, which differentiates the transiently
poor from the chronically poor. This analysisis very straightforward. However, a comparison
with Sinha and Lipton’s (1999) discussion of risk aversion, and the addition of ‘ coping
strategies' into the equation, adds depth to thisinitial smplistic suggestion (section 3.7). The
third point to note about the * space of vulnerability’ involves the balance which is struck
between structure and agency in the analysis. This s through the manner in which Watts and
Bohle (1993) highlight the three categories of entitlements and capabilities, empowerment

25



and enfranchisement, and political economy as contributing, often overlapping, dimensions to
their understanding of vulnerahility.

3.6 Sinha and Lipton - exposure, vulnerability and aversion

Sinha and Lipton (1999), in their in-depth and complex discussion of ‘ damaging fluctuations
(DFs) and risk, draw upon a schemawhich is remarkably similar to the ‘ space of
vulnerability’ outlined by Watts and Bohle (1993). Sinha and Lipton (1999) describe
exposure to aDF (thisis increased with size, frequency, earliness and bunching and
correlates to what Watts and Bohle aso describe as ‘ exposure’), the vulner ability to
exposure (thisincreases with unpredictability, co-variance with other DFs and exposure
relatively to the portfolio of assets and activities, this correlates roughly to * capacity’), and
aver sion (this increases with exposure, vulnerability and experience, and correlates to
‘potentiaity’) (figure 5).

Figure 5: Sinhaand Lipton’s model of exposure, vulnerability and aversion

Exposure to DF: Vulnerability to Aversion:
Increases with: DF: Increases with:
& Size To a given absolute & Exposure
exposure this increases | bili
= Frequency with: & Vulnerability
. . . Past bad experience
& Earliness . =
. Unpredictability of handling DFs
£ Bunching « Covariance
* Exposure relative to
portfolio
* Lack of resilience

Whilst Sinha and Lipton's (1999) paper is very dense and in places suffers from alack of
clarity, some of the distinctions which are highlighted, and the depth to which they have
approached the issue of risk and vulnerability, are extremely beneficia to this discussion (see
section 2.4). In terms of the three dimensions associated with DFs illustrated above, Sinha
and Lipton (1999) argue that the poor are generally, but not always, more exposed to common
DFs, that the poor are more vulnerable to a DF exposure due to alack of reserves, and that
“DFs apart from inflicting misery in bad times, induce people to adopt cautious and non-
entrepeneuria strategiesin normal times, reducing their prospects of long-term advance”
(Sinhaand Lipton 1999, p.8). In relation to whether the poor are morerisk-averse than the
non-poor Sinha and Lipton assert that:
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“Though absolute risk aversion probably rises with faling expected income over
most of the range, it may not do so at the bottom...[for example] the desperately poor
may adopt a ‘gambler’sthrow’ strategy because disaster is amost inevitable” (Sinha
and Lipton 1999, p.18).

For Sinhaand Lipton, risk aversion therefore partially explains the duration of poverty for
some of the chronicaly poor, as may the ‘gambler’s throw’ strategy. The most common
examples of risk aversion are that risky environments reduce investment, and that exposure to
DFs means that livelihood strategy portfolios are often aimed more at consumptior+
smoothing than high productivity (Baulch and Hoddinot 2000). Such consumption-
smoothing is often through the diversification of livelihood strategies with alow covariate
risk between different activities (Ellis 2000). Whilst Moser argues that the most important
determinant of vulnerability are assets and capabilities, Sinhaand Lipton appear to place most
emphasis on risk aversion. In this respect Sinhaand Lipton appear to reduce the
‘potentiality’ of vulnerability in Watts and Bohle' s formulation solely to risk aversion

(compare figures 4 and 5).

This emphasis on risk aversion will be evaluated in relation to Sinha and Liptons
discussion of the exposure to natural disasters and risks.** Sinha and Lipton argue that there
are 6 main types of DFs (see section 2.4) one of which are ‘natural disasters' . They discuss
each type of DF through the three co-ordinates of exposure, vulnerability and aversion. In
terms of exposure to ‘natural disasters’, Sinha and Lipton assert that “exposure to risks from
natural hazards arise essentially from location, in addition to behaviour” and feel that certain
countries and cities are more ‘ prone’ to natural disasters than others (p.27). The urban poor in
developing countries are highlighted as being particularly exposed to risk through their
location in risk-prone areas, poor infrastructure, and lack of land rights. More generaly, Sinha
and Lipton dtate that:

“So while prima facie residence in risk-prone regions/cities exposes all to risk, (i) the
nonpoor are less likely to be living there, and (ii) their [the poor’ s| exposure arises
from quality of housing, access only to marginal lands, limited access to markets,
poor quality of livestock, etc. — factors that are direct correlates of poverty itself.”

(p.27).

In this respect Sinha and Lipton acknowledge that exposure to DFs s correlated to poverty
(see section 2.2) and that this means that the poor are located in risk-prone areas. However,
such an acknowledgement appears to cause considerable concern to Sinha and Lipton because
“at first glance, this might appear to run contrary to the fact that the poor are more risk-averse
than others’ (p.27) as economic theory ‘dictates that “people specialise — and reside—in
areas of their comparative advantage, which should mean risk-taking...for the rich, and risk-
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avoiding for the poor” (p.16). Sinha and Lipton therefore try to answer the following
unfortunately-worded rhetorical question:

“How do we explain the apparent paradox that the poor nevertheless ‘ choose’ to
expose themelves to awide range of natural disaster?’ (p.27).

Curbed and constrained themselves Sinha and Lipton (1999) suggest that the poor:

“adopt arisky package of behaviour in face of disaster risks...in order to survive; to
do this, they [the poor] reason, they are constrained to accept some disaster risks, so
asto reduce what are perceived as more manageable and likelier income/consumption
DFs’ (p.27).

Therefore in this formulation the poor ‘ choose’ to expose themselves to natural disasters so
that they can manage more direct and obvious shocks. Following from this Sinha and Lipton
contend that the consequences of ‘choosing’ high-risk exposure locations, are that “the poor
are then more likely to be more averse to extra risk/DFs within those constraints” (p.27), thus

presumably inhibiting entrepeunerial and risk-taking high-return productive activities.

There are three main points to mention in relation to this discussion of exposure. Firstly, the
extent to which Sinha and Lipton uncritically use the term ‘natural disaster’ shows a lack of
knowledge of the disaster, hazard and vulnerability literature as one would expect an
appreciation that a disaster only occurs when a‘ natural hazard' interacts with a population
(see section 1.2). Secondly, the language chosen by Sinha and Lipton not only homogenises
the ‘poor’ into an undifferentiated mass, but hugely overstate the ability of the poor to
‘decide’ their location and future. Thirdly, and connected to this last point, despite
acknowledgeing that exposure to DFs is related to poverty, Sinha and Lipton locate the causal
mechanism of this relationship solely within the actions (agency) of the poor themselves, i.e.
the poor ‘choose’ arisky location so that they can manage more direct and obvious risks. This
formulation could be acceptable if it was balanced with an acknowledgement of more
structural and idiosyncratic factors which ‘force’ peopleinto, or ‘retain’ peoplein, risky
locations. As Kothari (2002) explains in relation to people who choose not to migrate out of
marginal environments:

“Many people cannot move because of systemic, structural and individual reasons
that reflect their experiences of exclusion or adverse incorporation. These include
domestic and familia obligations and responsibilities, disability and illness, age,
education and skills, and an absence or lack of access to networks and relationships.
Thus movers and stayers alike are deeply embedded in specific economic and
social-relational contexts’ (p.14-15).
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However, Sinha and Lipton instead focus entirely on the evaluation of risk as the determinant
of location. But in this respect Sinha and Lipton appear to tie themselves in knots for, on the
one hand, risk-aversion is overcome by the rationa evaluation of risk leading to locating in a
margina environment, but on the other hand the outcome and consequence of locating in a
margina environment is extreme risk-aversion to additional risks which is unproblematically
seen as the main determinant of the perpetuation of poverty (can the ‘ poor’ not overcome this
risk-aversion as well?). This dubious reasoning highlights the inaccuracy of reducing the
outcomes of vulnerability to solely risk aversion. In this respect, awider conception of the
consequences of vulnerability is required, which includes other, often inter-related, processes
such as adverse incorporation and the psychologica aspects of poverty, as well as risk-

aversion.

3.7 Responsesto risks and shocks

One aspect of vulnerability which has so far been neglected is that of the response to
risk, uncertainty and shocks. Hulme et a. (2001) highlight the distinction between ex ante
risk management strategies and ex post coping strategies. Ellis (2000) defines ex ante risk
management as consisting of “forward planning to spread risk across a diverse set of
activities, in the context of subjective evaluations about the degree of risk attached to each
source of risk” (Ellis 2000, p.62)."* Ex post coping strategies are defined as “the methods used
by households to survive when confronted with unanticipated livelihood failure” in either a

gradua or a sudden sense (1bid.).

This distinction has been the starting point for additional angles of analysis. In terms
of coping strategies Moser (1998), for example, highlights Devereux’s (1993) distinction
between ‘income-raising’ coping strategies and ‘ consumption-modifying’ coping strategies as
being particularly useful for the urban context. Additionally, Moser (1998), Ellis (2000) and
Devereux (2001) discuss the importance of ‘ strategy sequencing’ as part of coping because
“households facing food shortages are forced to trade off short-term consumption needs
againgt longer term economic viability” (Devereux 2001, p.512). In this respect, Devereux
(2001) highlights Corbett’s (1988) typology of strategies with ‘insurance mechanisms
preceding the ‘disposal of productive assets and subsequently ‘ destitution behaviour’, with
these strategies depending not only on its effectiveness but on its cost and reversibility.
Devereux (2001) also highlights the importance of ‘community support systems' or ‘informal
safety nets' as a particular type of coping strategy and defines these as “ non-market transfers
of goods and services between households’ (p.513). Devereux (2001) suggests that in sub-
Saharan Africavertical redistributive practices, such as patron-client relations, appear to be
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becoming less common, and that horizontal practices are still widespread, but are very weak
to covariant risks. Moser (1998) highlights the importance of such ‘informal safety nets in
reducing vulnerability. In contrast to the above focus on ex post coping strategies, Sinhaand
Lipton (1999) draw distinctions within ex ante management strategies. In doing so Sinha and
Lipton (1999) differentiate between DFreducing and DFmitigating strategies, which form a
more complex side to ex ante risk management, and DF-coping strategies. Thisis

summarised below:

?? DFreduction: Involves removing or reducing the DF itself e.g. Irrigation
?? DFmitigation: Involves reducing the negative impact of a particular type of DF
through
(i) Protecting e.g. immunisation
(i1) Decoupling e.g. diversification
(iii) Forecasting e.g. delayed sowing
(iv) Consumption smoothing e.g. grain stores
(v) Credit eg. insuring
?? DF-coping: Involves actions after a DF occurs e.g. Gathering of wild foods

(adapted from Sinha and Lipton 1999, p9-10)
It appears therefore that both ex ante risk management and ex post coping strategies have

been differentiated in particular ways. Thisis crudely summarised is figure 6.
Figure 6
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(Adapted from Devereux 2001, Sinha and Lipton 1999, Moser 1998, Ellis 2000)

The above illustration has simply attempted to illustrate the various distinctions discussed
above and does not attempt to resolve the tension between particular activities which can be
seen as both risk management strategies and as coping strategies.

The most important aspect of the various responses to risks and shocksis the
importance of time. In Sinha and Lipton’s terms, DFreduction is better than DFmitigation
which is better than coping. Therefore, ex-ante risk management is far preferable to ex-post
coping strategies. This means, as stated previoudly, the challenge is to “create ways of
analysing vulnerability implicit in daily life” (Wisner 1993, p.128) so that socia protection
measures, whether market-based or public action, can be more effective by being aimed at
risk management as opposed to coping strategies (Baulch and Hoddinot 2000, Devereux
2001).

3.8 Vulnerability and response strategiesin relation to chronic poverty
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In trying to pull together the various discussions in this paper in avisua form, some
important points merit further repetition. Firstly, that this paper agrees with Moser’s (1998)

focus on resistance and capability:

“The means of resistance are the assets and entitlements that individuals, households,
or communities can mobilise and manage in the face of hardship. Vulnerability is
therefore closely linked to asset ownership. The more assets people have the less
vulnerable they are, and the greater the erosion of people’s assets, the greater their
insecurity” (Moser 1998, p.3).

Secondly, that reducing the consequences of vulnerability to solely ‘risk aversion’ negates
further important aspects of the outcomes of vulnerability. This is especially important for the
study of chronic poverty becauseit is the consequences of vulnerability which can be seen to
differentiate the chronically poor (an extended duration of poverty or premature death) from
the transiently poor (aincrease in wdl-being above a certain threshold). And thirdly, that
thereis aneed to try and explicitly link discussions and conceptual models of vulnerability

and responses to risks and shocks.

These points are reflected in the following illustration which is a tentative attempt to
suggest how vulnerability could be conceptualised in the study of chronic poverty. The
illustration does not purport to be comprehensive but is a method of summarising many of the
arguments in this paper, and will hopefully assist those wishing to analyse the issue of
vulnerability in relation to chronic poverty.**

Figure?7
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4, Conclusion

“It will be important for CPRC researchers to engage with these issues of
vulnerability, both in terms of differential vulnerabilities to shocks leading to spells of
poverty, as well the manner in which vulnerability interacts with risk aversion to
hinder escape from poverty, through, for example, adverse incorporation” (Hulme,
Moore and Shepherd 2001, p.10).

This paper has outlined the ways in which the term ‘vulnerability’ has been used in
theinitial set of CPRC working papers. From this discussion, the paper has observed that a
sole focus on ‘vulnerability to poverty’ means a primary concern with the transient poor as
opposed to the chronically poor, and the paper has argued that vulnerability should be more
widely recognised as being a cause, symptom and constituent part of poverty. Relating micro-
scale discussions of vulnerability to a macro-level interpretation of hazards and disasters, the
paper argues for the need to place an increased emphasis on the assets and entitlements for
understanding individua ‘ catastrophe’ as opposed to the strength or severity of shocks.
Moreover, the paper has argued that reducing the consequences of vulnerability to solely ‘risk
aversion’ negates further important aspects of the outcomes of vulnerability. Thisis especialy
important for the study of chronic poverty because it is the consequences of vulnerability
which can be seen to differentiate the chronically poor from the transiently poor. Lastly, the
paper has highlighted the need to try and link conceptual models of ‘vulnerability’ and
‘responses to risks and shocks'. It is hoped that this discussion of differing conceptions of
vulnerability has shown that there is a need for the CPRC to engage more systematically with
the conception of vulnerability to assist with the analysis of the long duration of poverty
which distinguishes the chronically poor.



Endnotes
' When poverty is understood in a broad multi-dimensional sense.

% Vulnerability as a concept is also widely used in such fields as crime, health, mental health
and human rights. Unfortunately this paper does not focus on the use of the term in these
different literatures which would have added further dimensions to the concept. See Delor and
Hubert (2000) for a summary of the use of vulnerability in the fields of crime and racial
harassment, mental health, and people living with HIV/AIDS.

® Blaikie et al. differentiates between a strong physicaist/naturalist strand in this paradigm
that places complete causation on ‘the violent forces of nature’, and aweaker strand of
environmental determinism where “the limits of human rationality and consequent
interpretation of nature lead to tragic migudgements in our interactions with it” (Blaikie et al.
1994, p.11).

* The extent to which ‘natural hazards can still be seen as being ‘natural’ considering
human’s impact on the global environment (globa warming, ozone depletion) is a contentious
issue, and one which is not tackled in this paper (see Smith 1996).

® In Bankoff’s (2001) critique of ‘vulnerability’ it is argued that the concept of ‘vulnerability’
is the current equivaent to the concepts of ‘tropicality’ and ‘development’ which together
constitute:

“part of one and the same essentialising and generdising cultura discourse: one that
denigrates large regions of the world as dangerous— disease-ridden, poverty-stricken
and disaster-prone; one that depicts the inhabitants of these regions as inferior —
untutored, incapable, victims; and that it reposes in western medicine, investment and
preventative systems the expertise required to remedy these ills” (p.29)

Whilst the application of the a post-development and post-colonial lens to the concept of
‘vulnerability’ highlights many continuities in the representation of the * periphery’,
Bankoff’s article does, however, suffers from a key deficiency. Whilst accurately
differentiating between behavioural and structuralist paradigms in the hazard and disaster
literature, Bankoff (2002) feels that, in the last instance:

“the two are variants of the same hegemonic discourse that identifies one and the
same part of the globe as the abode of mainly disadvantaged people who dwell in
poorly governed and environmentally degraded space’ (p.28).

In this respect Bankoff (2002) fails to appreciate the manner in which the structuralist
paradigm not only highlights the resilience, capacity and capabilities of people exposed to
‘natural hazards', but also focuses on the different and location-specific economic, political
and social factors which create, maintain and reproduce vulnerability for particular
populations. Therefore, | would argue that the structuralist paradigm does not homogenise the
‘periphery’ to the same extent as the behavioural paradigm. In this respect locating both
paradigms as ‘variants' of the same undiffentiated ‘ hegemonic discourse’ collapses any
differences between structuralist interpretations and representations of disasters and those of
environmental determinists in the behavioural paradigm. Thisis highly unfortunate
considering Bankoff’s own observation that the behavioural paradigm has a hegemonic
position within International Financia Institutions, the UN and many bilateral donors (p.25).
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® This terminology departs from economists usual understanding of risk and uncertainty, as
risk is usualy seen as having a known probability distribution and uncertainty as having an
unknown probability distribution (Devereux 2001).

" It isworth highlighting two further distinctions. Firstly, Sinha and Lipton (1999)
differentiate between income/production DFs and consumption/well-being DFs with highlight
the frequency of ‘ consumption smoothing’ in the face of income/production DFs. Secondly,
Sinhaand Lipton (1999) distinguish between the different costs die to DFs: Direct costs,
opportunity costs, costs of treating and coping, plus overal and direct aversion costs (p.7).

® Just as Giddens notes the centrality of risk in the condition of ‘becoming modern’, Beck
(2002) highlights how the idea of controlling risk is inherent to the process of modernisation.
In this respect, the shift to ‘uncontrollable risk’ could be seen to as a reflection of
postmodernism with its attendant emphasis on ephemerality and fragmentation (Harvey
1989).

® Francis (2002) highlights the point that French concept of society is “one of solidarity
around a core of shared values and rights: a conception of society as a moral community”

(p.75).

19 As Fine (2001) indicates, the rise of social capita stems form the work of Bourdieu who
highlighted the inter-related roles of social capital, symbolic capital, and cultural capital in
processes of socia differentiation and the maintenance and use of power. However, Fine
argues that social capital has become so divorced from its origins, which have been replaced
by rational choice theory, that the precise meaning of the term has become so diffuse as to
render the term practically meaningless.

! Oneissue which the CPRC does not seem to have engaged with is the increasing
importance of HIV/AIDs in creating, maintaining and reproducing chronic poverty, especialy
in the southern African context. For example see Tibaijuka (1997), Rugalema (2000), and
Sibanda (2000).

'2 Sinhaand Lipton (1999) also discuss ‘ natural disasters through their co-ordinates of
‘vulnerability’ and ‘aversion’, as well as through the ‘ covariance’ of disaster risks with other
DFs. In their discussion of covariance, Sinha and Lipton assert that “there is some evidence
that in areas of high [levels of food] fluctuation fat-storers have been selected over the
generations, while muscle-storers dominate areas of low mean and low fluctuation” (p.30).
One would expect the authors to have provided specific evidence when making such a
contentious assertion.

** This definition highlights the importance of socially and culturally constructed notions of
risk that are often missing from accounts of risk management which rely purely on
information.

4 Figure 7 shows vulnerability to be a cause of the increase or decrease in the duration of
poverty. Thisis not meant to reduce an understanding of vulnerability to only this dimension,
but is due to problems incorporating vulnerability as a symptom, and constituent part, of
poverty in the same illustration.
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