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Abstract 

Food systems are highly vulnerable to geopolitical instability, which can disrupt agricultural 

production, trade, and market access, ultimately undermining food security and sustainability. 

Unlike peacetime food insecurity driven by poverty or climate, food insecurity caused by geopolitical 

context involve agricultural disruptions, blockades, and deliberate famine, severely impacting 

civilians while undermining long-term food system resilience. This bibliometric review explores how 

food security and resilience under the strain of conflict has been addressed in academic literature 

over the past two decades, with a focus on its intersections with war, global food security, and 

sustainable systems. Using Web of Science database and tools like VOSviewer, we mapped thematic 

clusters, influential authors, publishers, and countries to understand evolving scholarly attention. 

Key findings highlight an increasing awareness about food being used as a tool of war, politicization 

of food aid, and the fragility of agricultural systems in conflict settings. The analysis also reveals a 

significant gap in research regarding “unconventional” food sources like black markets and 

underground supply chains which are sometimes more developed than traditional chains in times of 

geopolitical turbulence. The results highlight a growing academic interest in the fragility of 

agricultural systems under geopolitical stress, the management of food assistance, and gaps in 

understanding adaptive mechanisms such as informal or alternative supply chains. By synthesizing 

existing knowledge, this review identifies research priorities that can inform strategies to enhance 

the resilience and sustainability of global food systems in an increasingly uncertain geopolitical 

landscape. 

Keywords: Zero Hunger; food security; sustainable systems; geopolitical instability; resilience; black 

markets; agricultural disruption; alternative supply chains; famine; bibliometric analysis 

 

1. Introduction 

“Food is a weapon.” [1] or “Food is power” [2]. These astonishingly simple phrases, famously 

uttered by a U.S. statesman in the 70s, capture a grim reality: throughout history, food and hunger 

have been used as tools of power in geopolitical instability. Food weaponization – as in the deliberate 

use of food supply as a means to achieve military or political objectives – has gained renewed 

international attention in the 2010s and 2020s amid a confluence of global crises. From civil wars and 

insurgencies (where belligerent forces deny food to populations) to international conflicts (where 

exports and aid are manipulated as leverage), the intersection of food and conflict poses acute 

humanitarian and security challenges [3]. 

According to Armed Conflict Location & Event Data (ACLED) [4], as of December 2024, 50 

countries are actively involved in conflicts, with more than 665 million people being exposed to 
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violence worldwide. Between 1 June 2024 and 30 May 2025, there were 191,448 total events recorded, 

involving battles, explosions, remote violence, or violence against civilians across 153 countries, 

marking a near-doubling of incidents since 2020, reflecting a sharp deterioration in global security, 

mostly located in the Southern hemisphere, as reflected in Figure 1. ACLED’s 2025 Conflict Watchlist 

[5] warns of long-term crises in these regions, with no near-term resolution expected for Ukraine, 

Palestine, or Mexico’s cartel wars. According to combined reports from SIPRI (Stockholm 

International Peace Research Institute), FSIN (Food Security Information Network), OCHA (Office 

for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs), and IRC (International Rescue Committee), conflicts 

in Sudan, Gaza, and Ukraine, exacerbated through climate shocks and economic collapse, have 

pushed acute hunger to 295 million people globally, double the 2020 figure [6–8]. 

 

Figure 1. Active conflict sites around the world. Source: “Food Wars: Conflict, Hunger, and Globalization” – 

FAO Report [9]. 

In Syria and Yemen, for example, combatants have looted farms, destroyed markets, and 

obstructed relief as tactics of war [10]. In 2018, the United Nations Security Council, recognizing the 

severity of these tactics, unanimously condemned the starvation of civilians as a warfare method and 

affirmed the link between armed conflict and food insecurity [11]. Also, the war in Ukraine further 

underscored the global dimension: Russia’s blockade of grain exports and targeting of Ukraine’s 

agricultural infrastructure not only sought to weaken an adversary’s economy but also upended 

global food markets, driving up prices and hunger far beyond the conflict zone[10]. 

Fragility, Conflict and Violence (FCV) collection, jointly managed by the World Bank, UNHCR, 

and UK Aid [12] provide one of the most valuable resources highly relevant to food insecurity in 

conflict settings because it provides empirical data that captures how systemic fragility, violence, and 

displacement directly affect food systems. The FCV dataset collection offers operational insight into 

how conflict-induced displacement, agricultural disruption, and institutional collapse interact to 

produce acute food insecurity—highlighting the empirical foundation beneath conceptual debates 

around food weaponization. Figure 2 visually reinforces the direct spatial correlation between active 

conflict zones (as illustrated in Figure 1) and prevalence of severe food insecurity projected for 2025. 

Countries in Central and Eastern Africa, the Middle East, parts of South Asia, and Latin America 

exhibit both high levels of violence and food insecurity, often exceeding a 41% prevalence threshold. 

This geographic overlap underscores a systemic pattern: conflict not only destabilizes food systems, 
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but does so persistently and predictably in specific regions, compounding vulnerability through 

repeated cycles of displacement, economic collapse, and institutional fragility. 

 

Figure 2. Prevalence of food insecurity in % for 2025. Source: World Bank, Development Data Group [13]. 

The data further supports the argument that food insecurity is not simply a collateral effect of 

conflict, but often a deliberately engineered outcome, facilitated by the destruction of agricultural 

infrastructure, market obstruction, and the political manipulation of aid flows. Such overlap aligns 

with findings from recent FCV datasets and reinforces the urgent need for a research and policy 

framework that treats food security as a peace and security issue, not just a development concern. 

However, the world faces escalating food security threats not only from conflict but also from 

climate change, pandemics, and economic volatility. All of these other threats often interplay with 

conflict in a vicious cycle: conflict breeds hunger, and hunger fuels grievances that can spark unrest. 

By 2021, up to 60% of undernourished people and 75% of stunted children were living in conflict-

affected countries, as highlighted in the 2021 Global Hunger Index [14]. Conflict remains the single 

greatest driver of hunger worldwide, with food systems in conflict-affected countries experiencing 

severe disruptions across production, trade, and aid delivery channels. The report emphasizes that 

these disruptions are not incidental but often strategically targeted to weaken adversaries or control 

populations—further reinforcing the notion of food weaponization as a deliberate mechanism of 

power. Such sobering statistics jeopardize progress toward the Sustainable Development Goals 

(SDGs) – notably SDG2: Zero Hunger, as well as goals on poverty, health, and peace [15]. Indeed, 

food security, conflict, and sustainable development are deeply entwined: without peace, efforts to 

end hunger struggle; without food security, stable development and conflict prevention are 

undermined. These interlinkages have given rise to the necessity of a body of research at the 

confluence of food, conflict, and sustainability, drawing on disciplines of agriculture, political science, 

economics, public health, and environmental studies. 

While developing a previous material [16], our team observed in available literature frequent 

mentions of conflict as a facilitator of food insecurity and food chains ethics disruptions. However, 

these mentions were largely tangential, conflict and war being treated more like an afterthought than 

as a focal point. With active conflict unfolding just across the border of the authors’ country of origin, 

we have however witnessed firsthand how natural food supply chains are severely disrupted and 

strained by the evolving dangers of war. As such, these immediate and observable impacts compelled 

us to critically examine the extent to which the academic community has engaged with the topic of 

food supply chain resilience and sustainability in conflict settings across time. How deeply is this 

issue explored in scholarly research, and are current approaches sufficient to address the growing 

complexity of food insecurity in times of war? 

To guide our bibliometric review, we have identified four relevant research questions: 
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RQ1: How has scholarly understanding of the role of food in geopolitical contexts evolved since 2010, 

and how is it connected to broader crisis-related actions? 

RQ2: Is there a bias in the academic research ecosystem going more towards depoliticizing food-

related violence by framing it primarily as a humanitarian or development issue rather than a 

strategic act of war? 

RQ3: Are “unconventional” food supply chains—such as black markets, informal networks, and 

underground distribution systems—adequately examined in the literature, particularly in their role 

during armed conflict? 

RQ4: Which other key knowledge gaps and underexplored themes remain in the academic discourse 

on food security and conflict, and how can researchers strategically address these to enhance the 

relevance and impact of their work? 

By addressing these timely and critical research questions, this study aims to illuminate patterns 

in research and identify implications for both scholarship and policy on building food system 

resilience in an era of conflict, while contributing to sparking deeper dialogue and inspire the pursuit 

of creative, unconventional solutions to mitigate hunger in conflict-affected regions. 

This convergence of conflict and food insecurity detailed in all the international reports, signals 

a crucial need for a deeper academic and strategic understanding of food systems as inherently 

geopolitical instruments, not merely humanitarian infrastructures. Despite the increasing relevance 

of this topic in policy and aid discussions, the scholarly landscape remains fragmented, often siloed 

within disciplines such as development studies, international relations, or agricultural economics, 

without fully integrating the notion of food weaponization into broader war and security paradigms, 

creating an obvious research gap. 

This review aims to help fill this gap by using a bibliometric analysis to map and interrogate the 

state of academic research on the intersection of food, conflict, and systemic disruption. Bibliometrics 

offers a powerful, data-driven lens to evaluate not only what has been studied, but also what remains 

unexplored—revealing blind spots, disciplinary biases and thematic silences in the literature. 

The four research questions outlined above serve as guiding anchors for our inquiry and help 

structure the conceptual framework of the study (see Figure 3). In particular, we aim to surface new 

angles of inquiry—for example, examining the resilience of informal food networks in besieged areas, 

the political economy of food embargoes, or the role of emerging technologies (like drones or 

blockchain) in circumventing food blockades. 

Ultimately, the bibliometric evidence generated in this study is intended not only to synthesize 

past work but also to provoke new intellectual and practical directions. In a time when conflict 

dynamics are increasingly hybrid and transnational, the capacity to understand and disrupt food-

based tactics of coercion must be seen as an essential pillar of peacebuilding, humanitarian 

intervention, and global food governance. 
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Figure 3. Conceptual framework for analyzing food as a tool in conflict and security contexts. Source: Created 

by the author with Canva. 

2. Materials and Methods 

In determining the most appropriate approach for this topic, we carefully evaluated several 

types of literature reviews, including bibliometric analysis, meta-analysis, and systematic literature 

reviews. After thorough consideration, appropriating the necessary steps and studying the main 

points of differentiation [17–21], we chose to employ bibliometric analysis, as our primary objective 

is to map and synthesize the existing body of literature rather than to develop or extend theoretical 

frameworks. The tools we have used in this paper were: 

- Zotero – A well-known reference management software used to collect, organize, and manage 

bibliographic data. Zotero facilitated the systematic collection of publications, ensured 

consistent citation formatting, and supported the export of metadata required for bibliometric 

analysis. 

- Excel - Used for data cleaning, sorting, and preliminary descriptive analysis. Excel allowed us 

to manually inspect the metadata, identify inconsistencies, and generate basic statistical 

summaries 

- Bibliomagika – A bibliometric Excel based software employed to automatically clean, structure, 

and extract metadata from large publication datasets. Bibliomagika was particularly useful in 

processing CSV files, standardizing author and keyword fields, and preparing the data for our 

chosen visualization tool. 

VOSviewer - A specialized bibliometric visualization tool used to map co-authorship networks, 

keyword co-occurrence, and citation relationships. VOSviewer enabled us to visually explore the 

intellectual structure and thematic clusters within the literature. 

Our analysis is based on a WebofScience core collection search encompassing publications from 

2010 through mid-2025. The initial search query used was as follows: 

TS=((“food security” OR “hunger” OR “malnutrition” OR “nutrition” OR “food systems” OR 

“agrifood systems” OR “diets” OR “food access”) AND (“conflict” OR “fragility” OR “violence” 

OR “war” OR “humanitarian crisis” OR “displacement” OR “fragile settings” OR “armed 

conflict” OR “post-conflict” OR “war zones”) AND (“resilience” OR “improving” OR 
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“improvement” OR “policy” OR “policies” OR “intervention” OR “interventions” OR “R&D” 

OR “research and development” OR “innovation” OR “strategies” OR “solutions”)). 

The above query is designed to identify pertinent literature relevant to the broader theme of 

enhancing food security in conflict landscapes—an increasingly important area of research that 

requires more nuanced approaches as live situations evolve on the ground. 

We conducted a Topic Search in the database, meaning the search terms were applied to titles, 

abstracts, and author keywords. The search strategy was structured across three levels of terms to 

ensure an extensive coverage of the subject. The first level addressed food security as a main topic 

for the research, with connected words like “hunger/malnutrition/nutrition/…” etc., because we are 

thinking about “Food security” as it has been defined in the 2024 Global Report on Food Crises [6]: 

“(…) All people, at all times, have physical, social, and economic access to sufficient, safe and 

nutritious food that meets their dietary needs and food preferences for an active and healthy life 

(…)”. The second level refers to the context of conflict and systems frailty with search terms like 

“conflict, fragility, violence, war, “humanitarian crisis”, displacement, “fragile settings”, “armed 

conflict”, “post-conflict” or “war zones”. These terms are necessary to frame the context of food 

insecurity caused by the conflict setting, not referring to peacetime food insecurity. The third level 

addresses the solutions proposed across different research articles. Whether these involve policy 

recommendations, research and development initiatives, strategic approaches, or innovations, we 

aimed to identify the types of solutions put forward by our peers and assess whether there is a 

consistent, systemic direction or if the proposed measures are more context-specific and locally 

adapted. 

All the results gathered from the WoS database were then processed with Microsoft Excel, 

BiblioMagika 2.10.0 and VOSviewer version 1.6.18, powerful tools for cleaning, analyzing, and 

visualizing bibliometric data, tools that enabled the creation of compelling visual outputs revealing 

key patterns, thematic clusters, and research trajectories, and offering clear insights into the evolution 

of the field from past developments to future directions. Data cleaning steps included removing 

duplicates from the list of papers, harmonizing affiliations, countries and keywords. All figures 

(timeline, networks, maps) were generated from the data and are presented with appropriate scaling. 

Our analysis focused on the past 25 years, including only articles and reviews published from 

the year 2010 onward, because we believe this timeframe is appropriate given the rapidly evolving 

geopolitical landscape and the significant shifts in the nature of modern warfare since the turn of the 

century. Contemporary conflicts are substantially different from those before 2010, not only in their 

dynamics but also in the tools and strategies employed and there is proof that the accelerating 

development of technologies and artificial intelligence in the coming decades will likely introduce 

entirely new forms of warfare, making recent literature more relevant for understanding current and 

future challenges to food security in a conflict landscape. 

While our desire was to produce a highly relevant study, we must also acknowledge several 

limitations in conducting the current research. First, because our dataset was confined to 

WebofScience as the sole database may have excluded relevant studies indexed in other databases 

such as Scopus or Google Scholar, as well as publications from non-indexed journals, books, and grey 

literature that might have been relevant but were not selected. Second, we restricted our analysis to 

English-language publications due to language barriers. This exclusion may have inadvertently 

omitted important research published in other languages, particularly in regions directly affected by 

the geopolitical issues discussed. Third, bibliometric analysis in general is more of a quantitative 

method rather than a qualitative one and it serves to identify publication trends and relationships 

but does not deeply interpret the content or quality of individual studies. It subsequently cannot 

assess theoretical nuance or methodological rigor. Lastly, our study is constrained by the rapidly 

evolving nature of geopolitical events, particularly those related to conflict and food security. As 

these developments continue to unfold in real-time, there is a risk that our findings may quickly 

become incomplete. This highly-dynamic context stresses the importance of viewing our analysis as 

a snapshot in time, which can—and should—be revisited as new data and reports emerge. 
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3. Results and Discussion 

Messer and Cohen [22] remind us that food as a weapon is as old as written records. On the one 

hand, this includes the challenge to feed armies sufficiently. A well-known quote from the Roman 

Empire states that “armies are more often destroyed by starvation than battle” [23]. Whenever armies 

were on the move, the domestic population suffered [24]. For the armies themselves, garrison armies 

were even more difficult to feed, as local food networks had already been destroyed [25]. 

The food supply of armies in times of warfare, however, is more a logistical question than a 

weaponization of food. Over many centuries, sieges were the main instrument of food 

weaponization. Whether the siege of Jerusalem by the Roman army in the first century [26], the siege 

of Chippenham by the Vikings in the eighth century [27] or the infamous siege of Leningrad during 

the 20th century [28] all followed the rationale to cut off the urban population from food supplies to 

make them unable to defend themselves. In a review of different sieges, McGlynn [29] called hunger 

“the most decisive weapon of all”. 

The more food trade intensified over the course of history, the more it became a strategic tool 

for governments as well. Rothschild [30] and Paarlberg [31] were among the first reflecting on this 

aspect in depth, before the American philosopher William Aiken [32] suggested that food was often 

used as a weapon. However, it took another 22 years before the term of the weaponization of food 

was coined by another philosopher on a US university, Eduardo Mendieta [33]. He used it for the 

notion that, under the shield of the NAFTA agreement, the United States would push genetically 

modified maize seed into Mexico. 

Since then, academic analysis on the weaponization of food has gained momentum. In the 

following sub-sections, we present our key findings on this topic, derived from existing academic 

paper. 

3.1. How Has Scholarly Understanding of the Role of Food in Geopolitical Contexts Evolved Since 2010, and 

How Is It Connected to Broader Crisis-Related Actions? 

As outlined in the Materials and Methods section, our initial step involved conducting a 

comprehensive search within the Web of Science database, and a summary of the preliminary results 

obtained from this search are depicted in Table 1 below. 

To ensure the relevance and focus of our analysis, we applied specific inclusion criteria during 

the search process. First, we limited our dataset to articles and review articles published from the 

year 2010 onward, reflecting two key considerations: the need for contemporary perspectives on food 

systems and the emergence of global sustainability discourse in the early 21st century. 

Additionally, to capture literature that specifically addresses the food supply dimension of our 

topic, we filtered results by selecting only those publications linked to Sustainable Development Goal 

(SDG) 2 – Zero Hunger [34]. This criterion was crucial for anchoring our analysis in research that 

directly engages with issues such as food security, agricultural sustainability, nutrition, and hunger 

eradication. By focusing on SDG 2, we ensured that the selected studies contribute meaningfully to 

the broader discourse on sustainable food systems, particularly in the context of geopolitical conflict 

and global development. 

An additional exclusion criterion applied to our query concerned the topical focus of the papers. 

Specifically, we excluded studies primarily addressing human or animal healthcare, as these tend to 

frame food-related issues through the lens of nutrition and disease rather than conflict. While such 

research is valuable, it typically explores food as a vector for health outcomes rather than as a strategic 

or systemic component of warfare. 

Table 1. Preliminary dataset extracted from WebofScience. 

Description Values 

Time span 2010-2025 

Documents (Articles and Review papers) 1235 
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Authors 5300 

Affiliations 3365 

Countries 130 

Cited papers 1099 (88.9%) 

Times cited – all databases 29432 

Citations per cited paper 26.78 

Unique keywords 3681 

Our intention was to retain only those studies that examine food within the context of conflict, 

power dynamics, and systemic disruption, rather than those focused on health-related consequences 

alone. However, we chose to retain papers addressing pediatric issues, as our screening process 

revealed that children represent one of the most vulnerable demographic groups affected by 

disruptions to food supply chains. Unlike adults, children are often unable to flee conflict zones or 

actively resist oppressive conditions, making them disproportionately exposed to the consequences 

of food scarcity, malnutrition, and systemic deprivation. By including this body of literature, we 

aimed to capture the unique and often overlooked ways in which food weaponization impacts the 

most defenseless populations during armed conflict. 

After also excluding non-English publications and duplicate records, we identified 1,073 

research articles and 162 review papers, resulting in a final dataset of 1,235 documents that have been 

included in the analysis and visualization. 

The volume of publications on food security and geopolitical turbulence has grown 

exponentially since 2010. In 2010, only 10 relevant papers were published, whereas by 2020 the annual 

output exceeded 100, and by 2022–2025 it easily exceeded 150 papers per year (Figure 4). This growth 

reflects increasing scholarly (and policy) attention to issues of hunger in war and the resilience of 

food systems amid crises. Several notable inflection points align with real-world events: 

 2011–2013: A slight uptick corresponds with global food price spikes and the Arab Spring, which 

included countries like Syria, Gaza or Iraq [35–37]. Many papers focus on the nutritional status 

and challenges faced by specific groups, particularly women and children in regions like India, 

Kenya, the DRC or Uganda. These studies examine undernutrition, maternal autonomy in 

feeding practices, and fluctuations in child wasting, highlighting health disparities in fragile or 

resource-limited settings [38–40]. 

 2014–2019: A steady rise in papers tracks the long-lasting Syrian civil war, Yemen conflict, and 

South Sudan famine. Concepts like “weaponization of food” enter the discourse as the UN, WFP. 

FAO and different NGOs sounded alarms on siege tactics causing famine. A large number of 

papers explore the impact of conflict on food security, particularly in countries like Yemen, 

Nigeria, Somalia, and Gaza. These studies focus on malnutrition, displacement, humanitarian 

responses, and the structural vulnerabilities exposed during crises. Papers such as “Acute 

malnutrition among children, mortality, and humanitarian interventions in conflict-affected 

regions – Nigeria [41] and “The effects of violent conflict on household resilience and food 

security: Evidence from the 2014 Gaza conflict” [42] underscore the deep entanglement of war, 

hunger, and systemic fragility. The adoption of UNSC Resolution 2417 in 2018 [11] – explicitly 

linking conflict and hunger – may have further catalyzed academic inquiry, as indicated by a 

jump in publications around 2019. 

 2020-2021: The literature expands rapidly, partly due to mounting evidence of climate-conflict-

food interlinkage, and high-impact papers addressed how climate change exacerbates conflict 

risks and undermines crop yields. By 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic became another focus: 

publications emerged on how conflict-affected states coped with pandemic-related supply 

disruptions. Our data show “COVID-19” rapidly became a top keyword, reflecting concern that 

pandemic lockdowns and economic shocks could intensify food insecurity in fragile settings. 

 2022–2023: A significant event during this period is Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in February 

2022. The war’s global fallout on food supplies prompted a flurry of research and commentary, 
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from analyses of Black Sea grain exports to broader discussions of food as a geopolitical tool. In 

2022 alone, at least 150 publications appeared, including highly-cited pieces on the war’s impact 

on global food security. 2023 also sustained high academic output, examining ongoing crises 

(e.g., drought and conflict in the Horn of Africa, instability in Haiti, and the Sahel). Topics range 

from child malnutrition to cash transfer efficacy, food assistance targeting, and the mental health 

impact of hunger in fragile settings. 

 2024 - 2025 (partial): While our data for 2025 is incomplete (covering early-year publications up 

to June), the trajectory suggests continued high engagement. Themes like food systems 

resilience, climate adaptation, and humanitarian response in conflict zones remain prominent. 

We also see emergent topics (e.g., the food security implications of the Gaza conflict and 

sanctions regimes). In these last 2 years, studies span food availability, household coping 

mechanisms, malnutrition, famine monitoring, and humanitarian assistance evaluation. Papers 

like “Dying of starvation if not from bombs: assessing measurement properties of the Food 

Insecurity Experiences Scale (FIES) in Gaza’s civilian population experiencing the world’s worst 

hunger crisis” and “Food insecurity and coping strategies in war-affected urban settings of 

Tigray” [43,44] capture the deadly convergence of violence and hunger while others assess 

conflict-specific food aid efficiency, nutrition for displaced populations, or post-war agricultural 

reconstruction (e.g., Ukraine, Colombia, Syria) [27–31]. Notably, some 2023–2024 works are 

already influential – for instance, a Foreign Affairs analysis by Helder et al. (2023) calling food 

weaponization an “ancient tactic making a deadly comeback” has garnered policy attention [10]. 

 

Figure 4. Number of identified articles published between 2010 and 2024 and total citations for the published 

years. Note: Data for 2025 is partial, extracted on 17.06.2025 

Researchers in this domain tend to have limited publication frequency, with only 189 authors 

contributing to two or more papers within the dataset. This suggests that while the field is 

thematically rich, it remains relatively dispersed in terms of sustained scholarly authorship. The most 

prolific contributor identified is Peter H. Verburg, who stands out with the highest number of 

publications by a single author (5 in total), indicating a focused and ongoing engagement with topics 

at the intersection of land use, food systems, and sustainability. 

The most cited paper is “Global Land Use Change, Economic Globalization, and the Looming 

Land Scarcity” by Lambin and Meyfroidt [50] published in Proceedings of the National Academy of 

Sciences (PNAS), with an extraordinary 2,089 citations and a C/Y of 139.27. This suggests it has 

become a foundational work in the field, likely due to its early and comprehensive synthesis of land 

use dynamics, global economic pressures, and ecological constraints. Its inclusion signals how macro-

structural, system-level analyses continue to anchor debates in food security and land governance. 
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PNAS, as a top-tier journal, amplifies its visibility and reinforces its intellectual authority. While not 

directly connected to conflict, main points from the paper can be applied to conflict-affected areas 

and can help identify how productive land scarcity can negatively impact food security in certain 

areas. 

The second most cited work, “Land Grabbing in Latin America and the Caribbean” by Borras 

and team [51], also carries significant weight with 373 citations and a solid C/Y of 26.64, published in 

Journal of Peasant Studies. This reflects the growing relevance of land sovereignty, dispossession, 

and agrarian justice, particularly in the context of global south resource politics. The choice of journal 

is telling: Journal of Peasant Studies is known for its critical, political economy lens, and this work 

clearly resonates with readers interested in the intersection of land, power, and inequality. 

Notably, one of the most recent articles on the list, “Impacts Of The Russia-Ukraine War On 

Global Food Security: Towards More Sustainable And Resilient Food Systems?”, is a very recent 

analysis of the Russia–Ukraine war’s impact on global food security. It has already reached 345 

citations and an outstanding C/Y of 86.25. Its publication in Foods and its recency underscore both 

the topical urgency and the rapid diffusion of literature that directly engages with contemporary 

geopolitical shocks. This demonstrates that timely, conflict-driven analyses—especially when tied to 

global food system disruptions—are being quickly and widely cited, confirming a paradigm shift 

toward viewing conflict as central to food system fragility. 

While publishing more papers may signal academic productivity, it does not necessarily equate 

to higher scholarly impact. To better exemplify this dynamic, Figure 5 presents a world map 

visualizing the ratio between the total number of citations and the number of cited papers—a metric 

indicative of average citation influence per publication. In this map, darker shades represent 

countries with higher citations per cited paper (C/CP ratio), suggesting greater visibility or influence 

of each individual publication. 

From the map, several key patterns emerge: 

 Zimbabwe stands out with the highest C/CP ratio (75.0), implying that although the absolute 

number of publications is very low (1), this paper that addresses various behavioral response 

patterns of African Farmers tends to receive substantial scholarly attention—possibly due to the 

high-profile of the case study and its importance for the African Continent [52]. 

 Countries like New Zealand (67.4), Argentina (57.2), China (36.81), Australia (37.63) or the 

United States (34.87) also exhibit high citation-per-paper ratios, reflecting a vast established 

academic infrastructure, strong global networks, and frequent publication in high-impact 

journals. 

 In contrast, high-output regions like Italy (21.12), Ethiopia (11.21) or Niger (18.14) show lower 

C/CP values, indicating that while many papers are being produced, their individual citation 

impact is more modest. 

 Notably, conflict-prone states such as Yemen, Syria, and Afghanistan (shown in lighter tones) 

have medium to upper levels of citation-per-paper ratios, suggesting that while these contexts 

are frequently mentioned, they are often the subjects of external research rather than producers 

of high-impact academic work themselves, but the work they produce still gather attention. 

Preprints.org (www.preprints.org)  |  NOT PEER-REVIEWED  |  Posted: 1 August 2025 doi:10.20944/preprints202508.0066.v1

© 2025 by the author(s). Distributed under a Creative Commons CC BY license.

https://doi.org/10.20944/preprints202508.0066.v1
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


 11 of 27 

 

 

Figure 5. Map dispersion of the Total citations per cited paper ratio. 

In summary, the observed publications trend underscores that this field is dynamic and 

responsive to contemporary events. The nearly tenfold increase in publication output from 2010 to 

2024 mirrors the elevation of food-security-in-conflict as a critical global issue. This growth also 

reflects broadening scholarly participation: early 2010s research was often led by development 

economists and agronomists, whereas by the 2020s, we see contributions from security studies, law, 

public health, climate science, and beyond. Researchers increasingly linked food weaponization to 

modern warfare strategies, noting that contemporary conflicts exhibit intentional hunger infliction 

despite international prohibitions. Notably, Russia’s invasion of Ukraine brought renewed focus on 

“geopolitical” food weaponization, especially because by targeting Ukraine’s grain infrastructure, 

Russia endangered multiple African countries dependent on Ukrainian exports. 

3.2. Is There a Bias in the Academic Research Ecosystem Going More Towards Depoliticizing Food-Related 

Violence by Framing It Primarily as a Humanitarian or Development Issue Rather than a Strategic Act of 

War? 

A critical finding is a tension in framing within the scholarly literature on food insecurity and 

conflict. A portion of the research—particularly from development studies and humanitarian 

journals—presents conflict-induced hunger as a humanitarian problem, emphasizing food insecurity, 

malnutrition, and nutrition outcomes as tragic but technically addressable consequences of war. 

These studies often focus on agriculture, food systems, and resilience, assessing how violence affects 

crop production, market access, or dietary diversity. In doing so, they contribute valuable knowledge, 

yet they also risk implicitly depoliticizing the issue by framing hunger as a function of disrupted 

systems or failed development, rather than as a deliberate act of conflict or political violence. 

If we compare the dominant keyword clusters visualized in VOSviewer (Figure 6 from which 

we zoomed in on the 2 dominant clusters), a clear pattern emerges. The green cluster (Figure 6a.) 

centers around terms such as “food security”, “climate change”, “agriculture”, and “sustainability”, 

and is the largest in both node count and spatial distribution. This indicates a prevailing 

developmental and environmental framing of food security research, emphasizing systemic 

challenges, resilience, and long-term adaptation strategies. 
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(a) 

 
(b) 

Figure 6. VOSviewer Network visualization of keyword occurrence for words with more than 20 occurrences, 

N = 73 words meeting the criteria. (a). VOSviewer Network visualization for the dominant “Food security” 

cluster derived from Figure 6. (b). VOSviewer Network visualization for the second most dominant “Health” 

cluster, derived from Figure 6. 
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In contrast, the red cluster (Figure 6b.), composed of terms like “health”, “nutrition”, 

“malnutrition”, and “children”, is smaller and more peripheral in the first visualization. While 

“conflict” is present within this cluster, it occupies a subordinate position, suggesting that the 

scholarly focus is more often on the humanitarian consequences of food insecurity—such as 

undernutrition or health outcomes—rather than on its strategic or structural causes. This reflects a 

dominant tendency in the literature to depoliticize hunger, framing it as a symptom of crisis rather 

than as a deliberate tactic embedded in conflict dynamics. 

However, the keyword “conflict” emerges as a co-dominant node with “health”, forming dense 

linkages with “violence”, “armed conflict”, “displacement”, and “malnutrition”. This network 

structure marks a discursive realignment, wherein conflict is no longer treated as a contextual 

backdrop but rather as a central driver of food insecurity in this cluster. The proximity of terms like 

“civil war”, “interventions”, and “nutrition status” to the conflict node suggests an evolving research 

agenda after 2015, an agenda that increasingly views hunger not only as an outcome but as a 

weaponized mechanism within broader geopolitical and military strategies. 

Moreover, the strength of interconnections in the second graph—particularly among red-cluster 

keywords—indicates a maturing and consolidating body of literature at the intersection of conflict, 

food systems and health. This trend supports the hypothesis that the academic discourse is gradually 

shifting toward a more politicized and security-oriented framing of food insecurity, consistent with 

calls for greater accountability in the use of hunger as a method of war. The rising prominence of 

such framings aligns with developments in international law (e.g., UNSC Resolution 2417) and with 

growing scholarly interest in the strategic logic of starvation, sieges, and food supply manipulation 

in contemporary conflicts. 

By performing a keyword count, widely used terms such as “food security,” “nutrition,” and 

“resilience” dominate the literature (with keyword frequencies of 268, 53, and 44 respectively), 

whereas terms like “starvation crimes” or “weaponization of food” appear far less frequently (Table 

2). This emphasis aligns with the humanitarian narrative that centers on the needs and vulnerabilities 

of populations—particularly in contexts like Sub-Saharan Africa/Gaza/Ukraine and during 

compounding crises such as COVID-19 or climate change—but often overlooks the agency of 

perpetrators or the strategic use of hunger in warfare. Thus, while such literature contributes to 

sustainable development goals, it may obscure the intentionality behind certain food-related harms 

in armed conflict. 

Table 2. Keywords occurrence. Source: Generated by the author(s) using BiblioMagika® (Ahmi, 2024). 

Keywords  Documents 

FOOD SECURITY 268 

CLIMATE CHANGE 77 

AGRICULTURE 59 

CONFLICT 57 

NUTRITION 53 

MALNUTRITION 48 

FOOD INSECURITY 48 

RESILIENCE 44 

COVID-19 40 

SUSTAINABILITY 39 

FOOD SYSTEMS 36 

SUB-SAHARAN AFRICA 28 

AFRICA 28 

GENDER 27 

SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT 24 

------------------------  ---- 

WAR 19 

STARVATION (WAR/CRIMES/DEATH) 3 
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WEAPONIZING FOOD 1 

Many studies detail how conflict disrupts agriculture, markets and nutrition outcomes but do 

so in a neutral tone, focusing on quantifying impacts (e.g., reduced dietary diversity or higher child 

malnutrition) rather than explicitly naming these acts as tactics or crimes [41,53,54]. Such framing 

aligns with a humanitarian narrative that stresses victims’ needs and resilience, sometimes 

overlooking the agency of perpetrators. 

On the other hand, a growing body of scholarship and commentary explicitly politicizes the 

issue by identifying intentionality and power. These works use terms like “food as a weapon of war”, 

“starvation crimes”, or “siege warfare”, directly calling out armed actors’ strategic logic [39,44,55,56]. 

For instance, Hammoudeh et al. (2022) [57] note that “food insecurity may not only be an externality 

of conflict but also food deprivation may be utilized as a weapon to discourage residency in contested 

territories”. Alex de Waal author of the book “Mass Starvation: The History and Future of Famine” 

[58] and many others argue that famines in places like Yemen are not simply man-made but man-

caused – i.e., specific leaders and commanders have purposefully engineered starvation and should 

be held accountable. However, we see an increase in academic discourse adopting this critical stance, 

especially after 2017–2018 when the term “starvation as warfare” gained currency following mass 

atrocities [59–61]. 

Bibliometric reviews—intended to map knowledge production—often reproduce this bias, 

emphasizing development, humanitarian aid, nutrition, or resilience frameworks, while sidelining 

or omitting analysis of intentionality, power, and strategic use of food systems in conflict. In our 

dataset, we found 39 papers defined as reviews in “document type” and a critical reading of these 

literature reviews reveals a pronounced tendency within academic research to frame hunger as a 

developmental or public health issue, often stripped of its political and strategic dimensions. Many 

of these studies emphasize nutrition, food access, and resilience, portraying hunger as a consequence 

of poor infrastructure, limited agricultural productivity, or climate-induced challenges [62–73]. In 

these reviews, food insecurity is frequently analyzed through a technical or systems-oriented lens, 

focusing on improving urban agriculture models, enhancing nutrition delivery platforms, or 

strengthening food systems in the face of environmental stress. Hunger is discussed in relation to 

global health goals, sustainable development agendas, and community well-being, with conflict 

appearing, if at all, as a background variable rather than a causal or strategic factor. This approach, 

while valuable in addressing immediate humanitarian needs, often depoliticizes food-related 

violence, rendering invisible the intentional uses of food as a tool of control, punishment or warfare. 

Conversely, a smaller but notable subset of studies engages with hunger as an explicit outcome 

of conflict, coercion, and geopolitical maneuvering. These reviews interrogate the ways in which food 

systems are disrupted not only by environmental volatility, but by direct acts of aggression, 

displacement, and economic warfare. In such framings, hunger is not incidental, but rather a 

deliberately inflicted condition, shaped by blockades, forced migration, destruction of agricultural 

infrastructure, and the politicization of aid. These reviews explicitly address the strategic 

manipulation of food supply in both domestic and international conflicts, positioning hunger within 

broader structures of power and violence. The distinction between these two framing orientations—

technocratic-humanitarian versus political-strategic—is critical, as it shapes the types of solutions 

researchers prioritize, the actors they hold accountable, and the language through which crises are 

interpreted and addressed [53,60,74–76]. 

The keyword analysis for the Reviews reveals a dominant focus on technical, developmental, 

and humanitarian framings of food-related issues in conflict settings. Terms such as “performance,” 

“safety,” dynamics” “nutrition,” “sustainability,” and “supply chain” appear prominently, 

indicating an emphasis on food systems as logistical or public health challenges (Figure 7). 
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Figure 7. Keyword Emphasis in Bibliometric Reviews on Food Security and Conflict. Source: Created by the 

authors with keywords from Keyword Plus. 

In contrast, keywords that reflect strategic or political intent—such as “weaponizing food,” 

“siege,” “coercion,” or even “starvation as a method of war”—are notably absent or marginal. While 

“conflict” and “risk factors” appear, they are rarely paired with language that suggests intentional 

manipulation of food systems as a tool of power. 

This lexical pattern also suggests a depoliticized academic narrative, where food insecurity is 

framed predominantly as a humanitarian emergency rather than a deliberate tactic used by state or 

non-state actors. Consequently, the research ecosystem may unintentionally obscure agency and 

accountability, focusing on outcomes rather than mechanisms. 

We can say that we have clearly identified a bias toward depoliticization that lingers in some 

academic circles – hunger in conflict is frequently discussed under the apolitical rubric of “food 

security and development” rather than as a product of deliberate violence. This bias can obscure 

issues of culpability and justice. Political ecology perspectives highlight this concern: they critique 

how mainstream development discourse treats famine and food insecurity as technical problems 

(crop shortfalls, logistic issues) detached from the power relations and political decisions that create 

vulnerability. Our findings reinforce that integrating political analysis – naming the use of hunger as 

a weapon – is crucial for a complete understanding. 

3.3. Are “Unconventional” Food Supply Chains—Such as Black Markets, Informal Networks, and 

Underground Distribution Systems—Adequately Examined in the Literature, Particularly in Their Role 

During Armed Conflict? 

A notable and revealing gap in the current literature is the limited academic attention given to 

black markets, smuggling networks, and informal food systems in conflict settings, despite their 

evident and well-documented significance on the ground. To address this, we conducted a 

supplementary bibliometric query, designed to build upon and expand the initial Web of Science 

(WoS) results maintaining the same inclusion/exclusion criteria. Specifically, we searched for the 

following topic string: 

TS=((“food security” OR “hunger” OR “malnutrition” OR “nutrition” OR “food systems” OR 

“agrifood systems” OR “diets” OR “food access”) AND (“conflict” OR “fragility” OR “violence” OR 

“war” OR “humanitarian crisis” OR “displacement” OR “fragile settings” OR “armed conflict” OR 
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“post-conflict” OR “war zones”) AND (“resilience” OR “improving” OR “improvement” OR 

“policy” OR “policies” OR “intervention” OR “interventions” OR “R&D” OR “research and 

development” OR “innovation” OR “strategies” OR “solutions”) AND (“black market*” OR 

“informal food distribution” OR “illicit trade” OR “smuggling” OR “parallel market*” OR “war 

economy”)). 

This targeted query aimed to add a focused layer of analysis connecting food security discourse 

with illicit trade, parallel food economies, and informal distribution systems—dimensions that are 

often present in real-world conflict zones but remain marginalized in mainstream academic 

treatment. While some related records were retrieved, the overall yield reinforces the observation 

that such intersections between food systems resilience and alternative, extralegal supply chains 

during armed conflict remain under-theorized and under-represented in scholarly research. This 

additional query yielded only 54 records, of which 22 were categorized under “History” according 

to Web of Science subject classifications. Notably, none of these 54 publications intersected with the 

initial core dataset, indicating a clear thematic and disciplinary separation between research on illicit 

or informal food systems and mainstream scholarly discussions on food security in conflict settings. 

The largest block in Figure 8 indicates that most research on food, conflict, and related systems 

is housed in historical analysis suggesting a strong emphasis on past famines, colonial-era food 

policies, or historical war economies [77–84], but potentially a lack of contemporary systems-based 

or policy-forward analysis. From a supply chain standpoint, historical insights are valuable for 

understanding long-term vulnerabilities and precedents, but may not address the complexities of 

modern supply chain disruption, globalized trade, or technological interventions. 

 

Figure 8. Web of Science Categories for selected papers. Source: WoS generated TreeMap Chart. 

The resulted papers illustrate the complex interplay between weak governance, conflict, and 

food insecurity, while highlighting the often-overlooked role of illicit economies and informal supply 

chains. A 2024 study focused on Torghar, Pakistan, demonstrates how inadequate governance, 

political instability, and the disruption of formal food supply chains—compounded by smuggling of 

food commodities—have contributed to heightened vulnerability and hunger at the household level. 

The study identifies militancy and insurgent activity as factors that not only damage existing 

logistical infrastructures but also fuel nepotism and underground market practices, directly linking 

armed conflict to the erosion of food systems [85]. 

A recent analysis on famine in global war economies co-authored by Alex de Waal situates the 

reemergence of famine post-2016 within what it terms the “challenge of the BRICS club”. The paper 

argues that politico-economic contestation and normative backsliding at the international level have 

enabled the resurgence of famine through military and political means, offering a structural 

understanding of how famine conditions have reappeared and will evolve in post-2000 conflicts [86]. 
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The literature also points to how smuggling and illicit trade in borderland or conflict regions 

intersect with food insecurity in both direct and indirect ways. A 2020 study on cattle smuggling 

along the India–Bangladesh border reveals how national export bans and regional demand transform 

illicit trade into a precarious livelihood strategy. These practices expose marginalized groups—

particularly Muslim cattle herders and their families—to extended periods of deprivation and 

insecurity, oscillating between “windows of opportunity” and “episodes of heightened national 

security and imminent violence” [87]. 

Similarly, a study from 2020 on illegal, unreported, and unregulated (IUU) fishing link this 

activity to broader criminal networks, including human trafficking and labor exploitation. Although 

not directly tied to narcotics or arms trafficking, IUU fishing is shown to be associated with forced 

labor, rights violations, and modern slavery, highlighting how illicit markets undermine maritime 

food security and coastal livelihoods [88]. 

Other forms of informal cross-border commerce present parallel threats. A 2019 review of 

transboundary swine disease outbreaks identifies informal livestock trade and personal smuggling 

of animal products as key vectors for disease spread, jeopardizing both national biosecurity and local 

farmers’ food security [89]. In a related case, a 2014 study on khat smuggling into Saudi Arabia reveals 

the pesticide contamination of contraband agricultural goods—illustrating how even non-essential 

commodities circulate through persistent illicit food-linked networks [90]. 

Amid the current war in Ukraine, a 2024 article underscores the mounting risks of agricultural 

smuggling under crisis conditions. It emphasizes the critical role of customs enforcement and trade 

regulation in safeguarding national food security during armed conflict, when opportunistic flows of 

agricultural goods may bypass oversight mechanisms [91]. 

However, the low number of resulted papers indicates this is indeed an under researched area. 

In many war zones, when formal economies and supply lines break down, unconventional networks 

arise: war profiteers who import or hoard food to sell at high prices, clandestine trade routes that 

evade blockades, local bartering systems, and diaspora or charity supply pipelines. The existing 

literature on black markets and informal food economies in conflict-affected regions is predominantly 

shaped by reports and situational assessments produced by international organizations, rather than 

by peer-reviewed academic research. Institutions such as the United Nations (UN) [92], the World 

Food Programme (WFP) [93], World Bank [94] and the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) 

[95] play a central role in documenting real-time developments in conflict zones. These organizations 

regularly issue field-based analyses, emergency updates, and policy briefs that provide critical 

insights into how illicit trade networks, informal food distribution systems, and war economies affect 

food availability and access on the ground. 

Unlike academic studies, which often focus on conceptual frameworks or longitudinal datasets, 

these institutional reports tend to be operational in nature, offering explicit warnings about the rapid 

deterioration of food security in specific regions. They frequently highlight the role of smuggling, 

hoarding, and informal cross-border trade in shaping local food systems—especially in contexts 

where state capacity is weakened, and formal supply chains are disrupted by violence, blockades, or 

sanctions. 

However, while these reports are indispensable for understanding the lived realities of food 

insecurity in fragile settings, they often lack systematic theoretical framing or comparative analytical 

depth, which limits their integration into mainstream academic discourse. This reinforces a structural 

divide: critical empirical knowledge about black market food systems exists, but it remains largely 

outside the boundaries of scholarly publication, pointing to a missed opportunity for academic 

engagement and cross-sectoral synthesis. 

There is no comprehensive body of literature on informal food supply chains in conflict 

equivalent to, say, the extensive literature on arms trafficking or conflict diamonds and rare metals. 

The implications of this gap are significant: by overlooking informal food systems, researchers may 

miss how civilians actually cope (or fail to cope) with sieges and sanctions, and policymakers may 

neglect opportunities to support or regulate these networks. Our analysis suggests that, particularly 
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in long-lasting conflicts, informal food networks can play a dual role: they are lifelines for populations 

(getting food where official channels cannot), but they can also entrench conflict by enriching war 

profiteers and incentivizing blockades (since traders and commanders can profit). For example, 

warlords in some African conflicts have deliberately restricted food aid so that black markets under 

their control thrive – a dynamic known but under-analyzed in academic literature. The topic also 

intersects with criminal networks (smuggling routes for food may overlap with those for weapons or 

drugs) and with community resilience (local mutual-aid food distribution vs. exploitative black 

marketeering). 

In conclusion, the academic ecosystem has yet to fully integrate the study of underground food 

supply chains during conflict. RQ3’s answer is that such issues are not adequately examined to date, 

representing a blind spot that, if addressed, could deepen understanding of wartime political 

economies and inform more effective humanitarian interventions. 

3.4. Which Key Knowledge Gaps and Underexplored Themes Remain in the Academic Discourse on Food 

Security and Conflict, and How Can Researchers Strategically Address These to Enhance the Relevance and 

Impact of Their Work? 

Beyond the under-examination of informal supply chains (as noted above), our scanning of the 

paper list identified several other blind spots in the scholarly discourse on food security and conflict: 

- Neglect of certain regions and conflict types: A large share of the articles focuses on high-profile 

conflicts in the Middle East and sub-Saharan Africa (Syria, Yemen, South Sudan, Somalia etc.), 

as well as on global phenomena like food price spikes. Conflicts in other regions (e.g., Asia or 

Latin America) where food insecurity plays a significant role have received less attention in the 

English-language scholarly press. Similarly, slow onset political crises causing hunger (e.g., 

Venezuela’s collapse) are often analyzed in economic terms rather than conflict terms. Future 

inquiry could be more geographically inclusive, examining, for example, the interplay of conflict 

and food security in Central America, South Asia, or the Caucasus. This also ties to a language 

bias: many studies in our dataset are written by Western scholars; incorporating local 

researchers and sources (in Arabic, French, Spanish etc.) would enrich the perspectives. 

- Discourse and framing analysis: While the keyword analysis highlights the depoliticization vs. 

strategic framing issue, this has not been explicitly studied in many publications. In other words, 

few academic papers themselves turn the lens on how narratives are constructed. This is a blind 

spot in that the assumptions and language used in food security research (e.g., calling something 

a “humanitarian crisis” vs “war tactic”) are rarely discussed, yet they carry implications for 

national, regional or international policies. For example, future research could analyze UN 

Security Council debates, NGO appeals, and media coverage to see whether the rhetoric around 

conflict-induced hunger is shifting post-2018 (after UNSC 2417) or whether “hunger as a 

weapon” remains an uncomfortable topic that is sidestepped in favor of technical jargon. 

Understanding this will shape how future advocacy can more effectively frame the issue – either 

galvanizing political action or remaining in the realm of depoliticized development talk. 

- Integrated models of conflict-food interactions: The literature tends to silo different aspects of 

the conflict-food intersection. One stream looks at how food insecurity can lead to conflict (e.g., 

via riots or recruitment into armed groups when livelihoods fail) an approach that is often 

treated separately from the stream looking at how conflict causes food insecurity. In reality, on-

site reports show that these dynamics form feedback loops (as acknowledged by the UNSC 

statement that hunger is both a cause and effect of conflict). There is a need for holistic 

frameworks that merge these perspectives, possibly drawing on complex systems theory or 

conflict trap models. The concept of “food wars” has been proposed to encompass two-way 

connections. Yet, current quantitative models seldom incorporate both directions 

simultaneously due to data and methodological challenges. A future research frontier could be 

developing models (perhaps agent-based simulations or network analyses) that capture how 

food insecurity, governance, violence, climate shocks, and external aid interact in conflict-
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susceptible systems. Such models could identify tipping points where food insecurity might 

ignite violence or, conversely, where peace interventions could stabilize food systems. 

Table 3 offers critical insight into the publishing dynamics and scholarly influence of journals 

active in the intersecting domains of food security, sustainability, agriculture, and nutrition. It 

evaluates each journal based on several key metrics, including the total number of publications (TP), 

number of cited articles (NCA), number of citing papers (NCP), total citations (TC), and two citation 

performance indicators—citations per paper (C/P) and citations per cited paper (C/CP). These 

indicators allow for a nuanced evaluation of the knowledge ecosystem shaping discourse on food 

systems under conflict and crisis, particularly in assessing whether visibility, influence, and research 

quality align with publication output. 

Among the most prolific sources, Sustainability stands out with 56 publications in the dataset, 

making it the top contributor in terms of volume. However, its influence at the level of individual 

article impact is more modest. The average citations per paper (C/P) stand at 18.66, while citations 

per cited paper (C/CP) are 20.10. These values suggest that although Sustainability publishes a high 

number of articles relevant to the field, the average impact per article is relatively low, likely a result 

of the journal’s broad interdisciplinary scope and open-access publishing model, which may 

accommodate a wide range of topics and variable methodological rigor. A similar pattern is visible 

in Frontiers in Sustainable Food Systems, which also shows a high publication count (TP = 41) but 

low citation metrics (C/P = 9.32; C/CP = 11.58), supporting the observation that high publication 

volume does not necessarily equate to greater scholarly influence. 

Table 3. Comparative bibliometric indicators of leading journals by volume. Source: Generated by the author 

using BiblioMagika® (Ahmi, 2024). 

Source Title TP NCA NCP TC C/P C/CP 

SUSTAINABILITY 56 238 52 1045 18.66 20.10 

FRONTIERS IN 

SUSTAINABLE FOOD 

SYSTEMS 

41 239 33 382 9.32 11.58 

LAND USE POLICY 30 117 29 1570 52.33 54.14 

FOOD SECURITY 22 84 19 475 21.59 25.00 

WORLD DEVELOPMENT 21 86 21 761 36.24 36.24 

PLOS ONE 19 136 13 226 11.89 17.38 

BMC PUBLIC HEALTH 18 121 15 411 22.83 27.40 

LAND 17 102 15 321 18.88 21.40 

GLOBAL FOOD SECURITY 16 54 15 503 31.44 33.53 

MATERNAL AND CHILD 

NUTRITION 

16 88 13 322 20.13 24.77 

In contrast, several journals exhibit a markedly different profile—publishing fewer papers, but 

achieving significantly higher citation impact per article (Table 4). The standout journal in this list is 

Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences (PNAS), with only 5 publications (TP) but an 

astonishing 2,969 total citations (TC)—yielding both a citations per paper (C/P) and citations per cited 

paper (C/CP) value of 593.80. This exceptionally high score underscores PNAS’s role as a top-tier, 

high-impact interdisciplinary journal, where even a small number of contributions can exert 

enormous influence across academic fields. This reflects not only the prestige of the journal itself but 

also the likely groundbreaking nature or global relevance of the individual articles published there. 
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Table 4. Comparative bibliometric indicators of leading journals by citations. Source: Generated by the author 

using BiblioMagika® (Ahmi, 2024). 

Source Title TP NCA NCP TC C/P C/CP 

PNAS 5 71 5 2969 593.80 593.80 

LAND USE POLICY 30 117 29 1570 52.33 54.14 

SUSTAINABILITY 56 238 52 1045 18.66 20.10 

WORLD DEVELOPMENT 21 86 21 761 36.24 36.24 

JOURNAL OF PEASANT 

STUDIES 

9 20 9 686 76.22 76.22 

FOODS 14 49 13 618 44.14 47.54 

FOOD POLICY 15 44 15 613 40.87 40.87 

REGIONAL ENV. CHANGE 8 25 8 537 67.13 67.13 

GLOBAL 

ENVIRONMENTAL 

CHANGE 

3 11 3 520 173.33 173.33 

GLOBAL FOOD SECURITY-

AGR. POLICY  

16 54 15 503 31.44 33.53 

Overall, the data from Table 3 and Table 4 reinforce a key structural observation: within food 

security and sustainability research, there exists a noticeable trade-off between quantity of output 

and citation impact. High-volume journals like Sustainability and Frontiers play a significant role in 

shaping the publication landscape, but they often produce research with lower per-article influence. 

Conversely, journals such as Land Use Policy, Food Policy, Nutrients, and Foods provide leaner but 

more impactful contributions, suggesting that they may be more strategic venues for authors seeking 

scholarly recognition and engagement. For researchers working at the nexus of conflict, food 

insecurity, and policy interventions, selecting journals with higher citation-to-paper ratios may 

enhance both visibility and influence within global academic and policy communities. This also 

points to the need for more strategic dissemination strategies that bridge the gap between highly 

cited academic work and real-world policy relevance in regions most affected by food crises. 

Scholars aiming to publish in the domain of food security, conflict, and informal food systems 

should prioritize journals that combine scholarly influence with thematic relevance. While high-

output platforms such as Sustainability provide broad access and visibility, their lower citation-per-

paper ratios suggest that publication volume does not necessarily translate into impact. By contrast, 

journals like Land Use Policy, Food Policy, World Development, and Global Environmental Change 

demonstrate strong citation performance and a consistent focus on systemic, policy-relevant, and 

often interdisciplinary work. Targeting these outlets increases the likelihood of meaningful scholarly 

engagement and ensures contributions are positioned within high-impact debates. 

At the same time, the data clearly illustrate that quality consistently outperforms quantity. 

Journals with limited publication volume, including PNAS and Global Environmental Change, have 

yielded the highest citation impact, suggesting that rigorously designed, theoretically informed, and 

methodologically transparent research is more likely to attract attention than high-frequency but 

diffuse outputs. Scholars in this field should therefore focus on developing fewer, more robust papers 

that offer original insights into critical or underexplored aspects of food systems under stress. 

Moreover, researchers have significant opportunities to contribute to understudied and 

emerging areas. As this report demonstrates, themes such as black markets, informal food supply 

chains, illicit agricultural trade, and the strategic use of hunger during conflict remain marginal in 

much of the mainstream literature. Addressing these gaps—especially through empirical case studies 

or critical discourse frameworks—can position scholars at the forefront of conceptual innovation 

while responding to urgent real-world dynamics. 

Publishing strategies should also include a commitment to interdisciplinary collaboration and 

geographical diversity. The most influential journals often favor submissions that draw upon 
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multiple disciplines—combining insights from economics, environmental science, political ecology, 

and public health—and that foreground voices and data from the Global South. Co-authoring with 

researchers embedded in affected regions not only improves contextual nuance and ethical 

grounding but also contributes to epistemic equity within global academic discourse. 

Additionally, authors should be intentional about how they frame and keyword their research. 

Bibliometric analysis shows that a significant portion of the literature remains couched in 

developmental and technocratic language, emphasizing concepts like resilience and sustainability. 

However, there is a growing appetite for work that explicitly names the political and strategic 

dimensions of food insecurity—using terms like “starvation crimes,” “siege warfare,” or “food as a 

weapon.” Aligning one’s framing with these emerging discourses can increase both relevance and 

citation potential, particularly in the context of international legal, policy, and humanitarian debates. 

Finally, while academic journals remain the primary venue for peer recognition, scholars should 

also consider dual-track publication strategies that engage both academic and practitioner audiences. 

Publishing condensed versions of findings as policy briefs, working papers, or commentaries for 

organizations such as FAO, WFP, IFPRI, or regional NGOs can amplify real-world impact and bridge 

the gap between scholarship and applied food system interventions. This blended approach ensures 

that research not only contributes to academic debates but also informs practice and policy in conflict-

affected and food-insecure regions. 

4. Conclusions 

Between 2010 and 2025, scholarly understanding of the links between food security and conflict 

has significantly expanded, both in depth and scope. Once relegated to the margins of humanitarian 

discourse, tactics such as starvation sieges, crop destruction, and food supply blockades are now 

increasingly recognized as central features of contemporary warfare—and as urgent humanitarian 

and political concerns [96]. Our bibliometric and discourse analyses confirm a growing 

interdisciplinary interest in these issues and reveal a discernible shift in framing: where hunger in 

conflict zones was once described in technocratic or apolitical terms, today we see an increasing 

willingness to label it as weaponization and demand accountability from involved parties. This 

reframing marks an important shift in researchers’ bias, but it is still far from universal. A core tension 

persists in the literature—between understanding food insecurity in war as a neutral problem to solve 

[97] and recognizing it as a deliberate crime to condemn [86]. Bridging that divide is both an analytical 

and moral imperative. 

Our findings highlight several areas of convergence within the scholarly communities and 

international organizations’ reports. First, there is growing consensus that deliberate starvation 

tactics violate international norms, yet they continue to be deployed with near to no consequences in 

conflicts ranging from Syria to Ethiopia [98]. Second, the impacts of conflict on food systems are not 

only immediate—causing hunger and displacement—but also long-term, undermining human 

development, governance, and regional stability. Third, durable solutions require a cross-sectoral 

approach that integrates humanitarian aid, development planning, security policy, and local 

knowledge. Communities affected by conflict have developed adaptive strategies—from smuggling 

networks to informal farming systems—that deserve closer scholarly attention and institutional 

support, not marginalization [99]. 

At the same time, our analysis exposes persistent blind spots. While the literature on food 

security and conflict is broad, it remains uneven. Environmental and development perspectives 

dominate, while critical engagement with informal economies, actor intentionality, and the strategic 

logic of hunger remains underdeveloped. The weaponization of food is still often treated as a 

secondary effect rather than a primary tactic, and informal food supply chains—such as black 

markets, smuggling routes, and war economies—even though essential to survival in many conflict-

affected areas, remain largely ignored in peer-reviewed literature. Where this knowledge does exist, 

it tends to reside in grey literature and institutional reports rather than in mainstream academic 
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outlets. Addressing this gap is not only a matter of academic completeness but a necessity for shaping 

more responsive and just policy interventions and for forcing competent authorities to take action. 

The research community must also acknowledge the profound disruptions that acute conflict 

inflicts on formal food systems [64]. As conflicts grow in both frequency and complexity, there is an 

urgent need to design adaptive, decentralized, and scalable interventions that can operate in unstable 

environments. These responses must go beyond immediate relief to support resilience-building 

strategies tailored to local realities, such as urban agriculture, cross-border trade networks, and 

informal governance mechanisms. Solutions cannot be one-size-fits-all, nor can they be imposed from 

above. Instead, they must emerge from inclusive, context-sensitive research and collaboration with 

affected populations [100]. 

Another structural issue concerns epistemic inequality in global knowledge production. While 

Northern and Anglophone scholars and institutions dominate citations and authorship, many of the 

regions most affected by food weaponization—such as the Horn of Africa, the Sahel, and the Middle 

East—remain underrepresented in high-impact publishing. This imbalance raises questions about 

research gatekeeping and the marginalization of Southern voices, which are critical to understanding 

local dynamics, resistance practices, and culturally appropriate interventions. Future research must 

prioritize inclusive co-authorship, equitable knowledge sharing, and capacity-building for local 

scholars and institutions. 

To advance the field, greater interdisciplinary integration is needed. Scholars of war and peace 

must engage more directly with experts in food systems, and vice versa. While recent years have seen 

a modest increase in academic publications linking food security with defense and security studies, 

much more can be done to bridge these domains. Theoretical contributions from political ecology, 

conflict-resource theory, and food regime analysis can enrich this dialogue by situating food 

weaponization within broader structures of global inequality, trade dependency, and resource 

control. For example, the global concentration of grain exports and dependency on foreign aid create 

structural vulnerabilities that can be exploited as tools of coercion [101]. Expanding the conflict versus 

resource discourse—which has traditionally focused on oil, water, and minerals—to explicitly 

include food as a contested and controlled resource would offer new analytical leverage. 

Looking forward, the direction of academic inquiry will directly influence the global 

community’s capacity to confront and preempt the weaponization of hunger. Research that exposes 

the political economy of war profiteering in food systems may help pressure institutions to regulate 

or disrupt these networks. Studies that demonstrate the effectiveness of legal or technological 

interventions—such as sanctions enforcement, food convoys, or blockchain tracking of aid—can be 

scaled up. However, to maximize impact, scholars must also be strategic in where and how they 

publish – by choosing journals with both high visibility and thematic relevance will help ensure that 

findings reach both policymakers and communities of practice. 

In conclusion, while the 2010–2025 period has seen important progress—greater scholarly 

awareness, UN Security Council resolutions, and field-based innovation—devastating gaps remain. 

Famines continue to be used as tools of war. Food is still exploited as leverage. To shape a different 

future, we must move from the paradigm of “food as a weapon” to one of “food as peace”. This 

means not only documenting abuses but also advancing frameworks for accountability, resilience, 

and justice. The scholarly community has a central role to play in this transformation by naming 

power, amplifying marginalized voices, and building bridges between disciplines, sectors, and 

regions. 
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