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INTRODUCTION: PROMOTING REFUGEE LIVELIHOODS 
 
Livelihoods programming in humanitarian settings presents a considerable challenge. A recent study by 
the Danish Refugee Council found broad consensus among the 60 practitioners who were interviewed 
that successful livelihood programming is one of the most difficult tasks for the humanitarian sector, 
both in terms of achieving impacts, as well as documenting them. It concluded that the humanitarian 
sector can and needs to improve its performance when it comes to implementing livelihood support 
programs in the context of displacement.1 
 
Livelihoods programs for camp-based, urban, and returned refugees (are important for PRM’s mandate 
to promote durable solutions (repatriation, local integration, or resettlement) and to promote, to the 
extent possible, self-reliance for refugees and returnees. Many difficulties arise both in trying to bring 
about and to measure when durable solutions have been achieved, and such a discussion is beyond the 
scope of this review. But achieving self-reliance is a more manageable goal, and is a benchmark for 
durable solutions.  According to the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), 
individuals, households, or communities are self-reliant when they are able to meet basic needs 
(including protection, food, water, shelter, personal safety, health and education) in a sustainable 
manner and with dignity. 2  
 
The goals of durable solutions and self-reliance are reflected in PRM’s internal livelihoods strategy, 
adopted in May 2014. This strategy seeks to: 1) improve design and implementation of livelihoods 
programming; 2) develop and disseminate tools and guidance for program officers and refugee 
coordinators; and 3) exert diplomatic efforts to improve livelihoods prospects for populations of 
concern. 
 
 

PURPOSE 
 
This desk review, conducted by Social Impact, Inc. (SI), examines the effectiveness of refugee livelihood 
programs funded directly by PRM or indirectly by its chief multilateral partner, UNHCR, in camp and 
returnee settings. The desk review is part of a one-year performance evaluation of refugee livelihood 
programs in Ethiopia and Burundi supported by PRM and UNHCR during 2009-2013. The desk review 
aims to identify best practices and recurring mistakes in livelihoods programs for refugees – particularly 
in camp settings. 
 
The review focuses on six refugee programs implemented by international NGOs in Ethiopia and 
Burundi. These programs were: 
 
Ethiopia: International Rescue Committee (IRC), the Jesuit Refugee Service (JRS), and the Norwegian 

                                                           
1
 The study sought to identify areas of current consensus on effective approaches to the design, implementation 

and monitoring of livelihood support programs among displacement affected populations. World Bank & Danish 
Refugee Council, Livelihoods Support Projects for Displaced Persons: Global Expertise and Lessons Learnt. Draft 
April 2014, p.3 
2
 “Promoting Livelihoods and Self-Reliance: Operational Guidance on Refugee Protection and Solutions in Urban 

Areas.” UNHCR, 2011. p. 15  
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Refugee Council (NRC)  
 
Burundi:  World Relief (WR), Christian Outreach for Relief and Development (CORD), and Food for the 
Hungry (FH).  
 
The International Rescue Committee (IRC) has worked with Eritrean refugees in the Tigray region for 
over a decade and provides education, health, water and sanitation, gender and reproductive services in 
Adi Harush, My’Ayni, and Shimelba refugee camps. Their Youth Action Kit program is active in all Tigray 
camps and offers job training focused on construction and other vocational skills. IRC targeted many 
activities towards youth aged 18-25.  

Jesuit Refugee Services (JRS) started programs in Ethiopia in Tigray and Dollo Ado in 2010, but works 
only in the My’Ayni, Melkadida, and Kobe refugee camps (the latter two are not reviewed in this 
evaluation). In Tigray, activities are centered around theater, music, sports, and psychosocial support to 
improve conditions for youth in the camp so they do not become desperate and attempt to leave on 
their own. In Dollo Ado, activities focus on youth, education, livelihoods, and psychosocial counseling 
with livelihoods activities comprising of functional literacy and marketable skills training.  

The Norwegian Refugee Council (NRC) started programming in Ethiopia in 2011, and currently runs 
activities in camps in Tigray and Assosa. Their Youth Education Pack project has been active in My’Ayni, 
Adi Harush, Sherkole, and Bambasi refugee camps since 2012 and focuses on providing literacy, 
entrepreneurship, and other vocational skills to youth under 25. In Assosa, NRC also provides an 
Accelerated Basic Education program to address the needs of children whose formal education has been 
disrupted.  

World Relief (WR) began programming in the Makamba and Rutana provinces of Burundi in 2009. The 
program, titled “Resettlement Assistance for Returnees: Shelter, Restoration of Schools, Water Systems, 
and Livelihood Activities in Makamba Province, Burundi,” focused on construction of shelters, pit 
latrines, primary schools, public latrines, and the distribution of seeds and goats for livelihoods 
development. WR structured its programming so that activity objectives focused on delivering 
integrated services to a variety of vulnerable populations. 

Christian Outreach for Relief and Development (CORD) began exploratory visits to Burundi in 2005 and 
programming for refugee returnees in 2009. Their initiatives in Burundi took place in the Bukemba and 
Giharo communes in the Rutana province, and included the Gitanga commune the first year and also 
Mpinga Kayove in the last year. CORD’s objectives were, within their targeted populations, to improve 
shelter and malaria prevention, to improve water, sanitation and hygiene, to increase food security, and 
to increase access to primary education. 

Food for the Hungry (FH) began work in Burundi in 2009 in the Cankuzo Province (at different times, the 
Gisagara, Cendajuru, Mishiha, Kigamba, Giharo, and Bukemba Communes) and Ruyigi Province (at 
different times, the Gisuru, Kinyinya, and Butaganzwa Communes). FH’s objectives were to improve 
food security and livelihoods, expand education opportunities, protect and enhance the environment, 
and, reduce the incidence of sexual and gender-based violence. Main activities included land allocation, 
seed and tool distribution, goat distribution, and training in livestock husbandry, stable construction, 
and improved agriculture techniques. 

The six programs focused on health and sanitation, youth and community services, food security, 
agricultural development, and capacity building. However, while some programs included activities with 
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a livelihoods dimension, it is notable that none were solely aimed at supporting refugee livelihoods. 
Therefore, we cannot call the programs under review “livelihood programs”. For this reason, the review 
and subsequent field evaluation will explore the impact on livelihoods of the relevant programs, and will 
distill the livelihood activities and consequences resulting from the programs.  
 
During the data collection in Ethiopia and Burundi in 2015, the SI team will explore potential areas of 
livelihood programming that could be linked to general programs. Each field visit will produce an in-
depth evaluation addressing issues of livelihood effectiveness. The desk review and two field reports will 
inform a final synthesis report that will synthesize the findings, conclusions, and recommendations.  

 
DEFINITIONS AND FRAMEWORKS FOR ANALYSIS  

We use the widely accepted definition of livelihoods coined by Chambers and Conroy:  

“A livelihood comprises the capabilities, assets (including both material 
and social resources), and activities required for a means of living. A 
livelihood is sustainable when it can cope with and recover from stress 
and shocks and maintain or enhance its capabilities and assets both now 
and in the future, while not undermining the natural resource base.”3 

Their definition addresses both the components of a livelihood, and defines sustainable livelihoods. This 
definition is similar to that used by the International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent 
Societies.4 UNHCR’s definition of livelihoods focuses on activities,5 whilst that of the Women’s Refugee 
Commission (WRC) is stated more generally as “a means of earning a living; a source of income.”6  
 
Livelihoods programs in refugee and internally displaced person (IDP) contexts, according to the WRC, 
 

 “cover the range of activities and programs that work toward and 
enhance self-reliance including: non-formal education, vocational and 
skills training programs, income generation activities, food for work 
programs, apprenticeship placement projects, micro-credit schemes, 
agriculture programs, business start-up programs, seeds and tools 
projects, animal disbursement projects, self-employment and job 

                                                           
3
 Chambers, R. and G.R. Conway. “Sustainable Rural Livelihoods: Practical Concepts for the 21

st
 Century.” Institute 

of Development Studies, 1991. 
4
 According to the IFRC’, "Livelihoods comprise the capabilities, assets and activities required for generating 

income and securing a means of living. Sustainable livelihoods refer to people's capacity to generate and maintain 
their means of living, and enhance their own well-being as well as that of future generations." (IFRC guidelines for 
livelihoods programming, 2011) 
5
 UNHCR defines livelihoods as “activities that allow people to secure the basic necessities of life, such as food, 

water, shelter and clothing. Engaging in livelihoods activities means acquiring the knowledge, skills, social network, 
raw materials, and other resources to meet individual or collective needs on a sustainable basis with dignity.” 
UNHCR. “Global Strategy for Livelihoods 2014-2018.” 2014. p.7 
6
 Women’s Refugee Commission (WRC). “Livelihoods: Promoting Economic Opportunities for Refugee Women and 

Youth.” https://womensrefugeecommission.org/resources/download/1 
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placement programs. The goal of any livelihoods strategy is to develop 
self-reliance.” 7 

As an analysis tool, we employ the United Kingdom’s Department for International Development’s 
Sustainable Livelihoods Framework (SLF). This framework views livelihoods as a system, and identifies 
the factors affecting people’s livelihoods and how those factors interact with each other,8 including:  

 The assets people draw upon;  

 The strategies they develop to make a living;  

 The context within which a livelihood is developed; and  

 Those factors that make a livelihood more or less vulnerable to shocks and stresses. 

The SLF is easily adaptable for the purpose of evaluating the impact of programs (whether specifically 
targeted at livelihoods or not) on the livelihoods of refugees in camps. It is this impact –on refugees’ 
livelihoods– that we explore in this review, rather than livelihoods programs per se, simply because the 
programs we reviewed in Burundi and Ethiopia did not have support for livelihoods as their primary 
goal.9  
 

 
EVALUATION QUESTIONS 
 
The full set of questions for the evaluation of how PRM-supported programs supported refugee 
livelihoods are listed below. Some of these questions can only be answered after the field-based 
evaluations and are not addressed in the desk review; they are indicated with bold font. The questions 
in italics indicate those that are partially addressed in this desk review, but will be examined in depth 
during the field evaluations. 
 

1. What types of assistance/programs was provided? 
a. What were the types of livelihoods assistance provided? (e.g. technical/vocational 

training; business training; access to finance; cash grants; in-kind items) 
b. To what extent did these meet beneficiary needs and preferences for assistance? 
 

2. Who are the recipients of assistance/programs? 
a. What are the characteristics of refugees who received livelihoods assistance?  
b. How well did partners reach vulnerable groups with livelihoods assistance?  
c. How many beneficiaries are continuing in the livelihoods activities for which they 

received assistance?   
 

3. Were PRM-supported programs designed and implemented using best practices?  

                                                           
7
 Women’s Refugee Commission. “Livelihoods: Promoting Economic Opportunities for Refugee Women and 

Youth.” 
8
 For a useful overview of the SLF, see Guidance Note On Recovery: Livelihood 

http://www.unisdr.org/files/16771_16771guidancenoteonrecoveryliveliho.pdf Accessed December 23, 2014. 

9
 “Sustainable Livelihoods Guidance Sheets: Framework.” Department for International Development (DFID), 1999. 

http://www.unisdr.org/files/16771_16771guidancenoteonrecoveryliveliho.pdf
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a. Did NGOs conduct baseline assessments such as market and livelihoods 
assessments? 

b. Were any external evaluations conducted? Any internal M&E? 
c. What indicators should PRM use to measure the efficiency and effectiveness of 

the livelihoods programming it supports?  
d. Based upon the available evidence and the literature review, what are the qualities 

of successful refugee livelihoods programs?  What are recommendations to PRM 
and other donors for future livelihoods programs? 

4. What was the impact of the programs/assistance? 
a. Did beneficiaries’ asset base change after participating in the programs? In what 

ways?  How long were changes sustained?  
b. Where beneficiary incomes/assets did not noticeably improve, what are potential 

reasons for this lack of improvement?   
c. What factors influenced the success or failure of the livelihoods programs? 
d. Did PRM-supported programs promote self-reliance? 

i. Were beneficiaries able to meet more of their basic needs?   
ii. What percentage did and for how long?    

e. How many beneficiaries are employed in the formal sector vs the informal sector? 
f. What were the secondary benefits/costs of participation in livelihoods programs, 

if any?  For example, did participants feel they were more/less vulnerable to 
abuse and exploitation and/or gender-based violence?  

 

 
METHODOLOGY  
 
The desk review examined UNHCR and NGO documents including proposals, reports, and interim 
evaluations of programs funded directly by DoS/PRM or indirectly through UNHCR. This literature 
included: 
 

 International guidelines, including but not limited to: Building Livelihoods: A Field Manual for 
Practitioners in Humanitarian Settings (WRC), Promoting Livelihoods and Self-Reliance (UNHCR), 
and Local Economic Recovery in Post-Conflict (International Labor Organization [ILO]).      

 Grey literature refers to informally published written material, primarily reports, which are 
often difficult to trace because they are not published commercially or widely accessible. Grey 
literature is an important source of information because it is usually original, recent, and reflects 
the experiences of implementers, donors, and other experts in the field. Examples of such 
literature from the review include: Cash transfer programming in emergencies (Humanitarian 
Practice Network/Overseas Development Institute), Minimum Economic Recovery Standards 
(SEEP Network), and Refugee Livelihoods: a Review of the Evidence (UNHCR).  

 In addition, a small selection of peer reviewed articles were also included for review, primarily 
as case studies.  
 

All documents in the desk review were those identified by DoS/PRM in the evaluation Statement of 
Work (SOW), as well as those recommended by the team’s Senior Technical Advisor, Dr. Karen Jacobsen, 
and others identified through web-based searches. For a full list of documents reviewed, please see 
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Annex II. The evaluation team used a standardized template to abstract relevant data on the nature of 
livelihood programs and participants.10 
 
The desk review methodology also drew on key informant interview with PRM staff members and 
experts in the field of refugee livelihoods.  
 
The review sought to identify key findings about topic areas outlined in UNHCR’s 2014-2018 Global 
Strategy for Livelihoods including, livelihood program objectives, guiding principles, and strategic 
approaches. The topic areas include: 

 Type of livelihood programs addressed; 

 Target refugee group; 

 Guidance for effective livelihood programs; 

 Guidelines for monitoring livelihood programs; 

 Self-sufficiency strategies in livelihood programs; 

 Gender considerations; and  

 Effect of host country policies. 

The limitations of the desk review were: 

 It was limited in scope. The purpose was not to conduct an exhaustive examination of the 
refugee livelihoods literature, but rather to focus on key documents selected in consultation 
with SI, PRM, and SI’s external technical advisor.  

 Not all of the documents selected related to livelihoods programing for refugees—several 
addressed livelihoods in the wake of humanitarian crises.  

 The refugee literature is relatively weak on studies and guidance related to rural or refugee 
camp settings, as opposed to urban or returned refugees.  

 
 

FINDINGS 
 
Question 1: Types of Livelihoods Assistance 
 
The livelihoods activities in Burundi and Ethiopia primarily fell into two categories: in-kind contributions 
and trainings. There were a few other activities such as short-term hiring and grant provision.  
 
Burundi  
In-kind donations were prevalent in Burundi. Programs provided participants with commodities 
intended to promote agricultural livelihoods and food security, including seeds, livestock, and tools. The 
CORD and FH programs sought to improve food security through the distribution of livestock. For 
example, CORD distributed several hundred goats each year, following completion of stable 
construction, planting of fodder grass, and digging of compost units. The goats’ offspring were 
distributed in a “solidarity chain” to groups of beneficiaries.11 CORD also distributed seeds and cuttings 
to restart agricultural production. WR distributed chickens for food security (direct consumption) and 

                                                           
10

 See Annex IV for the Program Summary Template used to abstract the program documents. 
11

 CORD 2009, Project Narrative, pg. 6 
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income generation (the sale of chickens and eggs).12 WR also distributed medicine for the chickens. WR 
distributed seeds and tools, and created a “solidarity chain” through the provision of millions of plant 
cuttings, as well as fruit trees and cassava, to targeted participants.13 Finally, FH distributed tree seeds to 
nurseries in the first year as part of its environmental protection objective, with the hope that the 
nurseries could become an income source over the long-term. Notably, FH was the only NGO 
implementer that provided start up grants for micro- and small businesses.14   
 
In Ethiopia, NRC provided refugees with seeds, livestock, and fisheries to build agricultural livelihoods, 
and in some instances, facilitate business start-up.15 However, the only other organization to provide in-
kind goods was IRC, who provided materials and facilities for the production of school uniforms as part 
of a training for tailors.  
 
Vocational and skill trainings were all related to agriculture in Burundi. FH supported farmer training 
through farmer groups, providing training on beekeeping, palm oil extraction, animal rearing, and fruit 
multiplication.16 The trainings facilitated knowledge-sharing by creating farmer associations; training for 
the leaders; and skills-building in improved techniques like composting and organic manure use. WR’s 
capacity building activities included training of trainers among community group leaders, and field visits 
and exchanges, as well as training on land and soil management, food production, use of compost, 
balanced diets, and household seed production. Follow-up included distribution of vouchers for seeds 
and fertilizer. 
 
Ethiopia 
In Ethiopia, all livelihoods activities focused on vocational trainings or business and life skills training. JRS 
offered least in the way of livelihoods activities. Specifically, they provided a training for refugees to 
become officiators of youth sports games.17 FY 2011 program documents also briefly mentioned a 
community counselor training and employment for eight leaders, although no other details were 
available. While IRC program documents reveal few livelihoods activities initially, the number of 
livelihoods activities increased every year. As mentioned previously, IRC conducted trainings for tailors 
to produce school uniforms. IRC also provided trainings on hairdressing, electric installation, carpentry, 
plumbing, and vocational computer skills.  
 
Of the six programs reviewed, NRC in Ethiopia implemented the most livelihoods-oriented activities, 
particularly in the Assosa settlements. Livelihoods activities centered on backyard gardening programs in 
which participants learned to cultivate vegetables, the surplus of which could be sold.18 The program 
facilitated an apprenticeship to train both refugees and host community members in basic construction, 
shelter maintenance, and school renovation.19 In addition, NRC conducted youth education pack (YEP) 
programs in several locations, which aimed to equip “refugee and host community youth with functional 
literacy, life skills including entrepreneurship and vocational skills.”20 Vocational skill trainings associated 

                                                           
12

 WR 2009, Revised Proposal, p. 2 
13

 WR 2010, Revised Proposal, p. 2 
14

 FH 2010, Proposal Narrative, p. 6 
15

 NRC 2013, Dollo Ado Final Report, p. 2 
16

 FH 2010, Proposal Narrative, p. 6 
17

 JRS 2012, Quarter 4 Report, p. 3 
18

 NRC 2013, Assosa Final Report, p. 2  
19

 Ibid, p. 8 
20

 NRC, Market Assessment report for Assosa, p. 3  
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with the YEP programs included metal works, furniture making, food preparation and hotel 
management, electronics and electricity and general construction, among others.21 Outside of Assosa, a 
number of general activities involved construction work for shelters, which provided opportunities to 
train and hire refugees for short-term work, providing them with both income and marketable skills for 
the future. The NRC program documents do not state whether these cash-for-work opportunities were 
part of a formal program or if they were informal options for income generation. In one camp, NRC also 
helped rebuild a market in the community, contributing to “numerous and integrated trading activities,” 
supporting diverse livelihoods.22 
 
Based on these findings, in the field-based work, we intend to explore the following questions: 

1) How did the short-term work/cash-for-work program work? Were refugees hired in short-term 
positions? Any host population beneficiaries?  

2) Was the short-term work intended as part of the program and activities set up accordingly, or 
was it happenstance that these opportunities came up around the same time that the trainings 
were occurring? 

3) In programs that were not specifically livelihoods-oriented, such as community services, are 
there opportunities to train people for skills-based employment? E.g. the JRS intramural sports 
program in My’Ayni camp could train coaches and referees, and IRC’s home-based care program 
could train nurses, etc. We will explore the possibilities of such ‘add-ons’. 

 

Question 2: Recipients of Livelihoods Assistance  
 
Burundi  
The programs took place in rural areas that experienced large-scale repatriation of refugees from camps 
in Tanzania. Groups with different needs were targeted: refugees who repatriated within the year, 
refugees who repatriated more than one year ago, and the host community. All three programs 
included, as a percentage of the targeted recipients, the most vulnerable members of the host 
community, so as to avoid jealousy, conflict, and resentment within the communities.”23 Each accounted 
for recipient communities’ demographic information within program documents, demonstrating 
knowledge of gender, age, and the distribution of individuals with varying repatriation statuses 
throughout the communes and locations served.6,8,24 
 
WR utilized self-targeting processes to select program beneficiaries.25,26 At the beginning of every 
project, WR organized inclusive sensitization meetings in which the attendees elected committees to 
determine the selection criteria for program beneficiaries following set quotas for recent returnees, 
other returnees, and host community members. The committee positions included a person 
representing the local administration, a representative of homeless people from the host community, a 
representative from the returnees in the area, and a women’s representative. WR staff worked closely 
with these committees throughout the project implementation. Similarly, CORD also used self-targeting 
processes by electing committees to select the beneficiaries. The selection committees were composed 

                                                           
21

 NRC 2012, Shire Final Report, p. 2 
22

 NRC 2012, Dollo Ado Final Report, p. 2 
23

 CORD 2010, Project Narrative, p. 4 
24

 FH 2010, Proposal Narrative, p. 5 
25

 WR 2009, Revised Proposal, p. 3 
26

 CORD 2009, Project  Narrative, p. 4 
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of representatives of local administration, representatives of the host community, and returning 
refugees. The beneficiaries’ representatives were elected by their peers at an election facilitated by 
CORD. Unlike WR’s system, the committees’ duties ended after the public validation of the list of 
beneficiaries and subsequently disbanded.  
 
FH did not employ selection committees. Their “eligibility preferences” included “recent returnees, 
women-headed households, and households who received a plot of land from the Government of 
Burundi (GoB) and had an able-bodied household member with the physical strength required for the 
agricultural activities.”4 In addition, FH supported beneficiaries in and around “the four peace villages 
and surrounding host communities,” which were designed under a peacebuilding initiative set up by the 
GoB, with support from UNHCR, to “encourage returnees and host communities to live together 
peacefully.”27  
 
Ethiopia 
The programs in Ethiopia largely served refugee camps around the country. The refugees’ countries of 
origin varied by camp location. In the Tigray/Shire region, the majority of refugees come from Eritrea; in 
Assosa, most are Sudanese; and in Dollo Ado, the majority of refugees come from Somalia. In most 
cases, programs invited members of the host communities to participate.  
 
IRC and JRS implemented their programs in the northern Tigray region; IRC in the Shimelba, My’Ayni, 
and Adi Harush camps, and JRS in My’Ayni camp only. As mentioned above, the recipients are refugees 
from Eritrea—mostly Tigrigna, or members of the Kunama and Saho clans. Most recipients of IRC and 
JRS assistance were male, due to a higher percentage of males in the camps, and also due to 
sociocultural norms that discourage women from participating in community activities. These programs 
did not have selection criteria, but they attracted particular demographic cohorts. For example, the JRS 
intramural sports activities in My’Ayni camp were open to any willing participants, but generally 
attracted young males. The recipients of IRC’s home-based care program, considered by IRC to be a 
livelihoods activity, were mostly elderly refugees or disabled men, women, and children.  
 
NRC program recipients varied. In the Tigray, 80% of the population was male, many of which was 
single, young, and educated,28 whereas, in Dollo Ado, female-headed households constituted 72% of 
NRC shelter beneficiaries.29 Some programs did not target or reference demographics in program 
documents, such as those in Shire and Gambella. However, Assosa targeted “elderly, people with 
disabilities, and large family size households,”30 using “vulnerability selection criteria developed by NRC 
and agreed upon between all relevant stakeholders”31. Dollo Ado programs targeted their training on 
the main Refugee Central Committee in both camps, and then extended to individuals in positions of 
leadership such as members of the Women’s Association and the Youth group, who could in turn reach 
vulnerable populations.32 Programs in Dollo Ado and Assosa developed eligibility criteria through 
community mobilization and engagement with relevant stakeholders, which notably included the host 

                                                           
27

 FH 2010, Proposal Narrative, p. 3 
28

 NRC 2012, Shire Final Report, p. 7  
29

 NRC 2013, Dollo Ado Final Report, p. 2 
30

 NRC 2013, Assosa Final Report, p. 3 
31

 NRC 2014, Assosa Final Report, p. 3 
32

 NRC 2012, Dollo Ado Final Report, p. 2 
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community who participated in the YEP programs.33,34 All programs except the one in Gambella defined 
and targeted vulnerability, demonstrating special attention and support for youth, women-headed 
households, the elderly, and people with disabilities.35 NRC’s programs on vulnerability and targeting are 
further discussed in the Gender and Diversity section below. 
 
Based on these findings, the field-based work will explore the following questions: 

 How effective is livelihoods as a protection mechanism versus livelihoods as an income 
generation mechanism? Did including the most vulnerable succeed in both accounts? If so, 
should livelihood programs be designed (and measured) differently depending on the intent? 

 How effective were program based on self-targeting processes, where refugee committees 
determined the selection criteria and selected the beneficiaries?  How were committees 
elected? 

 To what extent did community service or youth programs and other non-livelihood programs 
have livelihood consequences? E.g. did sports programs train participants to move into 
positions as coaches, referees, etc. to earn a living?  
 

Question 4: Best Practices, Program Design, and Implementation 
 
This section reviews the literature on in livelihoods programming primarily, though not exclusively in 
refugee settings. While few documents actually identify “best practice,” we gleaned several themes of 
recommended practices or characteristics that appeared throughout reviewed. Here were outline these 
themes and the extent to which the six PRM-supported programs in Ethiopia and Burundi used these 
practices.  
 

Use of Assessments  
It is widely recognized in both the humanitarian and development literature that livelihood programs 
should be based on assessments not only of the needs and capacities of the target population, but also 
the wider legal and socio-economic context. (In the SLF, this is referred to as the PIPs box— Processes, 
Institutions and Policies). Assessment is one of UNHCR’s key principles, and UNHCR calls for 
“comprehensive livelihood assessments based on socio- economic profiling [so as to] define a strategic 
plan on the basis of quality data. [It is crucial to] identify the policy environment as well as institutions 
and programmes, and understand economic diversity in the refugee population.”36 A comprehensive 
livelihoods assessment includes a market assessment, a capacity and competencies assessment, a 
gender analysis, and a contextual analysis.  
 
The market assessment should identify market niches and service sectors that are capable of absorbing 
labor, either of which could suggest livelihoods programs or employment opportunities.37 For instance, 
in tourist areas where refugees are allowed to work the hospitality sector offers livelihood 
opportunities. A market assessment should “develop a comprehensive multi-year strategic plan 
comprising short and long term objectives and related activities.”38  
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A capacity and competencies assessment of the refugees’ existing skills, preferences, and knowledge 
ensures that programs reinforce or build existing skills and knowledge, and take refugees’ preferences 
and understanding of what is possible for them into account. Implementing organizations often focus on 
immediate needs, and thus ignore the existing capacity and skills among refugee populations. In the 
absence of a population capacity assessment, programming is designed without these considerations. 
Populations fleeing from regions with agriculture-based economies will often have strong capacity in the 
agriculture sector, but livelihoods programming in host camps where they settle may focus solely on 
computer skills training or other vocational skills trainings. Although building these kinds of skills is 
useful, human capacity is wasted when existing skills and expertise are not considered in program 
development. 
 
Capacity and competencies assessments are best done using profiling or other participatory 
methodologies, i.e. those which include the perspectives of host communities and refugees.  
Interventions that take existing skills and capacity into account can reduce financial cost and ensure that 
skills or knowledge is not lost during protracted displacement. Involving participants can also increase 
buy-in.39,40  
 
A gender analysis can identify needs, improve gender awareness and promote participation. The 
gendered context of refugee camps is well known and there is wide reference in the literature to the 
value of prioritizing gender considerations throughout the programming cycle. Absent this, 
programming could risk inflicting harm on an already vulnerable population—for instance, excluding 
men from programming may generate resentment, which could, though does not necessarily, result in 
retaliation again women.41 Likewise, programs must understand women’s responsibilities as caretakers 
so as to avoid overly burdening them—women who often bear much of the responsibility for domestic 
work, may prefer for men to participate because men may have more time to do so.42 In some settings, 
targeting women may be more productive, however, “even where women may offer the most promising 
opportunities for success, men should not be excluded.”43 More evidence of how gender dynamics 
between men and women in different circumstances is necessary to better understand likelihood of 
participation in activities focused on one sex or on both.  
 
A contextual analysis, i.e. the “needs, priorities, resources, conflict dynamics, vulnerabilities and 
socioeconomics of a particular community or target group” allows the implementing partner to tailor an 
intervention for the population so as to promote sensitivity to culture and values and encourage 
participation and community ownership of a program.44 Understanding the host government official 
policies and general regard to target populations is important, as some host governments believe 
refugees can contribute to the development of their host communities.”45 
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In active and post-conflict situations conducting a conflict analysis can help mitigate the exacerbation of 
conflict drivers and “gauge the stability of the setting for livelihood interventions.”46 As with market 
assessments, various conflict assessment tools have been developed for this purpose. For refugee 
livelihoods programming, it is important to understand the history and dynamics of the conflict and the 
security environment, both of which can influence the program’s success. Conducting a rolling analysis 
can help programs respond quickly and appropriately.   
 
Generally speaking, for refugee situations, it is important to have answers to the following questions:  
 

“What priority goods and services are available? Which goods are 
bought most often? How has conflict affected the availability and the 
purchase of these goods? Where do people buy goods? How many 
buyers are there in a market compared to sellers? Are wholesalers and 
traders able to respond to an increase in demand for their goods? What 
are the government policies and restrictions that affect the market 
economy? What is the rate of inflation?”47 

 
Implementers may not have to conduct their own assessments if recent and reliable secondary data is 
available. Market assessments can serve as baseline data for prices of goods and services, income 
sources, and business assets, and can indicate cash transfers, vocational training, microfinance or other 
programming is appropriate. Market assessments can also help determine the kind of programming that 
is most appropriate for a given situation, e.g. cash transfers, vocational training, microfinance, and 
others. A wide variety of market assessment tools and frameworks exist and can be adapted to be more 
or less resource intensive depending on the programs’ budgets and needs.  

Assessment in Program Documents  
 
Burundi 
The program documents from each of the six organizations reviewed reference various forms of 
assessments, formal and informal.  
 
In Burundi, each of the implementers conducted some form of contextual assessment, though no robust 
examples were evident in the program documents. CORD noted that staff visited the Rutana province 
each year to conduct informal needs assessments in collaboration with UNHCR, the results of which 
focused mainly on food security and shelter provision. WR documents reference conducting a needs 
assessment, though there was no indication of the subject or findings of this exercise. FH did not 
conduct a market assessment or a capacities assessment; however, they also undertook a needs 
assessment, which appears to have been comprehensive and participatory. Livelihoods assistance (seed 
distribution, livestock provision, and farmer training) sought to promote food security by promoting 
agricultural self-reliance. The program documents state, “The project involved the community from the 
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beginning and included various areas of intervention, including food security, education, livelihoods and 
WASH. This has been effective in that visible change could be observed.”48  
 
There was no evidence in the program documents that any of these assessment findings were used to 
inform programmatic design or management decisions.  
 
Ethiopia 
There were several markets/livelihoods assessments conducted in the Ethiopian camps either by the 
programs themselves, or in conjunction with UNHCR.49 Among the available assessment reports, each 
identified existing skills and assets in the camps as well as the communities’ self-proclaimed needs and 
desires and made recommendations for adjusting program activities to align them more closely to these 
realities. The assessments noted the differences in these findings by sex.  
 
JRS designed their intervention based on a UNHCR needs assessment that showed many refugees 
suffering from depression, substance abuse, feelings of boredom and worthlessness, and a lack of 
alternative recreational opportunities to alcohol consumption. JRS therefore focused their intervention 
on community engagement and youth involvement in social programs. The program documents suggest 
that the intervention had a positive effect on refugee morale, but little is documented about the 
refugees’ ability to become more self-reliant. It is possible that the low self-worth mentioned in the 
needs assessment stemmed from the refugees’ inability to provide for themselves being forced to rely 
on external assistance to meet their most basic human needs. Income-generating livelihoods activities 
may have proven more effective than additional recreational opportunities, both in improving refugees’ 
self-reliance and in fulfilling JRS’ mission of ensuring that all refugees can “live a decent and dignified life 
in the camp.”50 This is corroborated by their report that refugees were uninterested in cultural activities, 
and longed to learn income-generating skills.  
 
JRS referenced gender broadly in programming, stating that the culture and humanities programs 
provide an opportunity for “both male and female camp population to jointly maintain their positive 
cultural identity,”35 but make no mention of their livelihoods programming.  
 
IRC conducted a limited participatory needs assessment around September each year, to identify new 
and recurring needs. These assessments showed need for assistance in the health, sanitation, and 
education sectors, which IRC considered when designing their interventions. IRC’s needs assessments 
consistently discussed gender and vulnerabilities. For example, in FY 2010, the program assessed 
“women’s marginal access to services and traditional dependency on male family members [as] 
exacerbated by a skewed population dynamic.”51 In FY 2011, the needs assessment included in its 
results a “lack of women- and girl-focused services,” “sexual harassment against women and girls,” 
“stigmatization of survivors of sexual assault,” and a “lack of secure housing (many women living alone 
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in basic plastic tents.)”52 In FY 2013, the needs assessment results included the observation of the 
ongoing consequences that “continued physical and emotional abuse against women and girls as well as 
other acts of GBV” have on these women. 53 
 
NRC conducted at least four market and baseline assessments that examined market demands and 
existing skillsets and informed their programming in Assosa, Tigray, and Dollo Ado.  A 2014 assessment 
in Assosa revealed that the market was already saturated with agricultural commodities, clothing shops, 
and food and grocery shops and hence, NRC should not support any businesses of buying and selling 
such commodities.”54 NRC’s programs involved camp management, and many activities addressed 
immediate needs, such as shelter construction and WASH. However, the market assessments point to a 
longer-term vision of refugee self-reliance. Indeed, “self-reliance and livelihoods improved” is an 
objective of their 2014 program in Assosa.55 NRC also sought to promote youth education to build self-
reliance, and to build relationships with the host communities.  
 
NRC implemented several programs that also took the vulnerability of women into account. During FY 
2014, the Assosa program showed contextual understanding that girls and women desperate for 
livelihoods might turn to prostitution.56 In FY 2013 in Dollo Ado, the program documents reference low 
female student retention due to early marriage and household responsibilities.57 

 

Characteristics of Livelihoods Programs  
 
Several issues arise in the design of livelihood programs, and here we address the length of programs 
and whether there should be conditionality, the difficulty of appropriately and accurately targeting the 
most vulnerable, whether there is too much focus on basic needs, and the lack of exit strategies or 
transition plans.  However, in most cases, there is insufficient evidence to definitively state whether 
commonly held views regarding these subjects are truly “best practices” or “recurring mistakes.”  

Length and Conditionality 
 
Two issues arising in the literature concern the length of livelihood interventions or programs, and 
whether they should be conditional or not. UNHCR and others make assertions and claims about what 
should happen, however there is little evidence on which to base or define best practice. In its 
Operational Guidance in urban areas, UNHCR’s view is that self-reliance is promoted when “Cash / food 
/ rental assistance delivered through humanitarian agencies [is] short-term and conditional and 
gradually lead to self-reliance activities as part of longer-term development.”58 Ideally, activities such as 
advocacy and social protection remain constant throughout the program, while interventions such as 
cash transfers, grant assistance, and microfinance schemes gradually diminish over time.59 In the short-
term, capacity building activities and cash transfers to cover immediate needs can be employed to reach 
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the most vulnerable population. However, the paucity of evaluations of livelihood programs in refugee 
camps means there is no solid evidence as to whether self-reliance is boosted when assistance is short 
term and conditional.  

Length and Conditionality in Program Documents  
 
Burundi  
The program documents suggest that one implementer, WR, designed livelihoods assistance to be short 
term and conditional. WR provided families chickens, with the understanding that they would not 
receive an indefinite supply. Rather than killing chickens immediately for food or sale, beneficiaries were 
encouraged to harvest eggs so that the intervention would remain sustainable. Additionally, a transition 
from giving chickens to individual families, to giving chickens to community associations sought to 
ensure that the beneficiary population would later collaborate to maintain the benefits of the 
assistance. It is unclear from the documents if this has ultimately been successful.  
 
Ethiopia 
There is little mention of the short term or conditional assistance among the programs in Ethiopia. NRC, 
which provided the most in-kind assistance to participants lists “# of [people of concern] receiving 
conditional grants for business start up” as a performance indicator for its programs in Dollo Ado and 
Assosa, though the documents offer no additional details on these grants.  

Targeting Gender, Diversity, and Vulnerability 
 
One dilemma facing livelihoods programs is whether to target particular groups and who they should be.  
It is standard practice to emphasize vulnerable groups (assumed to be women headed households, 
youth, and the elderly) with distribution of humanitarian assistance. Livelihoods programs often target 
vulnerable groups so as to empower them with income generation capabilities. However, there are 
many problems with this approach. First, defining vulnerable groups by category can create incentives to 
cheat (households claiming to be female headed, etc.), and can miss others who are more vulnerable 
(teenage boys at risk for forced recruitment into gangs or militia). One argument is that livelihoods 
assistance is more effective when it targets economically active individuals, rather than the most 
vulnerable populations. Giving assistance in the form of small business grants or access to work permits 
to economically active individuals, will have knock-on effects, such as enabling them to assist or even 
employ more vulnerable people. Again, the absence of evaluations means we have no evidence that 
targeting livelihood assistance to some groups is more effective.  
 
If not done thoughtfully, targeted interventions can create resentment and even put individuals at 
risk.60, 61 Gender assessments help implementing partners understand these dynamics and design 
programs accordingly. For example, women’s heavy domestic burdens, including child care, affects their 
participation in livelihoods programs—limitations which gender assessments can help uncover. Child 
care support can be a powerful enabler of women’s participation, and offers work opportunities for the 
elderly and disabled who can provide childcare.62,63 Additionally, the location of program activities may 
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limit participation if it is unsafe for women to travel to and from the areas where the activities take 
place.64 Another factor that may preclude women, the elderly, and the disabled from participating is the 
nature of the livelihood activities. Those requiring strenuous physical activity (i.e. construction or 
activities involving heavy equipment) may not be suitable for them.65 However, examples of thoughtful 
integration in such programs for people with particular needs were evident in the larger literature 
review. One livelihoods program that worked with farmers in Angola, for instance, employed women-
only meetings, focused on women’s leadership, organized seed banks and savings groups for women, 
and thereby successfully increased the role of women in the production and marketing of agricultural 
livelihoods products.66  

Targeting Gender, Diversity, and Vulnerability in Program Documents  
 
Burundi 
As mentioned above, programs in Burundi used participatory mechanisms to ensure participation of 
vulnerable community members. Programs used additional measures to include women generally. For 
example, CORD established an annual quota of two women per water committee in their WASH 
programming.67 In 2009, WR mandated women’s participation in all five-person local committees that 
determined the targeting of livelihoods activities.68 A similar quota continued for the subsequent two 
years in WR programming for the shelter-building component, but not for the livelihoods components. 
FH progressively increased gender integration between 2009 and 2011. In 2009, FH used an eligibility 
preference to include woman-headed households among other vulnerable groups such as recent 
returnees.69 FH set a target for 60% women’s participation in the agricultural livelihoods activities of 
growing vegetable gardens and participating in association leadership: these indicators were exceeded 
in the initial year.70 Monitoring indicators were disaggregated by sex, tracking women’s participation in 
the livelihoods programming: “more than 85% of the selected associations’ cashiers are women and 
55% hold leadership responsibilities in the associations.”71 
 
Ethiopia 
In Ethiopia NGO partners also targeted women in addition to other vulnerable groups. For example, IRC 
provided training and capacity-building to service providers—in FY 2012, the SGBV program was 
specifically targeted to include women of reproductive age and SGBV survivors.72 IRC reported 
“mobiliz[ing] refugee men and women to take action to improve the status of women and girls.”33  

 
For JRS’s PRM-funded programming, all three program years included participant data disaggregated by 
age and sex. JRS noted men and women’s participation in livelihoods-related activities, along with the 
factors and consequences of that participation. In FY 2011, there was low female participation in 
counseling trainings due to “cultural barriers and cultural taboos that still discourage many women from 
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engaging in public participation.”73 However women’s participation in sport trainings was high. JRS 
reported a positive impact on men by providing them with a “viable alternative to drinking 
establishments and adult movie halls.”74  
 
NRC projects in some cases carried out campaigns to identify vulnerable members of the refugee and 
host communities for participation in livelihoods activities. In addition, they conducted women-specific 
outreach to boost female participation in certain activities. As one example, they engaged the Women’s 
Association to assist with recruitment for a mud plastering training.75 Some NRC programs responded to 
the inequalities regarding the gender context by targeting different sub-groups of women. For example, 
the FY 2012 Shire program, for which the majority of shelter project beneficiaries were women including 
girls, pregnant mothers, and female-headed households.76 Other projects attempted equitable sex 
distributions between males and females in their activities, either aiming for half participation per sex or 
by favoring women: in both Assosa and Shire, both held the aim of boosting women’s participation, but 
did not fully reach their targets due to the skewed demographics of predominantly male refugees in the 
camps.77, 78 

Prolonged Focus on Basic Needs and Lack of Exit Strategies or Transition Plans  
 
Humanitarian assistance in camps tends to emphasize refugees’ basic needs, often resulting in a lack of 
diversity in programming. Multiple organizations or donors provide services without properly identifying 
unmet needs or gaps, and they neglect opportunities to support livelihoods by providing employment.79 
Creative approaches to programming include incorporation of livelihoods into different sectors (such as 
WASH, education, health, nutrition, sport) and even reduce funding in these sectors to support 
livelihoods. Optimally, programs should find ways to address the long-term desiderata of capacity 
development and self-reliance while concurrently addressing immediate needs.80 Livelihood programs 
that promote growing of food, skills development and business development can potentially do this. 
 
A common feature in livelihoods programming is a lack of a feasible and timely exit strategy. 
Implementers seem to lose sight of their objective to no longer be necessary.81 With the goal of 
promoting refugee self-reliance, programs tend to broaden their scope rather than focus on sustainable 
and durable solutions. For example, in November 2000, Cairo was chosen as a case study for UNHCR’s 
1997 policy on refugees in urban areas. However, rather than developing programs that phased out and 
decreased dependence on external assistance, the program in Cairo became “an open-ended care and 
maintenance operation.”82 A transition from “care and maintenance” to education and training would 
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have increased the refugees’ self-reliance. Programs that lack a clear exit strategy cannot be sustainable 
for the implementers, the beneficiaries, or PRM.  

Focus on Basic Needs and Lack of Exit Strategies in Program Documents  
 
Burundi 
Most of the Burundi programming was oriented towards preparing refugee returnees and host 
communities for life beyond the interventions. The FH documents describe several livelihoods programs 
in Burundi that aimed to cultivate returnee self-reliance rather than a prolonged focus on immediate 
needs. The program articulated an exit strategy, wherein FH will connect the beneficiary farmers to a 
Provincial Agricultural Service if they require further assistance after FH has transitioned off the 
program. Similarly, WR’s program documents describe several livelihoods activities that promote 
returnee self-reliance. WR did not focus exclusively on immediate needs, the program built on 
community capacity and defined an exit strategy. WR made their assistance short-term and conditional. 
Families were given chickens, with the understanding that they would not receive an indefinite supply. 
Beneficiaries were encouraged to harvest eggs so that the intervention would remain sustainable.  
 
However, CORD’s program documents describe health and sanitation activities, indicating a focus on 
basic needs with few livelihoods activities and no ostensible route to promoting self-reliance. Rather, 
CORD improved infrastructure, access to clean water, and sanitation facilities. By 2011, the third year of 
the Burundi program, there was no evidence of capacity building programs for more long term needs. 
However, CORD did reference a planned exit strategy to pass ownership of program activities to the 
community after training to improve food security. 
  
Ethiopia 
The programs in Ethiopia were more focused on addressing immediate needs and documents scarcely 
mentioned transition plans. IRC’s few livelihoods programs in My’Ayni and Shimelba camps from 2010-
2013 are examples of a prolonged focus on immediate needs. Latrines were built without transitioning 
ownership of these activities to the local population, thereby prolonging dependence on IRC assistance. 
Although IRC trained refugees through on-the-job coaching to construct latrines in the camps, IRC 
continued to build additional latrines without transitioning the construction function to the trained 
refugees. JRS and NRC’s programs had significant components focused on immediate needs. None of the 
documents reviewed revealed exit strategies or transition plans. Rather, IRC and JRS documents cite 
ongoing need for external assistance in the camps due to the limited availability of income-generating 
activities. However, though NRC’s documentation did not suggest a specific exit plan, activities did 
appear to be more oriented towards long-term needs given the emphasis on livelihoods, particularly in 
Dollo Ado and Assosa.  

Promoting Flexibility and Adaptability  
 
Markets and socioeconomic conditions change over time, and programs should be able to adapt to 
changes.  
 
One trend in livelihoods programming is the use of cash grants or transfers, which are considered 
“dignified and flexible,” insofar as they can be used for various purposes as recipients’ needs change 
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(vouchers tend to restrict the types of goods that recipients can purchase)83. A cash program for Syrian 
refugees in Lebanon by IRC, although not in camps, was one of the few such programs that has been 
properly evaluated by an external consultant, using rigorous methods.84 However, there might be times 
when it advisable to switch to in-kind donations, for instance, “if local prices rise more rapidly than 
regional or international prices, or if there are large exchange rate fluctuations.”85 The literature advises 
regular monitoring of markets.  
 
Strong M&E systems allow “livelihood programs to remain responsive and flexible to changes and 
provide space for redesign.86” Flexibility and adaptation in programing can yield results when warranted 
and permitted through arrangements with the donors. However implementing partners face constraints 
in changing budget lines that allow inter-changes between issuing grants, loans, and other mechanisms 
as deemed appropriate by the project.87 Implementers are reluctant to change their approach 
midstream if they will be held to the outcomes and targets laid out in their logical frameworks or M&E 
plans, and this can stifle innovation and adaptation. It may be effective and appropriate for donors to 
allow change within a program, as long as goals stay the same.88 However PRM is, like other donors, 
constrained by federal regulations and funding requirements, and is often unable to be flexible or to 
adapt to changing markets and environments. Donors prefer livelihoods programs that can adapt to 
changing markets without having to continuously overhaul their activities and indicators.89 
 
Much of the literature lamented the constraints of short and inflexible programming imposed by donor 
agencies. Short timelines limit the types of programs and activities and often result in sacrificing 
activities that take resources from more “urgent” and “life-saving” needs. Similarly, there is a bias 
towards programs that reach the maximum number of beneficiaries possible, rather than programs that 
target a limited number of participants, as noted previously.90 The tendency to focus on basic needs 
reduces opportunities to follow-up with program participants and shore up gaps in capacity or other 
resources that increase the likelihood of sustainable results. Conducting one-off activities with limited 
time and resources can do more harm than good if they raise participants’ expectations about 
outcomes.91 However, according to PRM, its “partners have a multi-year option for their proposals.  But 
often proposals are not strategic with each year building off the previous…nor are such multi-year 
options often utilized yet.”  
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Flexibility and Adaptability in Program Documents  
 
Burundi 
The document review did not yield any particular examples of adaptation in the Burundi programs. This 
could serve as an area to explore further in the evaluation fieldwork.   
 
Ethiopia 
In general, there was little evidence of adaptation in the programs reviewed. In Ethiopia, some programs 
reported adjustments to WASH and infrastructure components of their programming based on changing 
volumes of refugees entering the camps and weather-related conditions. In response to a large influx of 
unaccompanied minors in 2011, IRC developed a school feeding program. In its final report that year, 
JRS noted, “The increase in the number of unaccompanied minors in our program…exceeds the original 
planning figures. If alternative funds can be secured, there will be a change in the project design. Since 
the conception of the project, there has not been a significant change to the program design or 
operation.”  As JRS suggests, major contextual changes were usually not addressed until the following 
years of funding. 
  
Most often, programs either scaled back or scaled up livelihoods activities based on participant 
demands. For example, IRC originally intended to target the Kunama population for hand-knitting 
training in the Shimelba camp, but decided to cease the activities upon learning that they were 
uninterested in the program. When demand for NRC’s YEP program grew, the program expanded in 
2013. For both IRC and NRC programs it was unclear from the documentation how the demand was 
assessed, but it did not appear to be based on any formal assessment. There was one documented case 
of adapting programs based on market assessment: Based on a market assessment done the previous 
year, IRC reported that graduates of their vocational training in plumbing, tailoring, and carpentry “had 
limited economic success and that course offerings were not in line with labor market demands” and 
therefore partnered with another program to provide entrepreneurship skills, such as customer service, 
profit-loss, calculation, and other business-related items, as well as “life skills,” such as goal-setting and 
problem solving; in addition, IRC provided “start-up kits” for graduates who developed promising 
business plans. However, this example was an anomaly.  
 

Addressing Legal and Non-legal Barriers  
 
The wider legal, institutional, and socioeconomic context of a country can constrain the programs’ 
ability to assist refugees in the pursuit of livelihoods. This context includes legal and non-legal barriers to 
refugees’ ability to work.   
 
Many host governments, including those party to the international refugee conventions, restrict the 
movement of refugees within their countries and ban them from working in the formal sector or 
accessing land – but on the latter, there are some exceptions, such as Uganda, Ethiopia, and Tanzania. 
Other host governments differentiate between refugees with specific skills sets, and grant permits based 
on local needs. They may have policies which make it illegal for refugees to work, own property, or own 
businesses without work permits or other forms of personal documentation such as a passport, birth 
certificate, or UN laissez-passer. These practices limit refugees’ ability to support themselves, or to 
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contribute positively to the local economy.92 Although many host governments have characterized 
refugees as a burden on economies, a growing body of evidence challenges this notion and instead 
demonstrates that they make positive contributions to local economies.93 Though empirical evidence on 
this subject is relatively scare, a recent study finds that refugees contribute to comes in myriad ways, 
including buying and selling goods and services; providing human capital; and in some cases, generating 
employment.94 Furthermore, even in the wake of a humanitarian crisis, host community economies may 
benefit from the arrival of international NGOs and other actors whose staff and partners who join 
markets as additional consumers, which has been recently observed in Turkish border areas affected by 
the current crisis in Syria.   
 
Legal barriers concern the host government’s willingness not only to allow refugees to work,95 but also 
to facilitate the process of applying for and obtaining work permits.  
 
Negotiating with host governments to grant work permits to refugees and providing legal and financial 
assistance in support of refugees’ applications for work permits are important roles for implementing 
partners focusing on livelihoods programming. UNHCR and its partners can advocate for the right of 
refugees (both in and outside of camps) to work; however, best practices on this subject are not well-
documented.96  
 
Advocacy can occur “on a case by case basis by securing licenses for micro-credit schemes as well as 
targeted attempts to secure work permits for a selected number of beneficiaries.” However, this tactic is 
most successful when employed on a large scale. A blanket issuing of work permits is optimal, but the 
targeted approach can be a step in the right direction. For example, in October 2013, the Transitional 
Solutions Initiative (a collaboration between UNHCR and the World Bank), Sudan’s Commission for 
Refugees signed an agreement to issue work permits to 30,000 Eritrean refugees in Kassala State, 
eastern Sudan.97 UNHCR then worked with the Sudanese Labor Office to inform refugees about their 
rights to prevent exploitation by their employers. The Labor Office “streamlined procedures for issuing 
work permits to refugees and enhanced its ability to gather information about the labour market.”98    
 
Assistance by UNHCR and implementing partners can assist refugees to obtain work permits. Such 
assistance may take the form of: 

 Providing information about the work permit application process;  

 Helping refugees meet the requirements for a work permit, including legal help; and 

 Providing financial support such as cash assistance during the period of waiting for a work 
permit and securing employment. Cash support enables refugees to meet basic needs and 
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maintain existing skills that may be marketable to future employers. Candidates can be selected 
from a target population based on their existing skillset and their opportunity for employment in 
the formal sector. 

 
Non-legal barriers include remoteness of refugee settlements, restrictions imposed by local authorities, 
language differences, lack of skills, lack of tools or start-up capital, and xenophobia towards refugees.99  
 
Access to employment is often hindered by discrimination by employers and harassment by police or 
immigration authorities. These problems and how to overcome then are quite well-documented in 
urban settings, but much less is available when it comes to camp settings. 100 Lack of documentation 
means refugees frequently face employers and landlords who make it difficult to find employment or 
housing. Even in settings where refugees are legally allowed to seek employment, discrimination by the 
host population is a frequent problem and refugees may be effectively be excluded from prestigious or 
high paying professions such as medicine or law, relegated instead to unskilled work. 
 
Additionally, refugees often experience discrimination or harassment by local law enforcement and 
immigration authorities, which hinders their ability to seek employment opportunities. Refugees must 
often pay bribes to immigration authorities and police at roadblocks or checkpoints. This adds to the 
financial burden on refugees, and perpetuates corruption in law enforcement systems. Landlords and 
other vendors may take advantage of refugees by requiring higher rents or additional fees. In 
circumstances where it is already difficult to find decent employment, this discrimination can add to 
their financial troubles.  
 
Livelihoods interventions that target refugees can generate resentment, which can be mitigated by 
including the host community in programming. Programming that involves both refugees and host 
community offers three advantages:  

 Host governments are more likely to look favorably on such programs; 

 Bringing nationals and non-nationals together increases opportunities for networking and 
developing mutual understanding between groups; and  

 “Joint programming can reduce antagonism and resentment on the part of the host 
community”.101 Programs that address the needs of refugees and host communities are more 
likely to generate buy-in.102   

 
Burundi 
As citizens, repatriated refugees in Burundi are able to seek employment with no legal restrictions. 
However, returnees frequently face the issue of loss of former assets and property. To resolve this, 
many refugee returnees in Burundi received a small plot of land, usually no greater than half a hectare, 
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from the GoB upon returning103. For FH’s agriculture program, one of the eligibility criteria was 
“households who have received a plot of land from the GoB and have an able-bodied household 
member with the physical strength required for the agricultural activities.” Households who did not 
receive land from the GoB or who lacked an able-bodied household member were excluded from 
participation in the agriculture program. Discrimination towards refugee returnees was not mentioned 
in the program documents, though it but may exist. 
 
Ethiopia  
The IRC and NRC program documents refer only to livelihoods and development programs within camp 
settings, with no direct mention of refugees’ ability to work legally. However, some Eritrean refugees, 
particularly those in My’Ayni camp were departing the camps in search of employment opportunities. 
JRS reported  
 

“High secondary movement and population smuggling to other 
countries from the camp. The slow resettlement process discourages 
refugees from remaining in the camp. While resettlement is a solution, it 
is an extremely slow process and many …young people become 
extremely frustrated by their socioeconomic situation.”104 

 
It is unclear from the program documents whether this movement is legal or encouraged.  
 
NRC reported host community members participating in the YEP program in Dollo Ado, and several 
hundred host community members joined the gardening projects in Assosa. These measures 
contributed to promoting co-existence between refugees and host communities. The NRC project in 
Gambella also tried to include local Ethiopians but the host population reportedly opted to work in the 
nearby gold-mining sector, which was more profitable.105    

 

Monitoring & Evaluation, and Reporting  
 
In addition to conducting a full set of assessments and contextual analyses prior to program design, as 
discussed above, monitoring and mid-term assessment enables programs to be responsive. Mid-term 
assessments of changing conditions and market fluctuations—likely events in uncertain environments—
can indicate the need for mid-course adjustments.  
 
The guidance on livelihoods programming indicates that performance monitoring in humanitarian 
settings should track processes, efficiency, and effectiveness in order to help donors and implementers 
understand if and how programs are functioning as intended. This information should indicate which 
program components are performing well and could be scaled up, or where mid-course corrections for 
non-performing program components should be made. For example, one project that promoted 
women’s and girl’s livelihoods in Zambia used methods for monitoring to maximize learning and refine 
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programming. The methods included value chains and girls’ situational analysis; baseline and endline 
surveys; ongoing focus group interviews; and other participatory methods.106 This robust feedback loop 
helped the implementing organization understand that beneficiaries needed supplemental training and 
developed an unplanned, yet ultimately successful mentorship program accordingly.107 Participatory 
methods for M&E can increase stakeholder buy-in and generate the most useful data possible.  
 
Methodologies for collecting monitoring data include the WRC’s “Building Livelihoods” manual, the SEEP 
guide of Minimum Economic Recovery Standards, Oxfam’s Cash Transfers in Emergencies, the ILO’s Local 
Economic Recovery in Post-Conflict. Livelihoods indicators to be tracked include changes in income, 
market access, employment, etc.  PRM and OFDA are developing standardized sets of indicators for use 
in their livelihoods programming.108  
 
Monitoring data provides an important input for evaluation. Like monitoring, evaluation serves an 
important role for both learning and accountability, so that future programs can leverage lessons 
learned and maximize their efficiency and effectiveness. This is important for all stakeholders, “a culture 
and system of learning and knowledge sharing, within and among all organizations engaged in the 
response, is also critically important.”109 
 
There is widespread agreement that assessments and M&E are cornerstones of effective programming, 
and humanitarian and development programs develop M&E plans, if only to meet donor requirements. 
However, the purpose of collecting and analyzing performance data is sometimes lost. Many programs 
state intentions to carry out M&E in proposals and reports, but then fail to use the monitoring data 
generated and the resources used to collect the information are wasted. One report spoke of “the 
general weaknesses of the international humanitarian system in evaluating impact and considering 
whether alternative interventions could have been more effective.”110  
  
Ethiopia and Burundi 
Each of the projects PRM funded included M&E plans in their proposals as PRM requires. However, the 
rigor of the M&E systems varied by organization. In Ethiopia, the only use of rolling assessments 
reported was from NRC’s 2013 Assosa program.111 Through several needs assessments over the year, 
NRC determined that it overestimated the needs in the camps, though the documentation does not 
indicate if or how this influenced their programming.112 IRC’s proposals referenced the organization’s 
commitment to ongoing monitoring in the various camps including visits with feedback sessions, focus 
group discussions, general observation, and mid- and/or post-project evaluations to be reviewed by 
staff at the field and country levels. IRC also laid out a learning agenda to “identify priority learning 
topics across all sectors” for periodic review to guide programming and disseminate knowledge for 
future programs.113 There was evidence in the reporting that IRC used routine monitoring data to make 
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simple adjustments in its programming, though no examples specific to the livelihoods components 
were observed, there did appear to be a general commitment to use of M&E data for problem 
identification and analysis.  
 
Robust M&E systems were not evident in program proposals or final reports in the other Ethiopian or 
the Burundian programs. JRS, NRC, CORD, FH, and WR all mentioned that monitoring data and visits 
would help ensure their programs were on track and included general information about how the 
information would be used, i.e. to identify lessons learned and unintended consequences. However, 
there did not appear to be any systematic use of the data. 
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CONCLUSIONS & RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
The following conclusions are drawn from the review of program documents for PRM-supported 
activities in Burundi and Ethiopia, as well as from literature reviewed. Based on these conclusions, we 
provide recommendations for PRM, NGO partners, and other stakeholders to encourage   
 
Types of Assistance 
Though none of the programs were exclusively focused on promoting livelihoods, NGOs conducted 
different types of livelihoods activities with varying degrees of emphasis within the larger programs. 
Most were in the form of capacity building or in-kind donations. Several of the activities described by 
NGOs as relating to livelihoods did not appear to have direct connections to earning a living. Though 
knowledge of and experience with such programming varied greatly among NGOs, this suggests 
confusion among certain grantees regarding both the definition of “livelihoods” and how to enable 
refugees to build them.  
 

 PRM should establish a working definition of livelihoods and communicate it among NGO 
partners to ensure mutual understanding of what does or does not constitute a livelihoods 
activity. PRM should continue to encourage grant seekers and grantees to draw on existing 
guidance about conducting refugee livelihoods programming. However, PRM should not be 
overly prescriptive about the types of activities that occur within larger programs. Instead, 
grantees should continue to seek out emerging evidence about various types of activities and 
their suitability for different contexts, as the appropriateness of activities depends on a host of 
factors that can be determined through myriad assessments.  

 
Recipients of Assistance 
The primary difference between the types of targeted participants was the emphasis on returned 
refugees in Burundi rather than refugees from several neighboring countries in Ethiopia. Another 
difference observed in the documents reviewed was the manner in which programs recruited 
participants, which appears to have been more participatory in Burundi, whereas the activity types 
determined the composition of participants in Ethiopia. Nevertheless, there were significant similarities 
in the types of recipients of assistance despite the considerably different contexts. Most programs 
exhibited a preference or concerted effort to include the most vulnerable community members such as 
single women-headed households and the elderly, though few projects articulated vulnerability criteria.  
In most cases, programs sought to include host community members in activities to mitigate resentment 
and/or stimulate integration.  
 

 In keeping with best practice, PRM should continue to require grantees to involve host 
communities in program activities. Where possible, programs should avoid creation of parallel 
systems that prioritize refugee needs and instead avoid designation of refugee-specific services. 
Equal access to and use of such services may not be likely or possible in remote areas, though it 
should be sought. PRM should also encourage grantees to reflect critically on the traditional 
assumptions of who constitutes the most vulnerable in a particular setting and most 
importantly, how to ensure that proper mechanisms are in place to facilitate participation of 
vulnerable people, e.g. provision of childcare.  

 
Use of Assessments  
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Various assessments can serve as important livelihoods diagnostic tools and should guide the design of 
interventions. Implementing organizations reviewed in this study do not uniformly engage in 
recommended assessment processes. Programs in Ethiopia which undertook assessments appeared to 
be considerably stronger that those conducted in Burundi, but market assessments were a weakness 
across nearly all organizations. In Burundi, all three implementing partners referenced informal or 
formal needs assessments for their programs. However, no partner conducted market assessments and 
only one conducted gender, capacity, and vulnerability assessments. The use of assessments was more 
pronounced in Ethiopia, with all three partners conducting participatory needs assessments. In 
assessments, information was often solicited regarding preferences, capabilities, and vulnerabilities. All 
three programs provided information about gender specific needs and barriers. Only one partner 
conducted a market assessment.  
 

 We recommend that all livelihood programs be preceded by a full set of assessments and 
analyses, including: 
o A market assessment that ensures livelihoods programs and interventions are grounded in 

market realities, and can identify market niches and service sectors that could suggest 
livelihoods programs or employment opportunities. As markets fluctuate regularly, it is 
advisable to conduct multiple assessments throughout the life of the project. 

o A capacity and competencies assessment of refugees’ existing skills, preferences and 
knowledge that will inform program design. Such an assessment should identify the relative 
vulnerabilities and assets of men and women, as well as the young and elderly, and other 
potentially vulnerable groups. It is critical that refugees be viewed as individuals with assets 
and skills rather than individuals who are continuously in need. 

o A vulnerability analysis that will identify groups with specific forms of vulnerability. This 
should include a comprehensive gender analysis that focuses on both men and women of 
different age groups. It is important that livelihoods programs reflect information gathered 
from the gender assessment, and shy away from simply creating special programs for 
women.  Assessments should include a clear definition of vulnerability and an explanation of 
the ways in which identified groups are vulnerable.  

o A contextual analysis to provide information about the needs, priorities, resources, conflict 
dynamics, and socioeconomic profiles of refugee and host populations. In active and post-
conflict situations a conflict analysis can identify conflict drivers and gauge the stability of 
the setting for livelihood interventions. 

 PRM should ensure that such assessments are comprehensive in design and use participatory 
methods as much as possible. Assessment can help promote sensitivity to culture and values, 
and encourage participation in, and community ownership over programs. Implementers may 
not have to conduct their own assessments if recent and reliable secondary data is available. 
PRM should promote coordination and information sharing between implementing partners 
whenever possible.   

 
Characteristics of Livelihoods Programs  
As noted above, there is a dearth of sound evidence to corroborate several of the predominant views 
regarding the ideal characteristics of refugee livelihoods programming, including those espoused by 
certain UNHCR guidance documents. This is particularly true for camp-based settings, which are 
contextually very different than the more researched urban settings. As such, it can be problematic to 
identify some characteristics as “best practices” and others as “recurring mistakes.”  
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Length and Conditionality  
 
In general, most of the PRM-funded programs reviewed did not appear to be deliberately short term or 
provide assistance on a conditional basis. The paucity of evaluations of livelihood programs in refugee 
camps and for returnees means we have little solid evidence on which to base recommendations. There 
is little established “best practice”, although many assertions are made about what boosts self-reliance. 
One is that self-reliance is supported when assistance is short term and conditional.  
 

 Without demonstrated evidence of this claim, we are unable to recommend short-term and 
conditional assistance for work with returnees or camp-based refugees.  

 
Targeting the Vulnerable 
 
Most programs surveyed made concerted efforts to involve the vulnerable in livelihoods or other 
activities. Although evidence is lacking, it may be the case that livelihoods assistance is more effective 
and has wider reach when it targets economically active individuals, rather than the most vulnerable 
populations. Assistance in the form of small business grants or access to work permits to economically 
active individuals, might enable them to assist or even employ more vulnerable people. Evidence in the 
form of evaluations or other research could provide a basis on which to decide whether targeting 
livelihood assistance to non-vulnerable groups is more effective. 
 

 We recommend adopting a more carefully considered approach to the usual targeting of 
vulnerable populations for livelihood programs. However, PRM should encourage future grant 
applicants to explore factors of vulnerability in assessment activities, and also document the 
intended and unintended consequences of involving the vulnerable in livelihoods programs as 
part of routine reporting.   

 
Targeting Gender and Diversity 
 
All of the program documents reviewed revealed a minimum understanding of the need for including 
women and disaggregating data by sex where applicable. However, this does not necessarily indicate 
that NGO partners are maximizing the benefits of these PRM requirements. Successful integration of 
gender and other diversity markers is not merely a question of adding women to activities, but ensuring 
that they benefit as their male counterparts and in some cases, being to transform gender and cultural 
norms. Although one example of male engagement in gender issues emerged from the documentation, 
this appeared to be a unique circumstance; however, given the rigidity of gender and cultural norms in 
some of the particular locations examined, expectations for such occurrences may need to remain lower 
than in other parts of the world.  
 

 PRM should continue to encourage implementing partners to collect disaggregated data and 
analyze it to determine if and how women, men, and other groups do or do not benefit 
differently from program activities. PRM should also consider making resources available to 
assess or evaluate these differences by budgeting for internal or external evaluations and/or 
research efforts that focus specifically on issues of gender and diversity.  This may be 
particularly instructive for camp settings where there is a relative lack of evidence on the 
methods to integrate diversity and what results integration may yield.   
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Prolonged Focus on Basic Needs and Lack of Exit Strategies or Transition Plans 
 
Half of the programs reviewed exhibited a prolonged focus on basic needs and no exit plan, which may 
threaten their sustainability. Humanitarian assistance provided in camps tends to emphasize refugees’ 
basic needs, which often results in a lack of diversity in programming. Also, the emphasis on basic needs 
also leads to missed opportunities for supporting livelihoods.  
 

 PRM should work with UNHCR and NGO partners to identify mechanisms for coordination 
among entities to address the long-term development needs concurrently addressing 
immediate needs Branches of the United Nations’ Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian 
Affairs usually hold routine planning meetings that are well-suited for this purpose.  

 We recommend that PRM support livelihoods programming that includes a transition plan that 
promotes self-reliance and has a feasible and timely exit strategy. Even in protracted refugee 
situations where it may be difficult to identify opportune timelines or milestones to transition 
the project, PRM should require implementers to begin planning for sustainable results at the 
project design stage and conduct all project activities with sustainability in mind throughout the 
life of the project. In cases where refugees’ rights to work or move is limited, such efforts may 
be complemented with advocacy among host communities and governments.    

 
Promoting Flexibility and Adaptability 
 
Few examples of adaptation were evident during the review, though it is unclear if this was due to a lack 
of ability to change, lack of need to change, or other reasons. Markets and socioeconomic conditions 
change over time, and programs should be responsive and flexible to changes and provide space for 
redesign. Though cash grants and transfers were hardly observed among the program documents 
surveyed, they are considered “dignified and flexible,” insofar as they can be used for various purposes 
as recipients’ needs change. However, there remains little systematic evaluation on the utility of cash 
programs in camps.   
 
Though flexibility and adaptability are ideal for livelihoods programs so that they can react appropriately 
to market changes and other shocks, short funding cycles and inflexible programming, and short 
timelines limit the diversity of programs and activities, as well as the ability to change activities mid-
course. PRM, like other donors, is constrained by federal regulations and funding requirements, and is 
generally unable to be flexible or to adapt to changing markets and environments. However, PRM’s  
option for two or three-year funding cycles opens up the possibility of making more timely adjustments 
during the lives of the programs and seeing more enduring benefits. 
 

 PRM should make potential NGO implementers aware of longer-term funding cycles and 
possibilities that such cycles offer for activity selection or even modifications to plans outlined in 
the proposal based on changing circumstances. PRM should invite grantees to propose changes 
to implementation if they are within reason and justified by sound data.   

  
Addressing Legal and Non-legal Barriers to Livelihoods  
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PRM’s can promote protection goals through livelihood programming if their programs also address de 
facto and de jure forms of discrimination against refugees in the workplace. There are various potential 
ways in which PRM and its partners can combat such discrimination, including:  
 
Advocacy with the host government to grant work permits to refugees 
 
The review did not reveal any examples of advocacy among the six programs. Nevertheless, it is ideal for 
UNHCR to negotiate with host governments to grant work permits to refugees in order to expand the 
possibilities and sustainability of livelihoods. Implementers can supplement such efforts with provision 
of legal and financial assistance to support refugees’ applications for work permits. However, a clearer 
understanding is needed of how implementers can support UNHCR in their efforts, and how other 
donors can assist as well. 
 

 PRM should continue to encourage UNHCR and other appropriate partners to continue 
advocating on behalf of refugees for permission to work legally. PRM should also contribute to 
and leverage of the growing body of evidence about the positive economic consequences of 
allowing refugees to participate in the workforce.  

 We recommend that PRM invest in research that seeks to understand 1) the ways in which 
implementing partners can best work with governments to grant work permits to refugees and 
2) the benefits of refugee participation in the workforce.   

 
Promoting the inclusion of host communities to discourage discrimination 
 
Though no examples were explicitly described in the program documents reviewed, discrimination 
against refugees by members of host communities often presents a formidable challenge, even in 
settings where refugees are legally allowed to seek employment. It is critical that livelihoods 
interventions avoid exacerbating discrimination or generating resentment among host communities by 
targeting only refugees. Inclusion of the host community in programming in an important mitigation 
strategy for this issue. It appears from the documentation that most of the programs reviewed actively 
engaged host community members.   

 NGOs offering livelihood-specific training and capacity building should issue certificates of 
completion and authority for various trades and skills that are marketable within the camp 
economy and/or surrounding local economy.  

 PRM should require that programming be open and accessible to both refugees and host 
communities, promoting equal and equitable access to the extent possible.  

 
Monitoring & Evaluation and Reporting  
 
Program documents suggest varying degrees of sophistication with M&E, though no programs appeared 
to use innovative or non-traditional methods of M&E. Effective monitoring, evaluation, and reporting is 
vital not only for management of individual programs, but also for building the body of evidence on 
what works for refugee livelihoods programming. The intention to carry out M&E was often stated in 
proposals and reports in line with PRM requirements, but it was hardly apparent if any implementers 
used the required monitoring data to make program adjustments. Obtaining relevant and timely data is 
not only important for the beginning and end of programs, but throughout their lifetimes. Mid-term 
assessments of changing conditions complemented with market data can inform programs of needed 
mid-course adjustments.  
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 PRM should encourage implementers to use M&E data for management, decision-making, and 
improvements to projects and programs. PRM should promote the use of standardized 
indicators listed in its NGO guidance to ensure consistency across programs and help build the 
capacity or organizations with less familiarity with such tools. This review did not uncover any 
standardized indicators that we can recommend at this junction, though PRM and USAID’s 
current projects may soon change this.  .However, in the meantime, PRM should encourage 
these organizations to use existing M&E guidance and tools developed by other donors and 
implementing organizations 

 Nevertheless, PRM should not discourage innovation in M&E approaches, particularly if 
proposed tools are more conducive to unique contexts found in refugee camps. Developmental 
Evaluation is one example of an approach to M&E that allows for adaptation and flexibility. 
Developmental Evaluation is a process in which an evaluator is embedded within a project team, 
and is charged with “bring[ing] evaluative thinking into the process of development and 
intentional change,” that is, to encourage routine assessments of how projects are going and in 
what ways they may be improved.114 Given the complex and evolving settings in which these 
programs take place, non-traditional M&E practices may be more suitable for measuring their 
progress and success.   

 In addition to conducting a full set of assessments prior to program design, monitoring as well as 
mid-term and project end evaluations should be prioritized. Evaluations may be internal or 
independent depending on available budget and scope of the evaluation; the time intensiveness 
of developmental evaluation may often lends itself to internal staff, though the role can also be 
filled or complemented by external people.115 Nevertheless, PRM should require that entities 
conducting the evaluations are able to undertake them in an objective, systematic, and rigorous 
manner.  
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ANNEXES 
  

ANNEX I: EVALUATION SCOPE OF WORK  
 
Evaluating the Effectiveness of Livelihoods Programs for Refugees and Refugee Returnees in Burundi 

and Ethiopia 
 
NATURE AND PURPOSE  
The purpose of this solicitation is to obtain the services of a contractor to carry out an evaluation, lasting 
up to 10 months, of livelihoods programming supported by the Bureau of Population, Refugees, and 
Migration (PRM) for refugee populations in targeted countries.  The evaluation will consist of: (1) a 
comprehensive desk review and analysis of best practices and recurring issues regarding the 
implementation of livelihoods programming for refugees, global in scope, including but not limited to 
Africa; (2) field-based evaluations in two countries (Burundi and Ethiopia) where PRM has made 
significant investments in refugee livelihoods programs; and (3) elaboration of guidance that can be 
used in future evaluations of livelihoods proposals and programmatic outcomes .  Both the desk review 
and the field-based evaluations should prioritize identifying: (1) the qualities of successful refugee 
livelihoods programs; (2) whether PRM-supported programs were designed and implemented using best 
practices; (3) whether PRM-supported livelihoods programs promoted self-sufficiency; (4) whether self-
sufficiency was a realistic objective; and (5) the secondary benefits/impact, if any, of participation in 
livelihoods programs. The evaluation will also analyze the economic, social and legal factors that 
influence the success or failure of livelihoods programs in refugee settings.  Recommendations should 
be concrete, actionable, and provide guidance, checklists, and indicators for PRM to consider when: (1) 
writing requests for proposals that include livelihoods components; (2) reviewing proposals with 
livelihoods components; (3) monitoring livelihoods programming in the field; and (4) engaging host 
governments, multilateral partners and Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) on refugee 
livelihoods.  The contractor will coordinate with PRM, UNHCR, and NGOs.  
 
BACKGROUND  
PRM’s mission is to provide protection, ease suffering, and resolve the plight of persecuted and 
uprooted people around the world on behalf of the American people by providing life-sustaining 
assistance, working through multilateral systems to build global partnerships, promoting best practices 
in humanitarian response, and ensuring that humanitarian principles are thoroughly integrated into U.S. 
foreign and national security policy.  The United States government, through PRM, is the largest bilateral 
donor to UNHCR as well as the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC), the United Nations 
Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA), and among the largest 
bilateral donors for the International Organization for Migration (IOM).  PRM funds NGOs to fill critical 
gaps in programming by international organizations and host governments.  It is important to note that 
the Bureau considers its humanitarian diplomacy to be as important as its programming. 
 
Securing durable solutions for refugees is a PRM priority.  It is generally accepted that there are three 
durable solutions for refugee populations: (1) safe and voluntary return to country of origin; (2) local 
integration in country of asylum; and (3) resettlement to a third country.  Refugees are often outside of 
their country for many years before safe, voluntary return is possible.  Further resettlement is possible 
only for a limited number of refugees.  It is generally believed that refugees with access to livelihoods 
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are better able to care for and protect themselves and their families. Therefore, promoting livelihoods, 
and thus self-sufficiency/self-reliance to the extent possible, is important for both refugee protection 
and assistance.  From a legal perspective, the 1951 Refugee Convention/1967 Protocol confer on 
refugees the right to seek employment, to engage in other income-generating activities, to own and 
dispose of property, to enjoy freedom of movement and to have access to public services such as 
education (though these may be constrained in practice by host governments even when those 
governments are a party to the Convention).  From an economic perspective, if refugees are able to 
exercise these rights, they are better able to establish sustainable livelihoods, to become more self-
sufficient, and to become less dependent on humanitarian assistance.   
 
Approaches to promoting livelihoods may vary dramatically upon whether a refugee is residing in a 
camp or a city.  In camps, livelihoods are often impeded by restrictions the host government has placed 
on travel, denial of ability to work in the formal sector, and/or use of available land for farming.  In camp 
settings, refugees are often more dependent on the international humanitarian community for food, 
shelter, and other basic necessities of life.  While refugees in cities may face formal restrictions on their 
ability to work, many still find livelihoods in the informal sector allowing them to be more self-sufficient 
than they otherwise would be in camps.  However, commodities are often more expensive in urban 
areas and poverty for urban refugees is an enormous challenge.  Research commissioned by PRM 
indicates that the ability of urban refugees to become more self-sufficient is strongly influenced by their 
integration into surrounding host communities over time. This includes research conducted by Church 
World Service on promoting access to protection and basic services for urban refugees and the 
Women’s Refugee Commission research on promoting access to livelihoods in cities with large 
populations of urban refugees.  Links and summaries of these and other research projects and 
evaluations, including an impact evaluation of PRM humanitarian assistance for the repatriation and 
reintegration of Burundi refugees, are available at:  http://www.state.gov/j/prm/... 
 
The contractor will:  

 Conduct a global desk review; analyzing best practices/recurring mistakes in 
implementing livelihoods programs for refugees worldwide in order to contextualize the 
evaluation. The evaluation will include but not be limited to Africa and should take into 
account gender dynamics.  The evaluation team should draw from both grey and white 
literature, discussions with key stakeholders, and research to determine where 
livelihoods promotion with refugees in Africa and the rest of the world has and has not 
been successful and reasons why.  The review should take into account how limitations 
imposed by various host governments on the ability of refugees to work, farm, or travel 
affects livelihood interventions.  

  

 Carry out field-based evaluations in Burundi and Ethiopia, where PRM has supported 
livelihoods programming with refugee populations. Field evaluations will assist in 
determining to what extent PRM-supported programming has been successful in 
promoting livelihoods over the long term.  The evaluations should answer the following 
questions with an emphasis on developing best practices, lessons learned, and 
actionable recommendations to inform the programming and diplomacy of PRM and its 
partners.  

 Were PRM-supported programs designed and implemented using best practices?  How, 
for example by conducting market and livelihoods assessments?  

http://www.state.gov/j/prm/


 

34 
 

 What were the types of livelihoods assistance provided (e.g. technical/vocational 
training; business training; access to finance; cash grants; in-kind items)?  To what extent 
did these meet beneficiary needs and preferences for assistance?  

 What were the characteristics of refugees received livelihoods assistance? How well did 
partners reach members of vulnerable groups (e.g. women; female heads of household; 
older persons; youth; persons with disabilities) with livelihoods assistance? 

 What percentages of beneficiaries are still continuing in the livelihoods activities for 
which they received assistance?  In other words, if someone was trained as a tailor in 
2009, is s/he a tailor at present?   

 Did beneficiary incomes or asset holdings increase after receiving livelihoods assistance?  
If so, what is the range of percentage increases, and what is the average amount of time 
it took to improve self-reliance?  For how long were increases sustained?  

 Is there is a difference in the success of the livelihoods programs according to the 
year/period of the beneficiaries’ repatriation? 

 Where beneficiary incomes/assets did not noticeably improve, what are potential 
reasons for this lack of improvement?  Are there demographic differences (e.g., by 
gender) in the outcomes of livelihoods programming? Elaborate. 

 Did PRM-supported livelihood programs promote self-sufficiency?  In other words, did 
PRM livelihoods programs enable beneficiaries to meet more of their basic needs then 
would have been able to otherwise possible?  If so, how?  What percentage did and for 
how long?    

 How many graduates of the livelihoods programs are employed in the formal sector v. 
the informal sector? 

 What indicators should PRM use to measure the efficiency and effectiveness of the 
livelihoods programming it supports?  

 What were the secondary benefits/impact of participation in livelihoods programs, if 
any?  For example, did refugee livelihoods participants feel they were less vulnerable to 
sexual abuse and exploitation and/or gender-based violence?  

 Based upon the available evidence as well as the literature review, what are the qualities 
of successful refugee livelihoods programs?  What are recommendations to PRM and 
other donors for future livelihoods programs?  
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Burundi CORD Q3 Progress Report 2010 
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ANNEX III: UNHCR STANDARDS FOR REFUGEE 
LIVELIHOODS PROGRAMMING  
 
Protection: Livelihoods programs will respect human rights and will be designed to support an 
interventions’ overarching protection strategy and priorities. Livelihoods programs will protect and 
foster individuals’ dignity as it is linked with economic independence and self-reliance.  
 
Age, Gender and Diversity (AGD): Livelihoods programs will ensure the active participation of diverse 
and representative groups of refugees and the inclusion and accessibility of specific groups of concern. 
 
Equity: Opportunities for participation in livelihoods programs will be equal among refugees with 
vulnerable people prioritized where possible. Activities will maintain the goal of enabling self-reliance in 
the wider economy and should not foster dependency. 
 
Access: Refugee access to local services and programs will be in parity with the host community. 
Programs and services should be extended to host communities and refugees alike. 
 
Sustainability: Livelihoods programs should be planned for long-term self-reliance to help people build 
the knowledge and skills pertinent to their mid-term and long-term goals. Programs should seek to 
provide the resources necessary to sustain processes until their completion.  
 
Community Empowerment: Refugees and host communities should participate in all stages of planning, 
needs assessment, implementation, monitoring and evaluation to design appropriate and sustainable 
programs. Interventions should build upon the knowledge, skills, and resources present, and aim to 
enhance them further while strengthening community leadership and integration. 
 
Appropriateness and Reliability: Livelihoods programs should be appropriate and tailored to the 
context. They should be targeted to people best able to achieve self-reliance goals, consistent in their 
approach and delivery, and take into consideration the economic status and interests of the local 
population.  
 
Enhance Local Markets: Livelihoods programs should strive to strengthen the local market providing an 
injection or labor, consumers, and traders. Programs should work with local governments, businesses, 
trade and labor associations to build on existing market opportunities, benefitting both refugees and 
host communities. 
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ANNEX IV: DESK REVIEW PROTOCOLS  
Protocol for International Guidelines 

Desk Review Protocol: Guidelines 

Document Reviewed 

Title:  Document #:  

 

Author:  Publication Year:   

Focus Area:      Refugee livelihood programming      Self-sufficiency  Benefits and secondary 

impact  Other (explain) 

 

Overall Summary: (about 4-5 lines). 

Key recommendations: 

 

Type of Livelihood Programs addressed:    

Specify: 

Comments:  

Target Refugee Group: General   Adult (female)  Child (female)   Adult (male)   Child 

(male)  Other (explain) 

Comments:  

Type of Programming:   

Employment:  Urban   Camp    Integration into local communities  Other (explain) 

                          

Income-generating:     General     Urban  Camp  Legal       Security  Other (explain) 

Monitoring and documentation   Yes                            No 

Comments:   

Includes guidance for effective livelihood programs: Yes     No     
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Summary: 

  

 

Includes self-sufficiency strategies in livelihoods programming: Yes     No     

 

Other Notes:  
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Protocol for Peer Review Grey Literature 

Document Reviewed 

Title:  Document #:  
 

Author:  Publication Year:   

Focus Area:      Refugee livelihood programming     Self-sufficiency Benefits and secondary 
impact  

Overall Summary: (about 4-5 lines). 

Key findings and recommendations: 
Findings: 
Recommendations: 

Type of Livelihood Programs addressed:    General Other       
Comments:  

Target Refugee Group:  General   Adult (female)  Child (female)   Adult (male)   Child 
(male)  
Comments:   

Type of Programming:   
Employment:  Urban   Camp    Integration into local communities  
                               Other (explain)                                       
Income-generating:      General     Urban  Camp  Legal       Security 
Evidence of program monitoring  Yes                                 No 
Comments: 

Includes guidance for effective livelihood programs: Yes     No     
Summary: 

  
  

 

Includes guidelines for monitoring of Livelihood programs: Yes     No  
Summary:  (3-4 lines max) 
 

 
 

Includes self-sufficiency strategies in livelihoods programming: Yes     No     
 

Other Notes: None 
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Protocol for Ethiopia/Burundi Program Documents  

Country: Location: Implementer: 

Evaluation Question Desk Review 

Source 
documents 
and page 
number 

Notes 

Q1 Type of Assistance    

Q1 (a) 
What were the types of 
livelihoods assistance 
provided?  
 

According to review of 
project proposals, UNHCR 
and NGO reports, and other 
written documents 
including program work 
plans, M&E documents, and 
quarterly reports, did the 
partners specify the types 
of livelihood assistance 
provided?  

  

Q1 (b) 
To what extent did these 
meet beneficiary needs and 
preferences for assistance?  
 

According to available 
documentation, what were 
the barriers to 
implementation of program 
activities? 

  

Q2 Recipients of Assistance    

Q2 (a) 
What are the characteristics 
of refugees who received 
livelihoods assistance?  
 

According to available 
documentation, are the 
eligibility criteria included?  

  

Q2 (b) 
How well did partners reach 
members of vulnerable 
groups with livelihoods 

Does the available 
documentation list the 
types of assessments 
performed before 
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Country: Location: Implementer: 

Evaluation Question Desk Review 

Source 
documents 
and page 
number 

Notes 

assistance?  
 

designing, planning, and 
implementing the program 
to ensure outreach to 
vulnerable groups? 
  

Q2 (c) 
What percentages of 
beneficiaries are still 
continuing in the livelihoods 
activities for which they 
received assistance?   
 

How does the available 
documentation describe 
continuation of livelihood 
activities (as opposed to 
self sufficiency)? 

  

Q2 (d) 
Did beneficiary incomes or 
asset holdings increase after 
receiving livelihoods 
assistance? 

 If so, what is the 
range of percentage 
increases? 

 What is the average 
amount of time it 
took to improve self-
reliance?   

 For how long were 
increases sustained? 

How does the available 
documentation measure 
and report income or asset 
holding increases or 
decreases of beneficiaries? 

 Range of increase:  

 Average amount of time:  

 Length of time: 

What was the Effect of the Assistance? 
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Country: Location: Implementer: 

Evaluation Question Desk Review 

Source 
documents 
and page 
number 

Notes 

Q3 (a) 
Is there is a difference in the 
success of the livelihoods 
programs according to the 
year/period of the 
beneficiaries’ repatriation? 
 

How does the available 
reporting document 
livelihood success for 
repatriated refugees? 

  

Q3 (b) 
Where beneficiary 
incomes/assets did not 
noticeably improve, what 
are potential reasons for this 
lack of improvement?   

 Are there demographic 
differences (e.g., by sex) 
in the outcomes of 
livelihoods 
programming? 
Elaborate. 

 

Does the documentation 
suggest any causes or 
factors that explain 
intended or unintended 
positive or negative 
consequences? 
 

 Factors: 

 Causes:  

Q3 (c) 
Did PRM-supported 
livelihood programs 
promote self-sufficiency? 

 Did PRM livelihoods 
programs enable 
beneficiaries to meet 
more of their basic 
needs then would have 

Does the documentation 
describe how the livelihood 
programs allowed 
beneficiaries to meet more 
of their basic needs?  If 
there are data describing 
“before” and “after” the 
livelihoods program 
intervention, please 

 Before  After 
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Country: Location: Implementer: 

Evaluation Question Desk Review 

Source 
documents 
and page 
number 

Notes 

been able to otherwise 
possible, if so, how?   

 What percentage did 
and for how long?    

 

describe. 

Q3 (d) 
How many graduates of the 
livelihoods programs are 
employed in the formal 
sector v. the informal 
sector? 
 

Does the project proposal 
and program 
documentation indicate the 
extent to which livelihood 
graduates have full or part-
time employment? 

 Formal sector: 

 Informal sector:  

Q3 (e) 
What were the secondary 
benefits/impact of 
participation in livelihoods 
programs, if any?   
 

Does the available 
documentation describe 
secondary benefits?  Does it 
describe mitigation of 
potential sexual abuse, 
exploitation, or gender-
based violence? 

  

Were PRM-Supported Programs Designed and Implemented using Best Practices? 

Q 4 (a) 
Did IPs conduct baseline 
assessments such as market 
and livelihoods 
assessments? 
 

   



 

49 
 

Country: Location: Implementer: 

Evaluation Question Desk Review 

Source 
documents 
and page 
number 

Notes 

Q 4 (b) 
What indicators should PRM 
use to measure the 
efficiency and effectiveness 
of the livelihoods 
programming it supports?  
 

Does the available 
documentation provide 
indicators that describe 
efficiency and 
effectiveness?  How are 
these two attributes 
defined? 

 Efficiency indicators: 
 
 
 
 
Effectiveness indicators: 

Q 4 (c) 
Based upon the available 
evidence as well as the 
literature review, what are 
the qualities of successful 
refugee livelihoods 
programs?   

 What are 
recommendations to 
PRM and other donors 
for future livelihoods 
programs? 

 
 

  Specific qualities:  

 Recommendations for future support:  
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